KIKAI KELAKI

III. CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI  

the power of a question
It was Tuesday, September 21, 1965 when I rode my Honda 90 motorcycle up the hill from St. Augustine's College to St. Mary's church, in Kikai Kelaki. I remember it was a beautiful evening at the end of the rain season and the three-mile ride in the cool evening air was refreshing after a day in the hot classrooms. I wasn't planning to talk about Credit Unions or even about economic issues in Kikai Kelaki. I rode up to K-4 on that evening to give a doctrine class to the men. As usual they were there reciting the rosary in the familiar pidgin singsong when I arrived for the 5:30 class. "Holy Marie, Mother for God bega fo we bad peopla, just na and the time we go die-o Amen."  

I had prepared a talk that evening on the virginity of St. Joseph. Not because I had selected the topic but because that was the scheduled subject in a discussion series prescribed by the diocese. And, given the subject, I felt that I had prepared a thoughtful little sermon. The talk made the argument that 'Fatherhood' had more to do with a relationship than with the physical act of impregnation. I had planned to follow my lesson on fatherhood with questions, which would stimulate a lively discussion. That was the way I planned it. "The problem was", as I related later that night to Jappie over our after dinner beer, "while I was warming to the subject in my well prepared fervorino on fatherhood, I looked up to find that everyone in the church had fallen asleep!"

 Not to overstate the problem, it should be noted that the congregation in attendance was the usual five, Joseph Nkey, John Losha, Fai William, Thomas Tumi and Thaddeus Mbinkar. And, as long as I had been giving the evening doctrine classes, they were always in attendance and they always fell asleep shortly after I started talking!  

That night my sermon was rudely interrupted by a cock that walked in the back door and crowed.  It was then I noticed that except for Didacus, everyone was asleep! Didacus was the parish 'interrupter', the catechist who translated the priest's brilliant doctrine and theology into Lamso (the language of the Nso people) and delivered it to the people, but in this case to the wall!  

Only this time I had it. I stopped talking ... and waited. It seemed forever. The town crier, that ubiquitous cock who seems to live and scratch right outside of every mud brick church of every denomination in every village in Africa, crowed, and crowed again, and again."

My immediate irritation ended with a laugh at the ridiculous situation. "OK!" I thought, "I'11 fix you. Let's see how you deal with this one." I closed my notes, sat back and did what was almost impossible for a priest, missionary and teacher to do. I shut up. Looking back years later, I still remember the decision as one of the smartest I ever made.

The silence caught Didacus by surprise. It seemed that for a brief moment both he and the cock looked up at me in wonder. Then the cock went back to scratching on the hard dirt floor.  Didacus cleared his throat in hopes of getting the class moving on again. Finally, after what seemed to be a very long time, Joseph woke up. I did nothing to relieve his anxiety and so he poked Fai William. It took two nudges and a near punch before the rosary beads fell out of William's hand. This woke everyone else and even chased the cock out of the church. William's rosary beads are just a little bit smaller than golf balls.

I waited another eternity before I forgave them their sins and relieved them of their discomfort.  "Obviously you do not care if Joseph is a virgin. So then in loyalty to our church's tradition let us proclaim the virginity of Joseph and get on with what is important in our lives. I now promise that I will not give another sermon in men's doctrine class until you tell me what is important in your lives and what it is we should be talking about?  Didacus please translate!"

Now it is very hard for a priest and a teacher to keep his mouth shut. But some how, by the grace of God, I did. Another long silence followed until Joseph Nkey again took the lead. Joseph asked the question that changed my life. It was a powerful question that changed the way of life in Kikai Kelaki and is still affecting the lives of everyone who has become involved with the Cameroon Credit Union movement. The question seemed so innocent at the time: 

"Can I pay for my son's school fees with fire wood?"
Joseph's question started the process. I boomeranged the question and turned it into a discussion about the economy of Kikai Kelaki. It was to be continued in place of a doctrine class the following week. The following week fifteen attended men's doctrine, including Michael Banseka, the principal of the primary school and several of his teachers. I could never get Michael and the teachers to come before only this time they heard we had something important to talk about. On the third week the church was half full and women occupied more than half of the pews.  Where Didacus and I used to do all of the talking, now I hardly opened my mouth. Since I didn't say anything, Didacus had nothing to interpret. I was trained to be a priest and I was also trained to be an engineer but none of this prepared me to lead a discussion on the economy of a village in Africa. Most of the time I just sat there and kept my mouth shut.  Didacus got mad and quit coming. I think he saw this whole thing as a threat to his job security as the "interrupter".

