AFRICA


II. AFRICA


Liberia
We docked in "Free Port", Monrovia on December 11, 1964 and remained there for a week. Freed slaves founded Liberia after the civil war. A century later I saw little evidence of the freedom that was promised by this noble experiment. What I saw was a tremendous gulf between the haves and the have-nots. In the short span of a week, I spent time with both. One night I sat on the verandah of the Ducor Palace Hotel listening to a band play my favorite songs surrounded by Americans, Europeans and Liber-Americans. Looking down on the lights of the city, I had the impression I had discovered the Garden of Eden. On another evening I was invited to a reception on the African Moon for President Tubman and members of his Cabinet. These certainly were the haves. I spent my days with the bishop and the priests at the Catholic Mission and with the people in "New Vi Town". On my two-mile walk to the church for 6:00 Mass every morning and on my return walk each evening I saw some of the worst poverty I have ever seen in my life.  One week in Monrovia convinced me that Julius Nyerere was correct. Poverty is not the problem. The problem is the division among people.


Ghana
Our next port was Tema, Ghana. I was off the boat every day right after breakfast. I took day trips into the bush and along the coast to the capital, Accra. This was my first experience riding in mammy wagons. A ride in a mammy wagon is a high touch experience you will never forget. I walked the beaches and swam in the Atlantic where I shed my first blood on African soil. On Christmas Eve I decided to ignore the warnings of the captain and crew and have one last swim in the Atlantic before leaving Ghana. The waves were up and after a half-hour bobbing like a cork about thirty yards off the shore I decided to swim back. It wasn't that easy. For all my effort the waves were in control. A couple of times I thought I had a foot hold on the beach only to be washed out again. I was exhausted and at the "If it be thy will" time in my prayer when an extra large wave delivered me onto a pile of rocks that I was able to hold on to. I thanked God, stood up in a foot of water, took one step toward the beach onto a barnacle that ripped my right foot open from the instep to the heal. Later that evening, while I was having a stiff drink and the first mate was applying a liberal swab of iodine to the bottom of my foot, the captain said that I was the most accident prone passenger he had ever carried and that he would be relieved to deliver me to Cameroon in the morning.


Cameroon
We had been told that we would be docking in Lagos before we went to Cameroon but that night the ship passed Nigeria and arrived in Douala on Christmas morning. I wondered if the Captain was afraid that if he stopped again he might loose me. I spent Christmas day on the boat with Homer. Homer and I had become friends over the past four weeks. He assisted me at Mass each morning. We played chess on his free times. Throughout the trip he took me all over the boat and introduced me to many of the crew. He took me to the engine room and bridge and other places that passengers were not allowed to go. I was "Father Barnicle" and was welcomed everywhere. I was welcomed because I was interested in them and not just interested in saving their souls. I told Homer about my uncle Bud Quirk who was a radio operator on the African Star, another Farrell lines cargo ship. In 1968 Bud was killed when the Star sank on its way to Vietnam. I kept in correspondence with Homer and some time after Bud was killed I encouraged him to call on my Aunt Terry, Bud's widow, at her home in New Orleans. To make a long story short - they met and they married. And I got out of the match making business with a 0/1 record.       

I cleared all of my cargo, including a Honda 90 motorcycle that brother Bob gave me, through customs. Piet Leliveld (who was studying at St. Louis U. while John and I were in St. Louis) arrived on the 28th. We loaded the bags I would need for the next two weeks and arranged to ship the rest. We packed cargo for the college into whatever space was left in the Opal station wagon and headed across the border into West Cameroon and 2,000 feet up Buea Mountain to the Bishop's house. After two days of meeting with the Bishop and priests from "the south", we headed north to my first assignment as a teacher in Sacred Heart College. The drive took us back to the coast where we met the main road to the north coming out of Douala. We took a left turn and began the long climb to Bafia. Once we climbed out of the protection of the rain forest we hit the dust. It was dry season on the high plateau and the hamatan sky was a dirty orange. We closed the windows and challenged the air conditioner to filter the dust out and keep our bodies comfortable. It failed on both counts.

We were averaging 33 Km or 20.5 miles an hour! Not bad for Cameroon but we still had 183 Km to Bafousam and another 80 to Bamenda and Piet was concerned about a possible curfew at Bafousam. If there was any trouble the Gendarmerie would close the barriers on the road and we would be stuck for the night. This was the old "Makisarre" country and although the uprising had been put down brutally in the early sixties it flared up every now and then. We made it through Bafousam just at dusk and raced on to Mbouda and on through the border between East and West Cameroon at Santa. The roads in this part of Cameroon were high, dry and much wider than in the forest.   


Bamenda 
On New Year's Eve, fifteen hours after we departed from Buea, we stood looking down on Bamenda. We had traveled 300 miles inland and climbed four miles higher. Although we were out of gas and running low on endurance, Piet insisted that we stop at "The Fort" before we drove down the hill and into Bamenda. The Fort was once an outpost of the British Empire overlooking Bamenda and the entire valley 800 feet below.  

Bamenda, the former outpost of the British Empire, never lost its frontier town image even though it had grown to a sprawl of metal roofs that now cover close to 40,000 people. The Ring Road begins and ends in Bamenda. The 357 Kilometer latrite road, linking the major cities in the North West Province, was completed in 1962, shortly after independence.

Almost directly below and just to the south, Mankon Mission sits attentively on a foothill like a county judge on his bench. I would soon meet Father Nabben, the pastor, who in many ways played the role of the county judge. Father 'Nine Pence', as the older natives called him (because of his insistence that every one in the parish pay the nine pence collection fee) was a tradition. The steady stream of people walking up the long latrite path to the father house from daylight to dusk every day of the week, witness the number of sins absolved and palavers settled here. This first Catholic Mission in Bamenda is now a cathedral and Bishop Paul Verdzekof's home. Our Lady of Lourdes girls’ secondary school, St. Theresa's primary school, the Community Hall, the eucalyptus forest, the cemetery and the old Mankon Brick factory tell a story of years of endurance and dedication.

We could see the empty stadium, in the middle of town, the host to our college football games, Fulani horse races and many national day celebrations. Tonight, and for the most part, it stands empty like the center of a storm with all of the activity of the town swirling around it, the Post Office, the new market, the Coffee Cooperative and the Ring Way Hotel.

As soon as you leave the Fort the road turns left and snakes down the mountain. Even with the two newly paved lanes the descent is an experience. Passengers and drivers alike lean to the bank side on every turn, no matter how many times they have been down the hill. On the last turn you roll onto a long slope and straight into the Baptist Mission with its golf course lawns and trees all exactly in a row. The roundabout in front of the Mission is mile "0". The first turning on the right begins the Ring Road to the north. The second leads to the Ring Way Hotel, the center of town, the hospital and on to Sacred Heart College on the Bafut road, i.e. "the backside" of the Ring Road. The third is the entrance to the Baptist Mission and the fourth is an "outer belt" going east of town, through the cattle yards and slaughtering pads, hugging the cliff until it turns right and passes in front of the Mankon Mission and then on to "the backside" of the Ring Road.

We could barely see the lights of Bafut to the west. In the full moonlight you could make out patches of the orange latrite on the ring road shining through the lush palm green bush that surrounds the road from Bafut to Bamenda. Piet pointed out Sacred Heart College, just out of town on the Bafut road. The College is one of the most impressive compounds in the city with its two story buildings, built of local pink sandstone blocks.  It almost glowed in the moonlight.      


Sacred Heart College 

A College in Cameroon would be equivalent to a High School in the US. Teaching high school students wasn't the mission life I had expected or geared myself to face. In fact, after initial bouts with diarrhea and malaria (I worried about malaria until I got it then I didn't worry about it anymore!), I settled into a comfortable routine. The students were well disciplined, smart and motivated. I taught mathematics and physics to the top classes. The school was brand new and my lab was well equipped. I shared a beautiful "Father's House" with two Dutch priests, Piet and the Principal, Martin,"Tinus", van der Werff. Three members of the first Peace Corps class from the US were teaching at the College.  

I could have lived happily ever after at Sacred Heart College but I kept stretching the envelope I was living in. I wanted more. I took weekend trips on my Honda. I organized field trips with the students. One weekend we climbed a mountain and placed a 12' white cross on the top. It was the first of my cross planting safaris that ended several years later when we erected the cross that almost caused a war between the Fon (i.e. the big chief) and the Catholics in Belo. But that is another story, for later. On one college break Piet and I drove to Enugu, Nigeria. On another Tinus took the staff to a resort in East Cameroon. I filled in at several of the local parishes. I enjoyed these trips on my Honda. One weekend I road into the rain forest to spend a weekend in Widikom. On Easter Saturday I rode to Bambui where I baptized more people than most priests in the US will baptize in a lifetime. But these side trips did not satisfy me. I liked to teach but I wanted more. Within a few months I had settled into a rut. Except for the beautiful surroundings and the color of my students' skin, I could have been teaching at any Catholic High School in the US. I got in trouble with Tinus for trying to make some changes in the Student Mass. Nothing radical by today's standards but in those days inviting the student body to join in the singing of the "Pater Noster" (we still prayed in Latin) was radical. Tinus, like most of the older Dutch Priests was strong on tradition.  