In subsequent weeks the meeting time was moved to 4:00 p.m. on Kilovi, the day the women took a rest from farming. (The traditional week in Nso was eight days) This allowed us more time for the discussion and gave the women in the village an opportunity to join the conversation. The meeting place moved to the school. In one month, 100 people were attending.

About this time I was introduced to the idea of a credit union and its community development potential. I heard that Fr. Tony Jansen was organizing a credit union in Njinikom. Njinikom was a grassland community that was similar in many ways to Kikai Kelaki. Tony had attended a seminar on credit unions conducted by Fr. Van Den Dries, another fellow Mill Hill Missionary priest who spent years organizing credit unions in Kenya.  

Tony shared the credit union idea with some villagers in Njinikom, where he was the Principal of   St. Bede's College, a secondary school similar to St. Augustine's. I can't remember how I found out about what Tony was doing but one Saturday morning I decided to drive to St. Bede's. It was a half-day drive to a full day's drive depending on the condition of the roads. As the crow flies over Mt. Oku it would only be a day's walk. It would have taken me two weeks to get an answer back by mail so I decided to chance it. If Tony wasn't in I would certainly be able to find one or several of the credit union members who could tell me about what they were doing.  

I was in luck. The road was passable and I even arrived in time to have lunch with Tony. We spent the afternoon together. We drove into Njinikom where we met with the organizers of the Njinikom Credit Union. Since the beginning of the year, the 106 members had saved 181,455 cfa (Cameroon Francs) and with that money had given out 61 loans amounting to 192,500 cfa.  

One way that I would use to translate 192,500 cfa into dollars was to move the decimal place three places to the left and multiply the remainder by four. 192.50 X 4 = $770. One dollar was roughly equal to 250 cfa.     

34 loans were for trade, 15 for education and the rest were for farming, hospital bills and home repairs. I was impressed. We spent the night in conversation in front of Tony's fireplace (yes it gets cold in the mountains of Kom and Nso) and we talked and talked. I was excited the next morning as I drove back to Nso with a copy of Fr. Van Den Dries' "Credit Union Handbook" 1.

The decision to drive to Njinikom was very important. I had thought about it for days but decided in a moment. If I didn't go, I could stay dumb and gracefully disengage myself from what I had started in Kikai Kelaki. St. Augustine's College has agreed to accept firewood, beans, avocados, potatoes, fufu and other things the school needed as a payment for school fees. This was a result of Joseph's question. So we could declare the meetings successful and I could get back to teaching Physics and Mathematics at St. Augustine's and being the pastor at St. Mary's Church in Kikai Kelaki.

 
I felt like a moth that was getting too close to the fire. I wanted to go closer but I was afraid. I knew that this thing, this energy that we had stirred up in Kikai could consume me. Instead of talking about the virginity of St. Joseph, the people were talking about things that might be possible. We had enkindled dreams and a spirit of hope. I thought of Joseph and John Losha and Tekla Lambi and Francis Chin and Fai William and Kijari, and Clara Moye. I thought of Michael Banseka engaged in the debate and then coming over to me to translate or to ask a question. I mostly just sat there with my back to the wall surrounded by a storm of people with their voices rising and their arms flaying about like they were fighting with a swarm of bees. I knew that I could not back out. Other people with other assignments would have been more cautious, would have ordered a book, would have listened to the warnings from their fellow priests and to the uneasiness that they had heard coming from the bishop's house. But I really had no choice. I knew it was my assignment. I had to go to Njinikom and find out what I could learn about the credit union there.

On Wednesday evening, October 20, the discussion was about money - or the lack of money in Kikai Kelaki. As usual, I was just sitting there and my feet were getting cold but that night I was bursting with the desire to tell the group about what I had seen in Njinikom the previous weekend. Finally Banseka asked me what I thought. I said that I had heard that there was a man in Njinikom who was able to lend money to people in need at a cost of only 1 franc a month for every 100 francs that they borrowed.  I then asked another question: 
"Do you know who the man is?"

Joseph answered: "That man can only be God."

"Why do you say that Joseph?" I asked.

"Because only God would lend money to a black man at that interest rate."

"No Joseph, he is only a man, but a man who cares."

"Then who is that man?" asked Joseph.

I answered: "Kidzi wa-abin!"

One nice thing about writing in Lamso is that you don't have to use a spelling checker. There is no agreed upon proper spelling - yet. Kidzi wa-abin is best translated: He is all of you.
That night the group elected a delegation of four men to go to Njinikom, find out all that they could about their credit union and report back on what they had found at next week's meeting.   