One of the most sacred traditions was Sunday dinner at Mankon Mission. Mankon Mission was one of those places that never seemed to change. Mankon Mission in 1965 would fit into a Graham Greene novel. Although the occupants were Dutch, the mission was a true outpost of the British Empire. Tea was served at 4:30. Beer or gin was served before dinner, but only after the sun had set. At noon every Sunday from January through August in 1965, Tinus, Piet and I drove from Sacred Heart to Mankon for an Indian Curry Dinner that still makes me salivate as I write about it. Every Sunday, Father "Chuke" (Nine Pence) Nabben would come out on the verandah in his splendid white cassock with the bright red sash, and greet us with a broad grin and an "Ah Ha!" The Parrot, who was the only other occupant on the verandah had the "Ah Ha" down pat and would sometimes repeat it so that the casual observer might wrongly conclude that Chuke said "Ah Ha" more than once. He did not. Even when the Bishop came to Mankon, Chuke would only say "Ah Ha" one time.

A third member of the greeting party every Sunday was the Mankon Mission German Shepherd.  It was always at the foot of the stairs, jumping up and down, wagging its tail and pushing a stone in front of him. I learned early on that the dog was crazy and all he lived for was someone to throw the stone so that he could fetch it, bring it back and drop it at your feet so that you would throw it again. If you fell into the game he would never stop pestering you. One day I decided to push this dog to the limit. I threw a big stone way down the hill. The dog brought it back but with each return I would throw the stone further. Down a gully, into the bush over the roof, on top of the roof but each time it would return with a stone. Finally, a black hairy paw came over my conscience and I picked up a small bolder that marked the edge of the drive. It must have weighed 80 lbs. I lugged it to the end of the lawn and rolled it down the hill. True to his vocation that simple sob chased it and tried to lift it with its jaws. It was yelping and wining when I went into the Mission for tea. An hour later when I was leaving Chuke said, "I wonder what's wrong with that dog?"

Every Sunday before dinner, we would take our chairs in the sitting room and a house boy in a starched white jacket would bring each of us a cold Heineken and a bowl of ground nuts (peanuts). Then Piet, the assistant priest at Mankon and I would listen to Chuke and Tinus telling stories from the old days. I must have been to Mankon 100 times in 1965 but what I remember best were the Indian Curry dinners on those Sunday afternoons.

After two terms at Sacred Heart College I got an appointment to go to St. Augustine's, a new College in Nso. I was looking forward to a change and I hoped a challenge. After my assignment I heard the stories about the stubborn Banso (Ba-nso: a man from Nso) and the difficult language, Lamso (La-nso: the tongue/language of Nso). There were stories of Jappie, who they named an enfant terrible and whose motto is "Do what you like and if it's nice, do it twice!" These were the stories I heard at my last curry dinner in Mankon. Only Piet assured me that I would love Jappie. Jappie sounded like my kind of a guy and I was excited about meeting him.

That summer, Fr. John McKoegh invited me to spend a week with him and do a trek to four of the Bagangu mission out stations. John Musi was my cook and traveling companion on the trek. Fr. McKoegh had picked Musi up five years before when he had been stationed in Njinikom. When McKoegh hired Musi he was 15 years old and had never been to school. His desire was to be a Trappist Monk but his lack of education and family opposition frustrated his dream. McKoegh encouraged John to go to classes at the Bagangu primary school as often as he could. Despite the fact that he was only able to attend an average of 22 days in a year, Musi managed to complete the six-year standard education course and graduated sixth in a class of 60 students.

Musi passed the common entrance exam for college students. Now he had two more rivers to cross. Musi was too old to be accepted into any college in Cameroon and if he did, he had no money! Fr. John was explaining this to me on my last Sunday afternoon with him. He had filled me with an excellent curry dinner that Musi had prepared. We were enjoying Beaufort beer while Musi was removing Tumba Flies from under my toenails. (If left unattended, a Tumba Fly can cause infection and eventually will give birth to a butterfly!) Needless to say I was in a vulnerable position when Fr. John asked: "Would you take Musi into St. Augustine's College?"1  


the road to Nso

I sent all of my "cargo" ahead by truck so it only remained for me, my backpack and my Honda to catch up with my gear. Early one August morning after breakfast I headed out to my new mission. This would be the longest trip yet on my Honda. It was the middle of the rain season so I could expect delays. I gave myself a full day to make the 60-mile trip. I was excited as I rode through Bamenda to the roundabout that marks the beginning and end of the Ring Road. Twelve Kilometers west from mile "0" I came to the junction with the road to Bambui where I baptized all those people. Another kilometer down that road was the Teacher Training College where I would give my first retreat to students and further down the road is St. Bede's college where I would one day be the Principal. But all that was in my future, the unknown future I was so excited about as I turned right at the junction and headed north and immediately began climbing the mountain. To the left was CCAST, the "A" level college where I would one day serve as the London University examiner for the General Certificate of Education (GCE) Advanced Level Physics Exam. The GCE exam is the dreaded test that is held each year in May on the same day and at the same hour all over the world.  

Just after the college, the hill gets too steep for the straight climb. The next ten kilometers snake to the top and if you can take your eyes off the next turn and look back you begin to understand why world travelers call the ring road one of the most beautiful roads in the entire world.  

For the next 20 minutes the road sits on the top of the world with a clear view at every turn. This is Fulani country. I rode past their market. Several Lorries and over a hundred people were there that day. Historians are not certain from where these tall light-skinned Aryans come. Long ago they were the conquerors that terrified the other tribes with their armor and horses. Local art still shows the horse and rider connected. How terrifying they must have looked as they rode into the villages. The armor is gone and with it the power. European colonists became the new governors. Their weapons were even more awesome. As Independence came, treaties and accommodations were made with the white man. The Fulani was pushed back onto the mountain tops with their horses, cows, their tall beautiful women in colorful cloth and their memories of days gone by when the "giants ruled the earth". The proud Fulani remains in the mountains avoiding the progress in the valleys below.

From Fulani country, the road drops back onto Ndop plain. At Babanki Tungo (which means "where the Babanki people sit on the rocks") it began to rain and like the song it rained mainly that day in the plain. Even in the best of conditions, the road through Ndop plain is an endless number of ruts, turns, high grass, speed up, slow down move over as still another overloaded "Mammy Wagon" comes at you swaying to and fro with its top heavy load. With the rain I wasn't able to push the Honda faster than a crawl. The rain was steady punctuated by several downpours. Honda and I sat one out on the porch of a primary school in the town of Ndop.  Needless to say it took me a very long time to get through the plain. It was evening before the rain let up and the clouds parted enough for me to see the Jakiri hills on the northern end of the plain. As the road begins its ascent, the country begins to change. So did I. As the Honda began the long climb into Banso country my spirits rose with it. Since that first time, climbing that hill has always lifted my spirits. It meant I was coming home to the mile high land of Nso.  

The sun was out but setting quickly as I reached Jakiri. Children waived greetings. I could only smile back. The road was still wet and I needed both hands to push the Honda in an effort to make up some time. It was dark when I reached Nkar where I had my first of many road accidents in Cameroon. I was cold and the Honda and I were splattered with mud. My headlight was only good for about ten feet; the road was narrow and bordered by palm branches and tall grass. I was anxious to get to the Kumbo mission so I sped it up, slipped into third gear rounded a corner and ran into a goat. I landed in the mud so did my Honda and backpack. I got up and assessed the damage: torn shirt and pants, skinned knee and elbow, broken headlamp and baggage carrier.  Just then the owner of the goat arrived. "How for my goat?" he demanded probably seeking compensation for the goat that was lying in the road, bleating and bleeding from the mouth.  "How for my motor!" I demanded. We looked at each other's damage and without a further word or argument decided that each party had been equally damaged. So ended my first encounter with a Banso, a man from Nso.

St. Augustine's College - Civitas Dei 

I must have looked a mess and Jappie must have wondered about his new assistant principal as he welcomed me to Kumbo. Jappie was standing on the porch of the old mission house as I drove into the compound. That is where I first saw that wonderful smile and I knew from his smile that no matter how I looked, I was home. I look back on that night as the first night of a very magic five years in my life. My supper that night was very different from the delicious meals in Mankon. I can't remember what it was or how it was served but I do remember how "Big Father" (Ari Kerkvliet), his ancient assistant old "Jappie Jappie" (Jappie Jacobse) and my new boss and soon to be best friend, Jappie Nielen, listened. They asked about the trip and about me. I felt I was back home at 763 N. Hanley with Dad and Mom. I was with balcony people who cared about me, cheered me on, people who believed that I could be a star. As corny as it may sound, I knew right away, I had found the place I had been looking for all my life. I had lived 33 years and traveled thousands of miles to find this place that Jappie had already named Civitas Dei, the City of God. It would be the place where I would find my wife and my vocation.  

St. Augustine was the bishop of Hipo from 396 to 430. He is a popular saint for two reasons.  First because of the very interesting life he confesses to have lead as a young man when he was a teacher. Second because his writings have influenced Christian theology throughout the ages. You can find his story in his first book, Confessions. We took the title of his second great work, Civitas Dei, as a vision for St. Augustine's College. Our dream was that St. Augustine’s would be the new Zion, the City of God that would turn out young men and women who would build Zion throughout the Cameroon and to the ends of the earth. Now there is a vision. Our secret password was Augustine's motto: "nihil vincit nisi veritas, nihil salvit nisi caritas:" Translated: Nothing conquers but the truth, nothing saves [heals] except love. We hid the secret in a five letter cross with an "N" in the center, two "V"s on the sides, an "S" on top and a "C" on the bottom:               
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Like Augustine's utopian city, we were on a mountain, high above Kumbo town. If you looked up, you could see the College from almost anywhere in the valley. Several years later, after the college was completed, Jappie built a small wayside chapel at the entrance of where a traveler could lay down his or her load and pause to say a prayer. It was a cool and quiet place after the long hike up the hill from Kumbo. Inscribed on the chapel were the first two verses of Psalm 47.  "The Lord is great and worthy to be praised in the city of our God. His holy mountain rises in beauty, the joy of all the earth."

I felt like I had died and gone to heaven. Besides being the vice principal, disciplinarian (can you believe that) and teacher at St. Augustine's College, I served as a pastor at St. Mary's church in the village of Kikai Kelaki. I know of no better way to make the case that I was one of the happiest men on earth than to tell you some of the stories. 

Musi 
I arranged for Musi to arrive in Nso a month after I did. By then we had moved into our brand new college buildings up the hill from Kumbo mission and we were preparing for the onslaught of students. I looked up from my desk one morning and there he was, twenty plus years old and looking ridiculous in the college uniform, white shirt and blue shorts. I introduced him to Jappie and after he left the office Jappie looked at me and said, "He sure has a lot of hair on his legs!" 

Jappie's comment had merit. We were not allowed to take students who were older than 14. The government and the Education Secretary were very strict on this point. So we decided that John could not be enrolled but that I did need a houseboy and then if he decided to attend classes during the day, well who would stop him. By the time I left St. Augustine's John completed High School and was accepted into the seminary. Jim and Pat Henick, friends from St. Louis, continued supporting him after I left all the way to his ordination. I don't know how well the argument will play with God, but Jim, Pat and I can take satisfaction in knowing that even though I had left the priesthood, we left a priest behind to take my place!  


disciplinarian

At first I thought I could never be a disciplinarian but by my 34th birthday, Nov. 15, 1966, I not only was good at it, I was enjoying the role. You know I decided to make it a role when I decided never to let a student see me smiling until Christmas. I always smile! It's my trademark. The ploy worked. By October, I was the most feared person on the campus. When I walked into the classroom there was immediate silence. One night after a big college football game (that's soccer for those who have never traveled outside the US), Jappie and I were walking in the moonlight and saying the rosary. The boys were still excited and the dormitory was in turmoil. Jappie asked, "Do you think you could get them to quiet down?"  

"Just watch." I instructed him to stay out of sight behind the classroom block. As soon as I walked into sight a sound closely resembling an approaching freight train stopped. Immediately!  I walked slowly up to and into the dorm and began pacing up and down between the beds. I think the 50 bodies in the room even suspended breathing as I paced. Not a peep! Finally I came to Sunday Chi's bed leaned down and spoke softly into the blanket that covered his head. Sunday was the leader wherever there was trouble. That is why I liked him so much. "Sunday", I whispered, "I thought I heard a noise." From under the blanket came a muffled response, "No Father, everyone is quiet here."

I liked to sleep in. Maybe it was the mountain air but I was forever late for Mass and the students were afraid to tell me. One morning a knock on the door woke me. The frightened student responded to my grumpy what-do-you-want look with, "Please Father, there is no Mass wine." I went down the hall and got a bottle, handed it to him, slammed the door and climbed into bed.  Just as I was going back to sleep there was another knock. "This kid's really risking death" I thought as I flung the door open for the second time. "And please Father, there is no Father."

Another time I woke up with a start at 6:10 with the realization that I was to say the 6:00 student Mass. It only took a minute to brush my hair, put on my socks and shoes, throw on a cassock (until you have lived with priests you will never guess what is under the cassock on any given day) and rush out the door. As I came into the sight of the students who were in the classroom that we converted into a church and who were now singing their eleventh hymn, I changed my rush into a leisurely stroll and detoured down to the water pump as if I were in no hurry. I knew they were all watching but didn't want them to think I was concerned. Just then Kimbi ran out of church and into the Rafia palms to take a pee. Kimbi was our token and the only student who wasn't required to go to church in the morning. I don't think he came for any religious reason. I just think he came to be warm and because at that time of day he was up and there wasn't anything else to do. I arrived before Kimbi and was slowly putting on the vestments that were laid out on the altar. I was facing the students and every eye was on me. I guess they were hoping for some excuse if not an apology when Kimbi entered the room. Slowly I lifted my wrist, looked at my watch, turned and said: "Kimbi, you're late, see me in my office after Mass. "In nomine Patris....." 


Yiran

Jappie did not have the heart to send the kids away who did not pay their school fees. So he decided that it was the Vice Principal's job! I hated it but that is how I met Frederick Yiran on a December night in my office, 1965. I had already sent twenty away when this small thin boy came into my room with tears running down his face. From the way he was dressed it was obvious that whoever was his sponsor couldn't even afford to clothe him. To make the situation even sadder, Fred stammered. It took ten minutes before I could even get his name out of him. And in that ten minutes the hard Vice Principal's and disciplinarian's heart melted and I was doing everything I could to comfort this thin little quaking crying and stammering boy whose dream it was to be in St. Augustine's College but who knew that this tall menacing Vice Principal was about to throw him out - just as he had thrown out all of the ones who were in the line in front of him. But God was on Fred's side that night.  

Just as God chose Moses as His instrument to deliver the Israelites, God prompted me to look over to the corner of the room where Fred's salvation lay. I wanted some way to comfort Fred and I asked him what he wanted to do in life. It was then that he calmed down long enough to tell me that he wanted to paint. Over in the corner of my office was a box of good oil paints with a brush and an easel. It came with a shipment of books from the "Friends of Father Tony". I delivered the books to the Kikai Kelaki library but I did not know what to do with the paints. They sat in the corner of my room. Then I got this brilliant idea. Or was it God's idea.

"Frederick, I would like to commission you to paint a portrait of Fr. Nielen that we can hang up in the College. If you agree to accept my proposition, I will give you this box of very expensive oil paints and you can set out on the road to becoming an artist. Will you agree to this offer?"

Fred took the paints, a photograph of Jappie from which he could work and was off. I was happy.  He was away and he was the last boy in the line. I could walk down the hall to my cold beer with Jappie and tell him the story. We will laugh at the idea of a painting of Jappie hanging in the College. Two weeks later Frederick appeared at my door with a painting of Jappie Nielen.  

It was interesting. Not that good but interesting. You could tell it was Jappie but it almost was almost a cartoon character. It was interesting. So I granted him the paints and gave him another commission. This time to paint a portrait of my sister, Dorrit from a photograph I had of her in her wedding dress. Two weeks later Frederick appeared at my door with a painting of Dorrit.  

That was the last time I saw or heard from Frederick until one spring day in 1995 when a voice on the other side of the line stammered. "Fa fa fa fa fa ther ther ther Ba Ba Ba Ba rnicle." 

"Frederick!"

"Ho ho how di di di did you you know it was me?"

"Just guessed."

Frederick was calling from Minneapolis, Minnesota where he was just completing a mural at the Mall of America. Today, Fred is an accomplished artist. His life and work have influenced thousands, especially the young who he teaches in workshops in schools all over the world.

When Frederick visited us at our home in Independence later that year I asked him to recall that afternoon at St. Augustine's when I sent him off with the box of paints. He told me that he had all kinds of emotions walking off the compound and into the forest path that led him back to his home in Nkar, almost 15 miles away. Somewhere along the road he stopped and sat down and opened the box. He took a tube of paint and squeezed a little of it onto the palm of his hand. As he smelled the paint it began running down his wrist and arm. At that moment, he said, the sun broke through the tree cover and shown directly on him. At that moment Fred knew that this was to be his life's work. Fred went on to say that every time he begins to paint he repeats that ritual.  He opens a tube of paint, squeezes a little of it onto the palm of his hand, smells the paint as it runs down his wrist and arm, remembers the moment when the sun broke through the tree cover and rededicates himself to his life's work   

The Fred Yiran episode in my life is a story that demonstrates how influential each of us can be - without even realizing it. It is the story of a random act of kindness, the way that act changed the direction of a life and the impact that changed life can have on the world. If you can understand and appreciate the Frederick Yiran story you can understand why I love the work I do. The box of oil paints changed Frederick's life. Every time I recall the story I realize what a profound effect it has had on my life.    


the road to Bantem    

On my way back to Cameroon from my leave to the US in 1967, I stopped at Mill Hill and had lunch with my former Rector, Fr. Sheridan. He asked me how I was doing. I told him that I was having more fun than I ever had in all my life. He beamed! "That's it! If you are not having fun you won't be able to help anyone!"

When I said that I might have been thinking of a trip I took in May 1967 to Bantem. The trip was only an overnight but an overnight that I will never forget. I had two week's work on my desk when I decided to take Ari's invitation to go to Bantem to say Mass on Ascension Thursday. I was looking for a break and a vacation from my desk, grading papers and the classroom. I got much more than that out of the trip. I hope I can tell the story well.

Bantem is the last real bush place in Kumbo Mission. It is a 16-mile walk up a long valley to a very high and cold place. On top of that hill is a picture book church with a picture book community of about 200 Catholic souls. Four years ago the people began building a road so that trucks could get there to haul coffee. For three and a half years with no outside assistance they had been working on the road. Every man in the village volunteered to work two days a week.  

They had given the project up in discouragement six months before my scheduled trip from Kumbo to Bantem. I left at 9:00 a.m. Ascension morning and at 12:30 in the after​noon I got out of my car in front of Bantem Mission to be lifted off my feet by 200 laughing, shouting, crying, screaming people! We had finished building the road to Bantem Mission along the way!  