 
Kikai Kelaki Credit Union 

Our discussion continued through the fall and into the winter and on February 14, 1966 the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union was organized and elected its first board of directors. I remember the night we decided to begin saving together. Each of us in the circle put in between 100 and 500 cfa.  Then Thomas Tume reached into his gown and pulled out a package of bills that contained over 40,000 cfa. His entire life's savings! I wanted to reach across the circle and stop him. His faith was much greater than mine. I remember going home that night and spending several hours on my knees by my bed asking God to protect us, Thomas and his money.

Not long after that night of prayer and trembling, the Kikai board came to me with a big problem. They had loaned a big chunk of the credit union's assets (Thomas' money) to a trader who went south and didn't return. They were not insured and although they didn't ask I know they were hoping that I would bail them out. I almost made a very big mistake. My first instinct was to protect Thomas's money and his trust. I didn't want the bishop and some of my fellow priests shaking their head's and saying they told me so. I didn't want to confirm the negative statement that Joseph Nkey made about only God would lend money to a black man. It was a moment of truth I will never forget. Thank God I came up with an answer.

"You member how I been talk how this credit union be like some school? And how I no been charge una for this school?  Na this loan be school fee for una!"  

I don't know how it was done but several months later I learned that the loan was collected - with interest. From that time on, there were some delinquencies but bad loans were no longer a problem with the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union and share savings began to soar.  


February 

  83,430 cfa.


March


161,930 cfa.


April


205,765 cfa


May


259,205 cfa.

Tony Jansen left the country in May 1966 and I was appointed to replace him as the Principal of St. Bede's. The assignment took me away from a day-to-day involvement with Kikai. We discovered that after I left they grew even faster with Banseka's help and under the leadership of the Board. I began working with the Njinikom Credit Union and discussion groups in the Kom.

Throughout the remainder of 1966 I found time in my duties as a principal to travel back and fourth from Kom to Nso, promoting the credit unions. The credit union in Njinikom and Kikai Kelaki became the models for new credit unions in Kitiwum, Shishong, Bamenda, Nkar, Ndop, Big Babanki, Tatum, Mbiami, Witikon and ...and …. Credit union fever became an epidemic and spread like a wild fire throughout the grasslands.

Travel out of St. Bede's wasn't always that easy. On October 20 we received a flyer from the District Officer: "Notice is hereby given that the Bamenda road is closed to all traffic until further notice. Two bridges between mile 31 and 32, near St. Bede's Secondary School, Asning have been carried off by the water of mountain torrents."  


seminars


I organized a three-day seminar at St. Augustine's College, July 20-22 and invited all of the credit unions, credit union discussion groups and all the cooperative coffee marketing societies in Nso. I asked the staff of the Nso Cooperative to help me run the seminar and spread the word. By all measures it was a huge success. 156 delegates from 34 areas attended. Our goal was to learn from one another and to discuss the possibility of organizing a Credit Union League.  

Alex Lantum, the Registrar of Cooperatives for the Bamenda Region, closed the seminar by presenting the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union with its certificate of registration. In my absence, Kikai Kelaki continued to grow. At the end of July 96 members had share savings of 321,750, and 10 members had borrowed 54,500 cfa. Michael Banseka took over my role as a facilitator for the Kilovi discussions. Although the meetings were not planned, they continued to be well attended and the agenda continued to be "neighborhood economics".


a dream

The seminar gave me the opportunity to meet with Government and Cooperative leaders to talk about where all of this was going. Looking back on this seminar, I realize that this was our first exercise in visioning. In the chemistry and the energy and the synergy that was generated by that excited group, we began to realize that we had our hands on something very big and we began building a dream of an association of village credit unions that could have a tremendous impact on the quality of life throughout all of Cameroon. Within twenty years the dream became a reality. Today there are 300 village credit unions in Cameroon with assets over $50M in US dollars. Joseph Nkey’s son need not pay for his son’s school fees with firewood. The 150,000 members have accumulated over $37M in savings and have over $26M in outstanding loans. To get an up-to-the-date report you can type “Cameroon Credit Unions” in a Google search. In one year the Cameroon Credit Unions provide more assistance to the villagers of Cameroon than all of the US AID projects have provided since the beginning of the AID program to Cameroon. Oh, the power of a dream.

We discussed the need for credit union bylaws and credit union league bylaws. Alex and others urged me to begin writing a manual to be used as a teaching aid for the unions and discussion groups in the villages.

In January 1967, I was transferred back to St. Augustine's. In my absence, Brian Shelley had taken my old jobs as Vice Principal and Disciplinarian. This freed up time to work with the credit unions on the weekends. I met with Mr. Simon Shang, Director of Cooperatives for Cameroon on January 14. During the meeting he announced that he would appoint a Credit Union Inspector to his staff.  