I started up the road with my bed, chop box, Mass box and four students who were also looking for a few days away from the College. We were all crammed into CM 3480, my vintage VW.   Ari had no idea if the road had advanced so we were pleased when we met the carriers about a mile farther up the road than where it had ended the year before when I walked to Bantem. I chided them for the lack of progress and asked why the car couldn't go any farther. "Some big stone he de de for road." They explained.

Everyone got out, I turned the car around, locked it, and we started walking. We came to the stone about 30 yards down the road. It made the road impassable because next to the stone the water had washed out a big gully and there was a 30' drop a few feet to the right of the gully. We walked on to the bend in the road about another 100 yards away and there I saw a good road winding up the side of the hill for another mile. I told Gamoga, a student walking with me, "We have been on worse roads than this, let's go back and fill in the gully with stones, then we can park the car up a mile ahead. It will save us walking that last mile on the way back."  

Thirty minutes later we passed the carriers on the road three miles from where we had originally parked the car. We waved at them, I shifted into third and sped around a corner and almost ran smack into a tree. Three feet on one side of the tree was the bank, three feet on the other was the drop off. I was trying to figure how to turn the car around when Fidelis came with his ax. "Wait Father I go move that stick." The tree was a foot wide but he started with such enthusiasm that I quickly backed the car around the turn to avoid getting hit by a falling tree The carriers came and I told them to put the cargo back into the VW and go ahead on foot. "Fidelis, time you go move that stick I go carry you to Bantem!" The tree was down in 10 minutes, mammies filled the hole in 5 minutes, and an​other section of the road to Bantem was opened.

We met the carriers at a small stream a mile down the road. There was only a footbridge but by now the road building fever had gotten into everyone. The neighbors had found the planks that were meant for the bridge but no one had ever bothered to put them in. They found a carpenter and the students and carriers were busy carrying stones when Fidelis and I arrived.

After the bridge there was clear sailing for another two miles. Fidelis pushed me through the second small stream. While we waited for the carriers I told some local men who had come to help, how to build the culvert under the road. It was finished when I came back the following day. We went another mile up the road until we came to a barbed wire fence. I was about to turn the car around and unpacked it when the carriers arrived. There were 20 people following them now who were determined that this car was driving to Bantem, today! They pulled up three poles and lifted the three strands of wire high enough for the car to pass under them.

The road was now open for the next six miles. I drove slowly, not that the road was in bad condition but that I was enjoying the luxury of thinking how nice it was to drive to Bantem on this road, which I struggled walking on last year. I also knew that when we got to the "big water" that would be the end of the line and the "big water” was still four miles from Bantem.

When we got there we would have to wait at least a half hour for the carriers no matter how slowly I drove. I also drove slowly because I was enjoying Fidelis and how he was shouting at everyone we passed on the road. I was honking the horn like we had just won the war but most of all I was enjoying the looks on the children's faces. Suddenly it occurred to me and I asked Fidelis why they were so excited!  He said it was because they had never seen a car before.

I became very proud of CM 3480, the old VW I had bought last June. It is the oldest car in the mission. I only paid $320.00 for it and it had rolled over two times before I bought it. When I drive it down to Mankon Mission and park it next to the other new VWs belonging to the other missionaries I have to be ready for 100 barbs and comments. "Why don't you sell that thing and get a car..." In the eyes of those children however, and in fact in the hearts and eyes of the people of Bantem, CM 3480 was the most wonderful motor in the whole world!

CM 3480 rolled on with its horn honking, its mud guards, fenders, bumpers and running boards long deprived of their chrome stripping, flapping in the wind on the Road to Bantem while a crowd of children, mammies and even old papas ran along behind it trying to keep up with the Hausas and the Fulanis on their charging horses, all trying desperately to get to Bantem in time for the party to welcome CM 3480.

News travels fast in a place like Bantem and when we arrived there were already more than 50 people at the "big water". Mostly they just stood and looked as I again turned the car around, unpacked it, and locked it. As Fidelis and I ate some cookies on the side of the road and looked over the hills at Bantem Mission, about 50 more panting people joined the crowd looking at the two of us and CM 3480.

The road made a steep descent to a point about 50' from the river where it dropped at about a 50 degree angle through a mass of huge boulders and then there was a real jungle for another 30' to the water's edge. On the other side there was a 10' bank up to the place where the road continued.

Fidelis told me that the people were saying that the car must go on but even he agreed that it was hopeless. He put a stone to mark the place where we reached with the car. I went down to wade in the water while we waited for the carriers to catch up with us. It was there I discovered that the road on the other side continued right to the water's edge and that the sand bottom of the river was quite solid and that the water was only 4-5". I thought if I could only turn off the road to the right and come down the hill for 30' through all those boulders and get onto this sand bar I could drive up the riverbed another 20' and then be back on the road.

By the time I dried my feet and put on my shoes the carriers had arrived. They insisted that the car must go on and even wanted to carry it across. I told them that would be cheating. I also wanted to be sure I could get my car back! Then I told them that the only way was to build the road right down the hill to the sand bar instead of straight ahead to the proposed bridge site. I told them that if they were to build it this afternoon I would come back and drive into Bantem. "No! We go build em now'."

I was still a half-hour ahead of the time it would have taken me to walk to Bantem so I sat down on a stone to watch. All of them, men, women, and children descended on the biggest bolder with their bare hands. I watched for a minute in amazement as it began to move. In the next minute my two white hands pushed along with 100 black hands. We moved that rock! The turn was steep but the road was smooth as I inched the car down the embankment. I made a wide turn onto the sand bar, shot down the river with waves rising on both sides and came up the hill to the road on the other side. There was a tremendous shout as Fidelis jumped in the car and we were on our way to Bantem. Most of the rest stayed there to finish the road so that when I came back the next day I drove right up the hill without a push.

By the time we reached, the people of Bantem were preparing for a carnival. Those few who hadn't already heard were up and out as we passed by their houses, honking and shouting. I didn't even bother to get out of my car to build the last bridge. Fidelis managed the whole job while I smoked a cigar. 4" x 4" planks, robbed from every building project in sight came from all sides and when I threw away my cigar I started the engine and drove across the last bridge. It was so solid a Mac truck could have driven across it.

All the children got at least one ride around the football field. That night even while I was hearing confessions they came up to me and stroked my face and my arms and my legs and stroked CM 3480 and looked at CM 3480 and at me with a look of such wide eyed admiration and wonder that I thought - Poor Cooper, Gordon, all the astronauts, and Lindbergh. They worked so hard for their fame and only saw the crowds at a distance.


a walk to the Donga River
During the 1969 Easter break I agreed to visit schools in the Nkambe parish. Nkambe covers a large area and is the last parish in the diocese before you reach the border of W. Cameroon and N. Nigeria at the Donga River. In order to get to it's most remote school on the banks of the Donga, we would have to walk over 60 miles. Others who had made the treck told me that we would not only walk 60 miles into the bush we would walk 600 years back in time.  

I took John Musi to cook and six students in the senior class to carry my "cargo". Although the students had lived in Cameroon all of their lives, the country we would be trekking in the next six days would be as foreign to them as it would be to me. This would be a real vacation, a walk in the Africa I read about in grade school; the Africa of Stanley and Livingston, disease and voodoo, naked people, wild animals and long snakes. I knew that we would all be pop-eyed by the time our trip was over.

It was the Fourth Sunday in Lent and the start of our Easter holidays. We were excited and anxious to go as we loaded our cargo and climbed onto an ancient Austin lorry we hired to carry us the first 15 miles to Berabe. I rode in the back of the truck to be with the boys and to be able to jump out if the truck lost its breaks or slid off one of the hairpin curves as it descended the escarpment. Almost the entire trip was a steep descent to a 2,000 ft. valley that had been formed by the Donga River. Several of the curves were so tight the old Austin had to reverse twice in order to make the turn. More than once I questioned our decision to take the lift.  

It was market day in Berabe and we joined a fleet of trucks going down the hill. It would have been impossible for anyone to drive up the hill until evening. The road was only one lane. So on market day it is down in the AM and up in the PM and I don't care what kind of emergency you are having, if you want to go against traffic, walk! Just before Berabe the road leveled off and for the last mile the fleet of trucks sped over the plain, honking and shouting and scattering everyone on the road into the bush.                                

Market day is an exciting day anywhere in Cameroon but especially here at the last outpost of civilization. We arrived at 9:00 and had time to share in the excitement and to buy one or two more things that we might need on the trek. As we walked among the stalls, I got a preview of the coming week. I told all the boys to have a good look at all the women so that they wouldn't bother them for the rest of the trip. I followed my advice and spent the next two hours staring in amazement at the bare breasts on the young girls. All the time the young girls and their nipples were staring back in amazement at the first white man they had seen in their short lifetimes.

Around noon we reached the compound of the chief of the Mbembe people. There had been a death there about a week before and everyone was still celebrating it. We were greeted with a dance performed by women covered with ashes. The grave was a mound of earth covered with all the man's possessions right down to an empty Vaseline bottle. Yards of cloth, which are still used for money in the area, were strung around the grave and hanging over the grave was a dead dog! I took photographs of the grave so I had to pay money to get away.

It was mid afternoon before we headed north on the path that would eventually bring us to Abong, Nigeria. We had been walking in a hot tropic jungle for three hours when we arrived at the town of Akawaja at the first mission station. It was just before dusk and I was still walking at a military pace.

The daily routine was Mass, breakfast (Where there are chickens there are eggs and there are chickens everywhere.), a tour of the school (short tour - one room) and then a gripe session with the teachers (You would gripe too if you hadn't got paid in four months.)

The meeting with the teachers had gone on for several hours before I asked, "Where are the school children?"

"They're at the rock."  "Well, lets go visit them."

The rock was only 200 yards away. As we pushed through the 10' grass that grew up to the path on both sides, I could hear the rushing water. And then we came into the clearing and I walked into the Garden of Eden. It was obvious why the kids weren't in school.

Fifty nude boys and girls were laughing and playing on the rock. The rock was smooth and slightly rounded, 30' in diameter. It was covered with the sunbathers sitting on the rock and eating mangos while the other skinny dippers were jumping into God's wet willie, a shoot of rushing white water that gushed out of the hillside above the rock and ended in a pool 20 feet below. A teacher was sitting under a tree off to the side.

It didn't look like any other school I had ever been in but I wanted to be fair in my evaluation so in two minutes my clothes were off and I dove into the water. It carried me into a flute of rushing water that fell rapidly for about 5 seconds between two big rocks and tumbled me into the pool. As soon as I could get my head above my heels I let out a shout. This school gets an AAA rating! I learned the curriculum after a few more rides. You dive from about 5 ft. into the water that sweeps you down between the rocks into the pool and when you got cold you swim back to the rock and slithered up onto it like a seal. There you can lie until you are hot enough to dive back in again. It was beautiful. I couldn't imagine a better atmosphere in which learning could take place! Unfortunately, it started to rain about 4:30, so we retired to the schoolroom for Mass.

The next two days we walked on flat land and covered 40 miles. Except for one blister I did well and was proud of myself and thank​ful that I had given up smoking. We stayed in a grass hut in Akwesse, ate the local chop and drank from the mountain streams. I said Mass for the villagers every evening, many of whom had never attended a Mass or even seen a priest before. I preached in the finest tradition of St. Paul to the people of Lystra and St. Francis to the people of Japan.  We met very few people on the road and only saw a few very primitive farms after our first day on the trek. On the second day we saw herds of chimps and gorillas. 

About noon the second day we reached the Donga and looked into Nigeria. Across the river we saw the small sleepy town of Abong with its twenty zinc roofs, a school, a police barracks, several big trucks on a wide tarred road and best of all a "Star Beer" sign!

The river was about as wide as the Missouri at Jefferson City and just as muddy. It occurred to me that Nigeria was in a civil war and that I had no papers. It occurred to me that one of my fellow priests, Fr. Dan Callinan had made national news by getting arrested on our side of the border several months ago and had created an international incident before he was released - but the temptation was too great. We called for a canoe to carry us over but before it was 1/2 way across the river, I was out of my clothes and into the water. 

Like the Missouri, you could walk half the way. I fought the current for the other half. Twenty minutes later I was on the Nigerian shore bargaining for a tub filled with catfish. By the time we agreed on a price, the boat, my clothes and my money arrived. I exchanged 670 cfa for a Nigerian Lb., bought the fish for 10 shillings and had them sent over to our side of the river for our fish dinner that night. Now all I needed was potato chips and a cold beer.   

The boys were touring the town and I was into my second beer at my table in the outdoor cafe when the Land Rover pulled up and four uniformed Nigerian soldiers jumped out and arrested me! Twenty minutes later I was in the police barracks jail! It took me two hours to talk the sergeant in charge not to put me in chains and haul me off to Enugu as a mercenary. The news got out and in a few minutes Musi and the others were hanging around the outside of the barracks like sheep that had lost their shepherd. Some were worried but I heard later that Gabriel comforted them with the thought that as soon as they got to know me the Nigerians would spit me back into Cameroon before nightfall. To paraphrase, he might have said: "they caught Fr. Barnicle, the poor bastards!"  

Gabriel was right. I invited the Sergeant to come across the border for Mass and a catfish dinner that evening and bought four more bottles of beer and potato chips in anticipation that he might show up. Then we were off to the other side. To pay Gabriel and the other five students back for their unkind thoughts about the Nigerians spitting me out, I bet them that the sergeant would appear, join us for Mass and have dinner with me after the Mass.

I thought I might have lost my bet until just after the Offertory when the sergeant and the headmaster of the Abong government school walked into the schoolroom where I was saying Mass. After the Mass they joined the Cameroonian teachers and me for a delicious catfish dinner, chips and beer. I collected my bet but I never told the boys that while we were eating the Sergeant looked at me in confusion and asked, "When is the Match?"

It took us two days to walk back to Akawaja. We stopped the night in Asa. The place was so bad we all slept on the road. I had learned a cute trick on the long road from Abong to Asa. I put limes and sugar into the drinking water and before I got two miles on the 30-mile walk I got hooked on the stuff. I went through 4 canteens of lime aid before we arrived and was sick.

On top of all their other miseries the people of Asa didn’t have anything to eat. I had just enough hard-boiled eggs to go around for each of us to have one for breakfast. I took mine, put it in my pocket and was on the road from Asa at 5:00 a.m.

The road from Asa to Akawaja was short and I raced to the swimming pool. By 11:00 I was on the beloved stone browning myself. I stayed there until 5:00 that p.m. and was back at 7:00 the next a.m. and remained there until noon when we had to leave for Mbiduwa, the last stop on our trip. Musi and two students took off early but four students paid some local boys to carry their boxes and stayed until the last possible minute to swim in the pool with me.

They paid dearly for their procrastination. The road from Akawaja to Mbiduwa is short but it is 3,000 ft. straight up and then another 2,000 ft. straight down. The carriers the boys hired cheated them and only carried their boxes half way up the hill. In order to make it to Mbiduwa on time, I took part of the load. Three hours later we stumbled into Mbiduwa.  

Their excitement at seeing us gave us the shot of energy that we needed. Mbiduwa was a land of excited children. The Fon was 15 years old and his wives looked like they were between 13 and 14. He had a dance for us that went on for most of the night. Fr. Jansen had given them a new schoolroom and I was getting all the credit for it. It was also a land of plenty and we feasted on goat meat and mangos and pineapples and palm wine. It was a happy ending to a very fulfilling and exciting journey.

I guess I could have told the story of all the diseases I encountered and attempted to treat with aspirin and Unguentine. I guess I could have talked about the primitive conditions. After the second day I got used to the idea of waking up with 20 more people in the already small room looking at us in our sleep. Rather than fight it I would teach them good morning songs, songs that Dad taught me years ago. As I washed and dressed, I taught them "Up Bright Foot, up light foot", "Good Morning Merry Sunshine…." and "To the Eastward point....”, all old favorites.  

Many of the people we met on the trip were suffering from a variety of afflictions: tropical ulcers, con​junctivitis, malaria, infected wounds, deep coughs and fevers. We witnessed the awful results of VD and inbreeding everywhere we went. I saw six fingers and toes on hands and feet more than once. Fear of the unknown, the government (taxes), super​stitions and Jujus kept the people trapped in their impoverished world.

There were enough facts to support a very sad story but somewhere, sometime ago I decided that my mission would not be to focus on the poverty but to look at the wealth - especially the potential of each person I met to be all that God knows they can be. In order to do this I would have to let people know that even though I refused to wring my hands and cry out in sympathy and stick my lower lip out further and further over the injustices they had suffered, I cared. Despite all of the misery and injustice, we could begin the cure right now with a good laugh. Once we were laughing we would bond and move on to seeing how we might, working together begin to make their lives and the world around them just a little bit better, kinder, gentler, peaceful and prosperous. This is why I am so bad at raising money for the missions. I don't like to tell the stories of the starving children with the distended bellies. I like to tell stories about happy people who were working to improve their lives.  

A person of faith has a tremendous advantage over a humanist. With faith you are able to see people you meet as children of God. This view lets us see things 'sub specie eternitati' - long range, eternally. A humanist has a dilemma. She/he must look at the facts and when you can only look at the facts, sometimes the only thing you see is the warts. Rose-colored glasses? Maybe, but I choose to wear them. And someday before I die and before a developer finds Akawaja and puts a Marriott Hotel next to the wet willie by the rock, I want to go back.


nuns
The story begins one morning in February 1966 when I walked into the Form III math class and saw Mary Fonlon sitting in the back row. Mary and I never met but I knew that she did not belong in my classroom. Although I did not know Mary, I didn't need real good eyes to know that Mary was a fully developed woman and this was an all boys school! I was even more upset when she told me that Fr. Nielen had sent her to my class!

I dumped all over Jappie at the morning coffee break. "What in the hell is a woman doing in my class room!" The response was typical Jappie. Jappie doesn't fight fair. He lives by the rule that it is easier to beg forgiveness than it is to ask permission. "I'm so sorry. There were so many things on my mind I forgot to mention it to you. What was I to do? She was thrown out of Sacred Heart and Bernard came to me [Bernard Fonlon was the Minister of Posts and Telecommunications] and begged me to take her in until we can find something for her. We have to do something for Mary. If we don't "some scruffy Muslim chief will take her into his compound and give her belly. You don't have to teach her just let her sit in the class." (So now that you know the facts aren't you ashamed of your self for even asking - implied in the explanation.)

I was prepared with a response that would take care of that argument. The law wouldn't work.  Not when you are reasoning with a true anarchist. Besides that, we had already broken every law regarding the students we were allowed to admit. Logic was out of the question. Jappie is 100% right brained. So I moved to an outcome based track. My questions will certainly drive him into the correct position. "How can we protect her surrounded by 300 hungry puber studs? Ha!  Where will she sleep? Ha! In the boy's dorm in the midst of one hundred pubers that will kill for the chance to give Mary belly! Ha! Is that your solution? Ha! Who is going to watch Mary every minute of the day and especially every minute of the night? Ha! How will she make it without any other girls her age as companions! Ha! If we are going to open the school to girls has it occurred to you that we would need some women teachers? Ha! This School is only licensed to teach boys and Mary very definitely is not a boy!  Ha, Ha, Ha!!!"   