We published our first Credit Union News Letter in March. Three of the articles were reprinted in the Cameroon Times, the country's only daily newspaper. There now were over 30 credit unions and discussion groups in West Cameroon.  


weekend workshops 

Almost every Friday I would head out after my last class to conduct a workshop with one of the new credit union discussion groups. If I arrived in time, I would spend a few hours with the credit union organizers before finding a bed for the night. If I was fortunate, the bed was a comfortable one at one of our missions. In the morning the workshop would begin and continue through the day and long into the night. They didn't take much preparation because even though I had learned a few more things about credit unions and even though I was in the process of writing by-laws and a book on the subject, I still relied on the success formula I learned at Kikai Kelaki. Having discovered how powerful my presence was and what a wonderful effect I had just by being there and "credentializing" the discussion, I would ask a few questions and as soon as the discussion heated up, I would shut up. I made it a point of attending as many meetings as possible and saying as little as possible at each of these meetings. The more I sat in silence, the bigger my reputation for wisdom grew.

These meetings were also an education for me. I began to realize how badly the country needed credit unions. I learned more about life in the villages in these open meetings than I learned in two years sitting in the closet of a confessional. We preached at length about sins against the sixth commandment but I discovered in these meetings that it was usury not adultery that was the   social sin that was crying to heaven for vengeance. I began organizing my notes in preparation for writing the "WEST CAMEROON CREDIT UNION MANUAL". Many of the stories that I heard in these workshops became the subject of the first chapter, "THE NEED FOR CREDIT UNIONS". I related 25 usurious loans with interest rates that ranged from 120% to 2,600%! I discovered that usury was a normal practice in Cameroon. I told the story of how Fai William lost over 200,000 francs. White ants ate the money he hid in a pot in the ground! When I asked how Fai William (the man with the big rosary) had accumulated 200,000 francs, I found out that he was one of the moneylenders!  

We all learned a lot since that evening on September 21, 1965 when Joseph Nkey asked, "Can I pay for my son's school fees with fire wood?" We grew in confidence since the night when Joseph Nkey said "Only God would lend money to a black man". I knew that we were learning not just about credit unions but more important how to organize and successfully run a credit union in the hills of Nso and Bamenda and Njinikom. I had volumes of notes but the biggest challenge was to organize and present the material in such a way that a fourth grader could read and understand it.

The average education in a typical village was fourth grade. We had succeeded in Kikai to grow a credit union that the average member understood and trusted. We did it through a community education program that created a shared vision of a Kikai Kelaki that was possible if enough of the villagers would build and support their credit union. It was important that I write a clear how-to manual but it was even more important that the reader would understand the importance of a credit union as a way to achieve their dreams.  
I decided to write the manual in a story form. It would be about an imaginary place, Ashia, and how Joe Ninga and the people of Ashia solved their problems and built a financial future for themselves by organizing the Ashia Credit Union. I developed an outline. Chapter II would give a brief "HISTORY and PHILOSOPHY of CREDIT UNIONS". I wanted the reader to know that the credit union idea had no national, racial or other artificial boundaries. The remaining chapters III to IX were how-tos embedded in the story of the Ashia Credit Union. Of course everyone knew that Ashia was really Kikai Kelaki!  

We needed to get the book out yesterday! All of a sudden we couldn't get trained leaders fast enough. Credit Unions were popping up in every village. In April, two old women appeared at my door with over 100,000 cfa. They wanted to know if I would keep it for them. They had started a credit union in a little town about 30 miles from the college. They didn't have a clue about what they needed to do next, much less about how to run a credit union. All they knew were the words "credit union" and that it was good! The Cooperative appointed James Enoh, one of their employees who had just returned from the Coady Institute at St. Francis Xavier University in Nova Scotia, to work full time as a Credit Unions Inspector. That was great news.  James had studied Credit Unions at Coady. But what is one among so many? We needed more help, and soon.


grantsmanship

News of our credit unions was beginning to spread around the world. Fr. Van Den Dries was talking about what we were doing. He got MISEREOR, the West German Catholic Bishop's fund, to grant 20,000 DM to a revolving loan fund - even before we requested it! The Dutch Government promised three "experts" and two cars. OXFAM in England, CRS in New York, The World Council of Credit Unions and CUNA in Madison, Wisconsin and the Canadian Government wrote asking how they could help.  