I should have ended after the third Ha! The following week I entered my Form II math class to find five women in that class. Jappie had listened to my reasoned argument and found some girl friends for Mary! And it wasn't over. The next week there were 15 girls in the college and Mammy Anastasia (the woman who ran the college kitchen) was the girls disciplinarian who would be sleeping with the girls in one of the new Form IV class rooms which we had built for next year's expansion and which we quickly converted into a girls dormitory.

Well, bottom line I loved Jappie and was loyal to him soooo... We went to work defending the move against all of the forces of darkness. Those Philistines all dumped on Jappie; the Bishop, the Education Secretary, the Minister of Education and just about everyone else in Cameroon.  Since it was a done deal and since Mary Fonlon was Dr. Bernard Fonlon’s niece, we got by with an ultimatum. Either find suitable women to teach on the faculty or throw Mary and her friends out of St. Augustine's College - and Jappie can go with them! We had until September when the next year's classes were to begin. Our backs were against the wall. To make matters worse Jappie was due to go on vacation leave and I received a letter from Bishop's House on 5/14/66 appointing me to be the principal of St. Bede's. I was to report there in July.

At the Easter break Jappie and I decided to drive to Nkongsamba to meet with the Superior of the Holy Union Sisters. These sisters staffed several schools in French speaking Cameroon. I wasn't too happy about bringing Sisters under our tent. I had a very good experience with the sisters who taught me for nine years at Christ the King and I remember them fondly. But nuns reminded me of my Mother who I also loved but who I also would not like to have hanging around the College. I was very sinecure in my bachelor life and didn't need a mother around to disturb it!

We were well received and the meeting went well until Sister Irene, the Mother Superior asked: "What accommodations have you made for our sisters if we decide to send them to you?" After a long pause I pulled a picture out of my shirt pocket. It was a photo of a beautiful new house that Brother Francis had just finished building on our campus. As I slid it across the table to Sister Irene I said: "Here is a photo of the house that we have prepared for your Sisters." Jappie's jaw dropped to his knees as he looked at the photograph.

Well we wouldn't have had the sisters hanging around the campus, we wouldn't have had girls in the College, I wouldn't have met my wife and Jappie wouldn't have stayed at St. Augustine's College if I hadn't pulled a color photograph of our beautiful new Father's House out of my shirt pocket and pushed it across the desk in front of Sister Irene. She was impressed. Jappie just about had a heart attack. But it was the fact that we had built a house in preparation for the nuns that convinced the Mother to say: "This is a beautiful house, I can see that you are serious. I will ask Rome for permission to send sisters to teach at St. Augustine's next fall."   

Until the time I produced the photo, the argument wasn't going in Jappie's direction. Irene was not impressed with our arguments and probably knew that we were in a bind and that she was not going to solve a crisis that came from our lack of planning. Jappie was dumbfounded that I had given the sisters our house and we drove almost all the way back in silence but he knew it was pay-back for not telling me that Mary Fonlon would be in my math class. By the time we reached the College he had gotten over his shock and was convulsed with laughter over the house ploy. It worked. Now all we had to do was find the money and get Brother Francis to quickly build a second house that looked exactly like our house - by the end of August!

My appointment to St. Bede's couldn't possibly have come at a worst time. The Credit Unions were just taking hold. I was supervising the building of three Community Centers at three Credit Unions. We were building a convent, growing a school and Jappie was going on vacation. The sinister side of me was sure that the appointment was part of a plot to sink Jappie. He and the Bishop fought bitterly over my appointment, which only seemed to make the Bishop happy.

Sister Paul Anne who was to be the convent superior and Sister Irene Therese arrived to look at the College in May. They were just in time for Christian Tumi's First Mass at his parish church, St. Mary's, Kikai Kelaki. I greeted them and seated them in the first row for the outdoor Mass and then ignored them for the rest of the day. They had come at a bad time, Jappie was on leave and I was completely engrossed in Tumi's celebration. They came at a good time because they were honored guests at a once in a lifetime celebration for Kikai Kelaki  

That day I was as proud as any parish priest could ever be at the first Mass of one of his parishioners. Even more, Christian was the first priest ever from Kikai Kelaki. The Fai was coming and would also be on the front row with the sisters. All of the local government officials and several ministers and department heads from as far away as Buea, Yaounde and Douala would be attending. All of the priests in Nso and many from Nkambe and Bamenda were there. So the sisters excused me for only spending a few minutes with them before I turned back to the many details that required my attention.  

It was such an important occasion that I had a hard time finding someone to preach the sermon. Every Cameroonian Priest, even those from the area like Bishop Paul Verdzekov turned down the opportunity. After all of the debates we have had about the importance of speaking in Lamso what was the problem? It seemed that Paul and the others were not as proficient in the language since they had been away studying in Europe, speaking English or French and they feared they would make mistakes that would be remembered and would take away from the solemnity and importance of the occasion. "Then who can we get?" Paul advised me to ask Joseph Nkey, the illiterate coffee farmer and President of the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union. The spoken word is very important in a village world.

The sisters joined the celebration and on the following day they inspected the College, saw the foundation for their convent, and despite the little fraud we signed the contract before they left to go back to Bafang. Four qualified teachers, Sister Paul Anna, Sister Irene Therese, Sister Patrick Joseph and my wife to be, Sister Lorraine Marie, arrived in August 1966 to begin our second school year in our "Civitas Dei" the new campus on the hill.

I hardly remember their coming. I do remember that the concrete floor was barely dry when they arrived. When they arrived, Jappie was still on vacation leave in Holland and I had moved to St. Bede's and St. Bede's was in a mess. The former principal had run away before ordering textbooks and the necessary supplies to finish two buildings that were needed in order to open the school for the next term. But I managed by running back and forth from St. Bede's and St. Augustine's and stopping in Bamenda on the way to buy books and cement and rebar rods and windows and in my spare time to enroll students at both places.

I didn't have a lot of time to take care of the sister's needs or to answer their questions so when the requests for my time got to be too much I would just run away to St. Bede's in the morning without telling them I was going. They would make it. I did the same thing at St. Bede's. I was responsible for completing two buildings and when the builders brought me a problem that I couldn't solve, I would put them off until the next day and very early on the next day I would just run away to St. Augustine's without telling them I was going. You have to learn how to turn a liability into an asset. Remarkably, when Jappie arrived back at St. Augustine's the nuns were mad at me but they had taken charge and solved all of the problems that needed to be solved. The builders were also mad but proud that they had completed the two classroom buildings on time.

I met my wife that summer but I certainly did not recognize her. To me Lorraine was just one of the three American sisters. I called them the "three nuns" - ain't had none, don't want none and won't get none. The fourth nun, Patrick Joseph was not only Irish, she was sui generis. Jappie describes the first four convent dwellers and their first days at St. Augustine's in his diary:

"There is Sister Patrick Joseph. She has two Chameleons walking over her habit, watching the cat the whole day that he does not kill them. She is a mighty woman, Irish, snappy and decided. She is also vice principal. She thinks that I am a hard man, hiding my true character under charming manners and a humble attitude. I still hear Mother Patrick come storming into the house: 'Brian, Brian [Brian Shelley was the other vice principal who was appointed after I went to St. Bede's] come here; I want to give you a piece of my mind!' I fled into my bedroom and laughed and laughed.

Then there is Paul Anna, the Mother of the little group. She looks very clean and sounds very American.  

Then there is Sister Irene Therese, the smallest of them all. She is good and always tries to understand me and my difficulties, although she told me ten times that she can't. She is over the medicine. Sister Irene once gave an injection to Rose Mary Kewai. Rose Mary promptly passed out. It was in the dormitory just before lights out. 120 hysterical girls screamed and screamed thinking that Rose Mary had died. The boys ran out of their dormitory with their cutlasses. The horses stampeded and broke the fence.

And last not least, my guardian angel, Lorraine Marie. She tries to stop me cursing and to put on a clean cassock. She is always with the girls. Domestic science is a favorite now, since she gives it... Sister Lorraine is a hit. Our famous Class II C, the minus habentes, is the nicest class of the school because they do more domestic science."


the sign of the cross
Bob 0'Neil, my fellow American and friend from Mill Hill days was assigned to be my assistant principal at St. Bede's. I had given Bob the extra responsibility to be the Parish Priest of Ashing, an out station of the Njinikom Church. Bob and the parish council came to me and asked if they could convert the equipment shed into a church. I was delighted and in no time, with much volunteer labor the church was done. In appreciation of the gift of the building the parish council asked me to name the church. I chose the name of the parish church I grew up in, Christ the King. The dedication was set for October 30, 1966, the feast of Christ the King. We decided to commemorate the occasion by erecting a cross on the top of the hill overlooking St. Bede's.    