I had written to the US Embassy in January 1966 asking for seed money from the Ambassador's self help fund. It was my first time asking for a grant, since then I have gotten better at the grantsmanship business but I was a novice and this was my first attempt to solicit a grant. The response was a boiler plate that I am sure all grant agencies have in the stack that is labeled something like: "Response to requests from novices - guaranteed to get novices off our backs!" I only remember the first of about 50 questions: "What is a Credit Union?" - followed by a lot of space for the answer. I threw it across the room and in a calmer moment, filed it in my US Aid file. Until one day when I heard in the Kumbo Market that Bob Payton, the new US Ambassador was coming to Nso. There are no secrets where bananas grow.

Shortly before I heard the news of his coming, Dorrit sent me a St. Louis Post Dispatch news clipping dated Feb. 11, 1966. The story told of his appointment, his family and the things he liked to do. Bob was from University City, Missouri, my hometown. Dorrit's letter that accompanied the news story contained some very good inside information. Her friend Margie worked with Bob at Washington University. She told Dorrit that Bob liked Falstaff beer and he liked to climb mountains. 

Bear with me gentle reader. This is a how-to book and I want to share with you how I learned to get grants. The lesson can be told in the words of the Fats Waller song: "Give'em what they like and how they like it and let'em have it just that way." But before I could give him what he liked I first had to get his attention. Oh, the power of knowledge!  

Bob and his wife Polly were coming to Kumbo to meet with the Fon (traditional Chief) of Nso. He was also scheduled to visit the American Baptist missionaries at their hospital. I was not on the itinerary. But I did find out that he would be arriving sometime on Sunday afternoon. 

There are only two ways to get to Kumbo by car. They would either be coming from the north on the ring road or from the south on the ring road. I hired two policemen, paid each a full day's wages and promised each a second day's wage if they brought the Ambassador to my door. They were to post themselves on each of the roads in full uniform and when they saw the car with the American Flag they were to stop it and order the driver to follow them to my door!

It was the depth of the rain season. I had a great nap and was enjoying a cup of tea wondering if my plan would work when I saw a drenched policeman on a motorbike leading a motorcade of four Land Rovers into the drive in front of our house! I dismissed the policeman, and welcomed a very confused Bob and Polly Payton and their staff. We enjoyed tea while I told them that I was born and raised in University City and we talked about U. City! I told Bob that he would get a very good dinner at the Baptist Mission that evening but that there would be no beer served. However, if he felt like an ice cold Falstaff after his dinner, I had a refrigerator filled with them!   

It worked and they were back at 10:00 PM. Bob and Polly didn't mind that the beer was Cameroonian Beaufort and Heineken. It was ice cold. They stayed and we drank beer and told stories until mid night. When I walked them to their Land Rover the clouds had cleared and the full moon was out. I pointed out the cone top of Mt. Oku, told Bob how far away it was and that it held the highest crater lake in all of Africa. "If you would like I could take you to the top."

We arranged for Wednesday. On the way up the mountain the aids fell off one by one and after a time there was only "Bob" and "Polly" and "Tony". Somewhere on the mountainside we had left the "Father" and the "Mr. Ambassador" along with the staff. We talked like old friends about a lot of things and I did get a chance to mention my work with the credit unions and my conversations with his staff about our request for a grant from the self help fund.

The following week I got a wire from the aide that sent me the questionnaire. I was to meet him next Tuesday at the Belo Airport. He had a check in his hand for $9,000.  

Bob and Polly and their three boys became good friends. I didn't abuse the friendship. The grant was well spent and levered over $30,000 in local funds and labor in the construction of 9 credit union offices and meeting halls. The $9,000 was a credentializing grant. It gave the people a very visible sign that what they were doing was good and they were being supported in their efforts.  Through Bob's interventions US Aid helped in many more ways and for all I know might still be supporting the credit unions. US Aid financed the first edition of the CREDIT UNION MANUAL and a US Information Service (USIS) film "CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI"2  which has been lent out by US Embassies and shown to people all over the world. 

We organized a second Credit Union Seminar in Mankon from May 15-17, 1967. The topics were: 


1. A Standard Accounting System


2. The Formation of a Credit Union League


3. Family Savings and Family Budgets


4. How to start a Credit Union


5. Credit Union By-laws and Committees


6. Loans and what it means to be a Co-maker.

Well over 200 people attended from 25 credit unions and discussion groups. This time the participants included a number of representatives from Foreign Service Missions, US Aid and Peace Corps; the Netherlands and West German Volunteer Services; Catholic and Presbyterian Churches.  We discovered that seminars are good places to lobby for funds.

We didn't have telephones much less e-mail in those days so these seminars were very important milestones on our journey and high points in the building process. In addition to the formal agenda it was a great get-together. We moved forward on the formation of the league. Many unions were emphasizing the need to have co-makers for almost every loan. We had a lively debate, which ended in a decision not to require a co-maker since it could make the credit union an unwitting partner with the traditional money lender. The old money lender could now charge a fee for signing as a co-signer! The discussion was another opportunity to reaffirm the values on which we built our first unions: does the borrower need the loan, do they have the ability to repay it and do we trust this person.  


organizing issues


I met often and corresponded regularly with Simon Shang, the Director of Cooperatives, in 1967.  He wanted to form a series of local leagues and grow on a more solid foundation. He was much more aware than I of the internal and external political problems that a centralized league would encounter. 

That summer I took a two-month "home leave". While I was in the US I flew to Madison Wisconsin to visit the World Council of Credit Unions. (See Chapter I - the flight with Mike Barnicle) I met with Paddy Bailey and his staff and they helped me think through the way we should organize the credit union league. Upon my return I shared the information I picked up with Shang and we agreed that there should be one league but that we would form it quickly while there were only a hand full of registered unions.    

In September, just after I returned from the US, Michael Banseka left for schooling at the Coady Institute3. He was given a scholarship from Catholic Relief Services. Fr. Van Den Dries had arranged it after I wrote Fr. Van requesting money to train leaders from within the credit union movement. Coady is a remarkable school that trains cooperative leaders from all over the world.  Enoh had gone there, now we were sending Banseka. The following year Francis Sitar would go on another CRS scholarship.


the Extension Department

I took off for several weeks and toured the credit unions with Simon Shang. He was amazed with what he saw and by early in 1968, he had registered 15 credit unions. More and more of my time was being given to the credit union movement. With Jappie's approval, we opened up an "Extension Department" to the curriculum at St. Augustine's College. Simon Shang wrote about this in a report on the Credit Union Movement:

"By so doing these Educators have strengthened one of my beliefs, namely, that Educational Institutions should feel and act as part of the community within which it is located, and thus be involved, within their means and limitations, with the social and economic problems of the Community; it is hoped that other institutions can emulate the good example of St. Augustine's."

The Extension Department kept me going almost every day, especially on weekends where I continued to conduct credit union seminars. It was after one of these weekends that I drove the college VW off a cliff!


the accident 

Sunday afternoon, April 21, 1968, was hot and the end of a long dry season. I was coming back from a weekend credit union workshop in Nkambe. This one began on Friday night immediately after my three-hour drive from St. Augustine's. The Friday session lasted until midnight. We started early on Saturday and went again late into the night. I thought I would have a break on Sunday but I was awakened at dawn by the pastor who told me that he just got news that the parish priest in Tabenken had a heart attack and he was rushing over to help him. Would I get up and say the early Mass along with the later Mass.

Tony returned at noon. The neighboring priest was OK but I was beat. I had drunk a cold beer and couldn't keep my eyes open. Tony had asked the cook to prepare a curry dinner, which I couldn't refuse. You can go to the best restaurant in the world and you cannot get a better meal than a curry dinner on a Sunday afternoon at a mission station in Cameroon. Tony wanted me to take a nap but I had promised Jappie that I would get the VW back by tea time.

I was five miles out of Nkambe, driving too fast and half asleep when I turned a bend and I ran into a heavy cloud of orange dust. The International Truck was going fast and hogging the road. The "Kennedy Lorry" was one of many that US Aid had granted to the Public Works Department. The trucks were far too big for Cameroon roads. Which begs a question: Was the grant to the Cameroon or to the International Truck Company? 

With all of the dust, I am sure the driver didn't know I was behind him. We ate the dust for almost a mile when I made a decision. A prudent man would have backed out of the dust and settled for following at a distance. It was a narrow mountain road and the PWD lorry was so wide that it took more than half of it. There was no need to hurry. It wasn't that late. Jappie could have the car in time and I could end the weekend with a long nap.  

I just made a bad decision and it was too late to slow down. I was half way around the truck when he swerved. There was no more room on my drop-off side of the road. I would have to gun it as hard as the VW could go and try to complete the pass. But I was too far left and the tire sank into the loose laterite on the shoulder pulling the front wheel off the side. For a moment I thought I could recover. I always did. I had a reputation of driving too fast but I also had a reputation of being lucky, getting into jams but landing on my feet. The adrenaline was up now, palms wet and all of a sudden I was wide-awake. There was space just past the front of the vast hood of the PWD truck. If I can hold the road for a few more feet, if this damned truck weren't so big, in just another two seconds I could whip it back onto the road again and then I would take it easy for the rest of the way. But the front wheel had gone too far. 