Bob was the celebrant at the Mass. After Mass we all gathered in procession up to the top of a high hill behind the College. The cross was too heavy to carry so it was already at the top of the hill awaiting our arrival. It would stand 18 feet high and had a 10-foot cross arm. Each plank was two feet wide and 2 inches thick. Bob designed it and had it painted bright white. The hole was dug and all the supports and guy wires were already attached. We would raise it when the procession reached the top of the hill as a sign that Christ is our King.   
The day was a great success. All the college boys were there and at least 1,000 local people were crammed into the Church. We all joined together in the procession. We sang songs and had a joyful celebration climbing to the top of the hill. Everything was going so well that I didn't take notice of the people lining the route and their verbal exchanges with the people in the procession.  When we reached the top I gave a little sermon about the Kingship of Christ. And then, with a tremendous shout, we all joined in to lift the cross and place it in its hole. The water, cement and gravel were ready and we pored the mix into the hole and attached all the supports and guy wires to fix it permanently. After making a few adjustments to make sure it was positioned correctly, we all sat down to admire our work.  

As I was sitting there Cyril, the chairman of the N.A. (local government) and one of the pillars of the Church, handed me a note, "Father you had better read this". It was from the Fon of Kom. 

"The land you are on now is not your own. We have never settled it. I have never been thanked. You took my farms without my permission and now you are taking more land without my permission. When the cross came to Kom, I told the white man where to put it... Now you are putting it right where you like.... just on top of my only sacrifice hill in Belo and Ashing.... If you are trying to take my power away then you should tell me so we can go to war..... If you want to bring war then I shall give you war. Remember, it was you who brought war to Kom. Just now I have sent my Chindas (personal guards) to beat everyone who was helping you put that sign up. If you want to stop the war and bring peace then take down the sign immediately and put back my grass that you have destroyed and come to me and I will tell you were to put the sign...."

I stopped the people and told them that the Fon had written and forbidden the cross. I suggested that before the concrete hardens we should take the cross back down until I could meet with the Fon and explain what we were doing. And if he did not agree to our putting the cross on this hill we would find another one. There were plenty of other hills on the college land. "NO!"' came the shout from the people. "There is only one Fon, Fon Jesus.'" They listened to the sermon anyway.  "No, No, No!"  I was pleading. "This isn't a war sign." 

My pleas were in vain. Then the people started a series of songs and dances at the tops of their voices as Cyril and James tried to calm me down by telling me it was James's land and he was the head man and he had given me permission and here he was with all his pagan people along with us and that the Fon didn't sign the letter and Cyril was taking the letter to the District Officer and that I had a clear title to the College land and it is time we show the ......

That was how the war began and I couldn't stop it. Neither could the Fon. I met with him the following day. I told him that the people would not let me take the cross down but that he was the Fon and I would understand if he sent his men to tear it down. He agreed to do so and we shook hands and parted friends.  

The next day the cross was still there. And the following day. And the following week. And the following month. And the following year. I asked about it when I returned to Bamenda in 1980.  A man from Njinikom who obviously was not a Christian told me that even after 14 years it was still there and just as bright as it was on the first day. "That thing, he de look you from all side.  You de fo Belo - he de look you, fo Ashing - he de look you, fo any side - he de look you!"    

The sign of the cross became the fount of some wonderful stories. According to the stories, the Fon did send his Chindas to cut it down right after I left him. One story has it that when they approached it they were terrified and fled. Another story says that when they hit it, their ax did not even make a mark. And there were many other stories.  But the cross remains.  

We had been warned many times by our teachers in Mill Hill about the awful power and the responsibilities that would be ours when we got to the missions. I remember our rector, Fr. Sheridan saying: "You won't believe me but in two or three years many of you will have more power than the Cardinal Bishop of Westminister." 

But this was a situation that he did not predict. Here was "Priest Power" and "King Power" in agreement. The cross should be taken down. Knowledge and violence, the book and the stick, were in agreement. But each of us were unable or loath to act. Because a third force, "People Power" that was holding both of us back. 


paralipomena
In the Knox Translation of the Bible, the Book of Chronicles is entitled  "paralipomena". It can be translated as "all of those things that I wanted to say but had forgotten to say and that is why I want to say them now."

I wasn't fooling when I told Fr. Sheridan I was having more fun than I ever had in all my life and he wasn't kidding when he told me that one day on the missions I would have more power than the Bishop of the Westminister Diocese. Putting these two together equals a freedom like I had never known before and would never know again. It was the combination of these two, fun and power that gave me the dynamic that inspired the Cameroon Credit Union explosion that is the subject of the next chapter. That's the big story but there are so many other stories I could tell that would also demonstrate the power I was exercising, the freedom I was experiencing and fun I was having in those fabulous years of my life from 1965 through 1969; age 33 through 37. The road to Bantem, the walk to the Donga River story and the Cross-story are all experiences of a lifetime. There are so many more.

I remember the night I returned to Bantem in CM3480. It was almost a year later and the road was two lanes all the way. I made the trip in less than an hour. I still was their hero and you can imagine the excitement and noise in the church that night when I cranked up my Honda generator and turned my 8mm projector and showed movies of my visit last year along with cartoons.  Most of the ones in the audience had never seen a movie before. There wasn't much interest in the cartoons but like little children everyone from eight to eighty begged me to replay the shots from the day we built the road and celebrated.  "Again Tata!" - "Again Tata!" - "Again Tata!" I must have replayed it 20 times and each time people saw themselves projected on the church wall they screamed with delight.   
I remember walking through Kumbo market and listening to the arguments. Whether it was about the price of a piece of cloth or stall space inevitably you would hear the loud appeal; "Tata surge." Translated: "The Father says." What power. I used that power to get a grant to build a swimming pool. When I applied for the grant from the Nso provincial government. I called it a "Multi Purpose Community Development Project." It's all in how you present your case. "Father Barnicle's MPCDP" became a showcase until it failed. I wanted to dam up a stream to create a pond that I could swim in but I could never get the water stopped long enough for the cement to harden. 

The tennis court was a success. Actually I got the tar from the Public Works Department (PWD) on the basis that I would use it to build a basketball court but what I really wanted was a tennis court. This time we got two for the price of one. Francis Sitar and I would play two or three sets every night I was free and the basketball court wasn't in use. I got a hernia trying to lift one of the tar barrels while we were building the court. But the moment I remember most was opening the first basketball game that, to my knowledge, was ever played in Cameroon. I stood at center court between the opposing teams. The student body and staff were on the sidelines. It was a magic moment. My last instruction was: "All you have to do is put this ball through that net." With that I shot the ball from a flat-footed position into a wide arch in the direction of the basket on the east side of the court. All conversation stopped as the ball seemed to suspend itself for a long time at the top of the arch. Everyone was awestruck as the ball descended. Was it possible? Then, without touching the hoop it passed through the net with a swish that is still part of the history of the college.  Everyone was amazed but none as much as I. That was the last shot at a basket I ever took in Cameroon, ever!   

I remember the Lent of 1969. I told the parishioners that there were villages in India where people were starving. We decided to take up a special collection and sent it to those less fortunate people. Our Sunday collections were in cash or in kind. When I first came to Kikai Kelaki the collections were miserable. One Sunday we talked about the need to be a giving person but giving money was almost impossible for many of the parishioners. They lived in a subsistence economy. So, "Give from what you have. If you have two chickens, bring one to the altar or bring eggs. If you farm, bring some of your produce. If you make stools, donate one." They got the idea and from that Sunday forward, the collection time was a time for celebration. The Mass continued with all kinds of gifts placed on the sanctuary floor including a number of chickens squawking in baskets and several goats tied to the lectern. The College kitchen paid for the food.  We sold some other stuff in the Kumbo market. That Easter we sent a very generous gift to a dioceses in India! 

I remember Thomas Tumi. Now there was a man you could never forget. He was my general contractor in Kikai Kelaki. He was a big man, close to 90 years old and in the best of health. I would cringe every time I saw him almost running across the top of the wall of the credit union community hall he was building for me. He was the father of Christian, our first priest from Kikai Kelaki. Almost every morning after I said Mass in Kikai Kelaki, he would corner me at the sacristy door with an emergency. I hated it when he did that but I couldn't say no even though I knew he was conning me into baptizing another pagan woman who was one of the 100+ wives of the Fon of Nso. We were instructed by the bishop not to baptize second wives - except if they were dying. Now Thomas was a man of deep faith and he knew that baptism was the ticket to heaven for all of these women. It didn't do any good to tell Thomas that I had a class in twenty minutes and we could do it later. No, she was dying now! It didn't do any good to tell Thomas that he could baptize her. The father must do it. If you asked how far we had to walk, the answer always was: "Just over that hill." It became a dumb question because the answer was always the same and it was always just one more hill when you got over the first hill and then the second hill. Five miles of hills later and deep into the bush we finally arrived at the woman's hut. 

Another dumb question I learned quickly not to ask was "How much further?" Following Thomas was always at a trot and if I asked that question, he would only go faster. Thomas would be fine but my tongue would be hanging out when we finally arrived. It was never too late and we never had a no-show. She was always alive. Most often she was sitting on a stool in front of her hut smoking a pipe! In Thomas's defense she was old. A dozen or so of her peers who looked equally old always surrounded her. I never saw a man in any of these compounds just old women. Picture gray leather skin hanging on bones with bare breasts swinging like pendulums.  On one occasion Thomas introduced me to one of them as his mother. Now I came to understand that this, most probably was not his birth mother but a contemporary who helped raise Thomas.  That is not the point. At one time Thomas showed me his bricklayer card that was signed in Calabar in 1897. The youngest he could have possibly been in 1897 was 16. That means he would have been born in 1881 and he would be at least 86 and then she would have had to be, well at least 102. While I was trying to figure this out the oldest person I think I ever saw crawled out of her hut. "And this is her mother." Thomas announced. 

The team of Thomas and Tony must have illegally baptized over 100 of the Fon's wives. Well once you were there why not baptize the whole lot. I think I might have baptized several of them multiple times. Why not. In the end it was a celebration and everyone was happy. I argued that if I baptize them all I might be able to get to math class on time. More important they will help me get to heaven on time. 

I remember the day that Jappie told me to punish several of the senior boys for "...coming to work looking like laborers. If they want to look that way, put them to work!" I did. Classic Jappie, by lunchtime he relented. "Tell them to wash up, put decent clothes on and return to class." I walked to the water pump where I had assigned them to dig a ditch and told them they could return to class. They didn't respond but kept on digging. After telling them a second time with no response I said, "OK if that is what you want you can work all day!" I climbed the long steep hill back to the compound to tune of an old African spiritual sung by Gabriel Fofung and his two followers: "Sad day for me when the white man come."

not as a stranger

In the course of studies at Mill Hill we devoted a lot of time to the subject of cultural diversity. It is an important subject. We were taught about the many differences among the diverse cultures in which we would soon be living and working. And all of this is true but the thing I remember more than anything else is a comment our teacher made at the end of our last class. “One day soon you will be walking down a road in some foreign land and you will meet an old woman on the way. She will be poorly clothed and carrying a heavy load. You are well dressed and have just stepped out of your car. You have had many years of schooling. She has had none. You are young. She is old. You are white. She is black. The list goes on. At that moment I want you to look at her had realize that there is much more that you have in common with her than all the accidental and superficial things that separate you from her.” 

Of all the things I learned in my preparation for my arrival in Cameroon these words of wisdom were the most valuable. When I stepped off the African Moon I was immediately struck by the differences. I remember the drive to Bamenda with Piet Leliveld and my first days at Sacred Heart College as if it were yesterday because it all was so different. Piet told me that I wouldn’t see any wild animals but as we turned a corner not five miles from the college we caught a huge leopard in the headlights of our car. I can see it now. It was not more than twenty feet away. I can remember the leap it made to the top of a bank by the side of the road. I remember waking up in fear one night to a rapid drumbeat that sounded as if it was just outside my window! I remember meeting my first class of students. I wrote a lot in my diary about that first month in Cameroon and then all of a sudden I stopped writing. Everything began to be so ordinary as I came to realize that I was no longer a stranger in a foreign land. I was again among friends. And yes, I did meet that lady on the road and saw someone I knew and loved.  

I love the Acts of the Apostles. There is so much we can learn from the story of the early church. There is James who lived his entire life in and around Jerusalem. There was Paul who though Jewish was a Roman citizen who had traveled the Roman world and lived in the Greek culture. There was Peter who was confused. The things Paul was saying and doing scandalized the followers of James and Peter was asked to resolve the matter. Acts 15 is the story of the first church council in Jerusalem. The question before the council was: Do gentiles need to be circumcised and follow Jewish ritual law in order to be baptized as Christians? What I find so interesting in the story is Peter’s role. It was his job to translate Hebrew into Hebrew. Paul was talking from his cosmopolite experience to James who lived in an ethnocentric world. The best Peter could do was to negotiate a compromise.

Living more than ten years outside the United States has been such a blessing in my life. It is a blessing but it also is a curse. Like Paul, I find it hard to communicate with my friends and neighbors when it comes to matters regarding our country’s relationship with the rest of the world. I have a passionate love for my country and sing “God Bless America” in a crowd at the top of my voice and with great enthusiasm. But I shake my head in wonder when I hear people who have never lived outside the US say “This is the greatest country in the world.”

In his book “The Arrogance of Power”, Senator Fulbright tells the story of how our missionaries went out to teach the natives not to work on Sunday only to find that they didn’t work on any day at all! President Kennedy instituted the Peace Corps not to aid third world countries. The first purpose of the Peace Corps was to educate our youth by giving them an opportunity to live in another country and in another culture. This would be an experience far beyond serving in the military or traveling on a vacation overseas.  

 “The greatest country in the world.” is a very arrogant and dangerous statement. It has cost our country dearly. It has sapped our neighborhoods of its resources. It has destroyed communities and even civilizations. Our “shock war” against Iraq last March is the latest casualty of this stinkin thinkin. Civil life began where the Tigris River meets the Euphrates. 8,000 years later there is question if it can be restored. Hundreds of American servicemen and women and 37,000 Iraqis have already died in the “liberation of Iraq”.

I can’t help thinking how it might have been different if I could only have taken the President and his advisors with me to Kikai Kelaki and let them experience life in what I have often described as the wealthiest neighborhood I have ever known. 

I would like to introduce our President and his advisors to Bernard Fonlon. Bernard was a man of the highest integrity and character. Like Gandhi, he remained a celibate so he might dedicate his life to building his nation. Bernard held almost every ministry in Cameroon. Every time there was a serious problem in one of his ministries Ahidjo would appoint Bernard to that cabinet post to fix the problem. Because Bernard had two doctor’s degrees, one at the University of Paris and a second from Trinity College in Dublin he was especially suited to deal with their former colonial masters. Bernard was the Minister of Posts and Telecommunications when I first met him. He was placed in that position to negotiate a contract for telephone microwave towers. An American company had the best proposal but a French firm was a contender and the French were lobbying hard. Ahidjo appointed Bernard. The American company got the contract.  

Bernard came from Nso and considered St. Augustine’s his baby. He paid the school fees for many of our students. Every Christmas day he would have dinner with Jappie Nielan and me. He would arrive at noon driving his VW bug and dressed in traditional robes. As soon as we sat he would break a cola nut and offer each of us a piece. Then we would have a drink and a debate would begin – mostly between Bernard and Jappie who was also a Ph.D. from the Gregorian in Rome. In one of these conversations Jappie chided Bernard over corruption in the Cameroonian government. “Wouldn’t we all be better off if we were still under the British rule?” After a long pause Bernard leaned toward Jappie and said; “You don’t even begin to understand, I would labor for the rest of my life for the worst possible Cameroonian President before I would even serve for one day under the best possible English Governor.”

I think of this conversation when I hear our President and his advisors wondering why the people of Iraq want us to leave. If they had known Bernard as I have, would they not have had a better understanding? Would we be happy if the French liberated the US and stayed around to occupy our country? I keep thinking that if the US had “liberated Cameroon” Bernard would be on our infamous deck of cards with pictures of Cameroon’s most wanted.     

the eagle and the rooster

In 1980 when Lorraine and I returned to Cameroon to help write the National Plan for Community Development (Chapter XI), I was interviewed by Radio Cameroon. I was the Chief of the planning party (Chef d'Equipe) and the spokesman for the team. The interview was taped and all of the prearranged questions were about the national planning process in which we were engaged. I was surprised when the reporter said: "I understand that this is your second time in Cameroon. You were here before in a very different role. Would you like to tell us about that time and how this time is so different?"  I reached across the table and shut off his recorder.  

After some discussion I agreed to proceed with the interview and the direction he was taking me. I told about my life in Cameroon as Father Barnicle. I talked about my work with the credit unions. Then he sprang a big question. "What do you miss in your previous life that you don't have now?" Without a moments hesitation the answer came to me. "The power!"

When I first stepped off the African Moon into Cameroon I was a stranger in a foreign land. But I soon discovered that I came with power. I was a priest in a country where both Catholic and non-Catholic respected my priesthood. I was appointed to be a teacher in a country where teachers were almost venerated. I was an American at a time when America was respected for its power and its generosity. How was I going to deal with this awesome “white man’s burden”?

It isn't fair to compare the five years I had as a celibate missionary priest in Cameroon with the life I have had over the past thirty-one years, married to Lorraine and father to two great boys. When I announced my intention to marry Lorraine, Jappie Nielen said: "Now you have done it all."   Jappie was right. I would have two lives. One as an eagle and the second as a rooster. Both have been great lives that I wouldn't trade back for anything in the world. But both lives have been different as night and day. Does the rooster envy the eagle who is king of the wide open space or does the eagle envy the rooster, who is king of his own little space.

If I were king of the universe and could design a perfect world, I would make it in such a way that all of our young people would be required to dedicate the first post graduate years of their lives to the service of some community of people somewhere on this planet. Then after ten years of such an internship and after they have grown up with that early experience, they would be given the opportunity to move into homes and serve one another in marriage. That is the life that Lorraine and I have both lived.  I recommend it.
My family is the fruit of my life as a rooster. The Kikai Kelaki Credit Union is perhaps the finest fruit of my life as an eagle. It is the story of a dream that was born when by Joseph Nkey asked the question: "Can I pay for my son's school fees with firewood?". It is the story of a dream realized in a sentence at the conclusion of the film, CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI: "Life in Kikai Kelaki is good and getting better because of the credit union and the people who made it happen". I chose the ending. I found my vocation in Kikai Kelaki and I knew that what I had done in Kikai Kelaki was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. Through writing, speaking, talking and listening I would give the rest of my life to encouraging people to be all that God intended them to be. I discovered I could best accomplish my purpose by helping people build strong neighborhood economies. It was in the Kikai Kelaki laboratory that I discovered how powerful a neighborhood can be when it adopts a credit union ethic and builds on that ethic. It takes a village to raise a child but first the village must become a powerful neighborhood with a sound neighborhood economy. 

John Musi tells the story in much more detail in his book, A MISSION BOY, From Nowhere To Somewhere, Rev. Fr. John Musi Yonghabi; Printing Technology, Bamenda, Cameroon, 2000.
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