The loose laterite pulled the steering wheel to the left in a jerk. The last thing I remembered was the steep slope and the awful noise of the first hit. We Catholics aren't saved once and for all like the "born again" folks. Therefore we must train ourselves to make an act of contrition and faith just before we die. As a priest I would teach people things to say just before they die like "Oh my Jesus forgive my sins". But my background and training didn’t help. My last thought before I was knocked out was: "I won't be able to get the car back to Jappie by tea time."

The police report said that the car turned head over heels four times then started turtling sideways a dozen more times before it stopped in a grove of raffia palms. I woke up on the side of the hill just in time to hear the VW roll over for the last time and watch it come to rest on the driver's side some 400 feet down the 70-degree slope.  

I sat up in a dream world. No pain and a pink-orange frame. For a long time it was absolutely quiet. I wanted to get up but my legs didn't want to work. And as I struggled to sit the pink world turned red. In a giddy fascination I began wringing the blood from my shirt.

"Put this against your ear." The first hand put a dirty rag in my hand and pushed it against my ear. In obedience I left it there. Now other hands were there. They were under my arms, at my legs, lifting me up.  

Fortunately the PWD truck driver saw us (I had two hitchhikers in the car, a Credit Union Inspector and a teacher at St. Augustine's). We all sat in the cab of the truck as it raced back to Nkambe. Donatus had a broken arm, Thomas a cut on his head and I had a broken nose, broken ribs and a right ear that was hanging on by a piece of flesh that used to be my ear lobe. I took a quick look at it in the rear view mirror, didn't like what I saw and pushed the rag with what was left of my ear over the bloody hole where my ear used to be.  

The doctor was on vacation and happened to be staying with the sisters at the Nkambe maternity.  He was a Hungarian who escaped the Communists who were looking for him after WW2 because he was a Nazi. The doctor was also a very good surgeon and somehow Sr. Camilla got hold of him and brought him to Shisong Hospital. The doctor was the reason why Shisong Hospital had a reputation as being one of the best in the country. But the doctor only did surgery in the mornings because every afternoon he got stinking drunk! The PWD lorry with its three passengers pulled into the maternity at 5:30 PM.

I had recovered enough to give a sermon to the lorry driver about driving too fast and when we got out of the truck I refused all help and began instructing the sisters to take care of Donatus and Thomas. Then all of a sudden I lost my command and my world collapsed. For a second time the hands were there. This time they caught me and laid me on a bed.  

"Doctor quick.  He's in shock!" 

I still remember the needle in my butt and the wonderful feeling as the morphine took over my body. I gave myself over to it without any reservations and for the first time in many months, I felt that I could relax and let others take charge. Till this day, whenever I get stressed and feel like the world is closing in on me, I put myself back on that bed and let myself experience again that wonderful feeling of relaxation overtaking my body.  

my purpose is to serve by liberating people

What a wonderful night that was! It was the night God gave me back my life and gave that new life a purpose. In my morphine high I completely surrendered myself to His will. I gave myself without reservations to those beautiful hands that were now undressing me and washing me and preparing me for the surgery.  For ten years, since I had entered the seminary, I had committed myself to live by the Cannon Law that read: "Nolo me tangere!" Now those beautiful hands were lifting my celibate mask. When I was ordained I was told I was to be a minister, priest and prophet. That night my prophetic and priestly ministry was given a new meaning and purpose.

The sisters were standing around me with Tilly lights on their heads and the doctor was sewing my ear back on my head. He was laughing and holding his thumb in the direction of my ear like an artist who wanted to put his work in the right proportion. We began singing German songs together like two tipsy buddies at a bar, songs I didn't know I remembered from my seminary days vacationing in Germany and Austria. In all the fun and song, he taped my chest and sewed my ear back on.  

Later that night an angel ministered to me in the guise of an African nurse. The morphine was wearing off and every time I coughed it hurt. She was there to fluff my pillow, to give me a sip of tea and to stroke me with her loving hands. At one point I was overwhelmed with emotion and reached out and hugged her with both of my hands around her waist and my head buried in her bountiful bosom. The next morning when I awoke she was gone and when I asked who she was I was told that no one had been on duty the night before.  

Sometime after the accident, I visited with Omar Senze, the Director of the PWD. I told him that I wanted to know the names of the driver and the men on the lorry so that I could thank them properly. He wouldn't give me their names. "They know you are grateful for what they did. What more needs to be said."

In every adversity there is at least an equal or greater benefit. I sincerely believe that God uses life's bruises. The week I spent recovering in Shisong Hospital after the accident was one of the best weeks of my life. Number one, I needed a rest! Number two, I needed to think. The accident gave me some time with myself, a time that I hadn't had in several years.  

The accident taught me that I was mortal. The near death experience gave me a new birthday, April 21, 1968. When Tony Jansen and I stopped and looked way down into the valley at the wreck on my way back from Nkambe to Shisong on Monday morning, it became apparent to me that I should have died. How my unconscious 6'4" body could have been thrown out of a tumbling VW Bug onto the pile of rocks that littered the steep slope and not been crushed is a miracle. It remains a legend that is still told in Cameroon. Twelve years later when we returned to Nkambe, I met a young boy on the road who knew about the accident and took me to my old VW that was still there, rusting in a grove of palm trees. I tell that story in Chapter IX. 

The accident taught me to look at my death in a very different way. Until the accident I spent too much time worrying what the Bishop thinks or Simon Shang thinks or the people in Kikai think or what my Mom and Dad think or what anyone else thinks. The accident taught me that what matters is what I think and what I do. As long as my death still waits for me, it is my job to live my life to its fullest in the way God ordained me to live it! I learned to look at things differently. Would I have left the priesthood and married Lorraine if it hadn't been for this wonderful wake-up call? If it hadn't been for the accident I would have stayed within the system and climbed the church's corporate ladder. I wouldn't be a husband for Lorraine, a father to Rob and Matt, a "papa" to Chelsea and Delaney. I thank God for the accident and what it taught me about life and death. 

The accident humbled me. It taught me through the ministry of all the helping hands that I didn't have to carry this awful "white man's burden". There were many people around willing to carry part of the load. Just give them a chance. On my new birthday I began thinking about my purpose in life. It took me many more years of thought and reflection to discover that purpose. But the journey to that discovery began that night in the Nkambe maternity when I reached out and touched that angel. The “liberating people” journey began that night with my liberation.


West Cameroon Credit Union League 

By the time I drove the VW off the road south of Nkambe, my work laying the foundations for the credit union movement and for the Credit Union League was done. The Credit Union Bylaws and the League Bylaws were written. The Cooperative Department had taken charge.  

Shang invited me to a "Technical Conference" to be convened in Mankon in July, after Banseka's return from Canada. The purpose was to:

 
a) Study and confirm suggested amendments to the Credit Union By-Laws,  


b) Study and finalize the proposed League By-Laws, 


c) Plan the inauguration of the Credit Union League, 


d) Examine economic survey reports on discussion groups qualifying for registration.

. 

It was an intensive two-day conference but for the first time I felt that I was no longer in charge but had become a member of a team. It was a team I was proud to be a part of.  

The nine Credit Union Buildings, funded by US Aid were finished. Michael was hired by the Cooperative Department to perform the functions of a league manager until the league could be formed. Shortly after Michael took over, three volunteers from the Netherlands arrived with two new VWs! I quit the day-to-day management and became Michael's mentor. This was a very welcome career change!

On September 4, 1968, the credit unions registered by the government met in Bamenda and organized the West Cameroon Credit Union League (WCCUL). In the frantic rush preceding the meeting, Shang registered six new Credit Unions bringing the total to 19. All of the new unions were from the South. I had never heard of three of them and I was angry because I knew that they had not had an adequate discussion and education period, which Shang and I had agreed was necessary to prepare the board and leadership. I told Shang what I thought about it. This had nothing to do with credit unions it was pure politics. He told me that I was right but that someday I would understand.

By the morning of the following day I began to understand the wisdom behind his maneuver. Eighteen unions arrived to vote. Nine were from Nso and the remainder came from other parts of the country. We adopted a rule that the President must receive a majority in order to be elected.  On the first vote the 9 Nso unions voted for a teacher from Nso who had a long political career.  He also had been active in a Credit Union. He was a big man with a lot of posture and poise. He looked good to me. The other 9 unions divided their votes among three other candidates. There was no majority on the first vote.  

After an hour of furious caucusing and politicking by the 100 plus delegates we called for a second vote. The Nso vote did not change. Now Benedict Mukong, a retired teacher and farmer from Bibanki Tungo received six votes. More politicking followed as delegates from the Nso unions tried to find one more vote. On the third vote it was a tie: Mukong 9, Nso 9. The Mankon Community Hall was noisier than the New York Stock Exchange on Black Tuesday. Shang and I sat at the referees’ table in the eye of the storm. I told him that I was beginning to understand why he registered the six new unions. If he hadn't the league would have been dominated by the Nso tribe and there would have been no national league. It was clear that the vote was on party/tribal lines. But Shang, who was their candidate's brother, saw the importance of taking the league out of his own tribe's hands.  

In a last effort to get the Presidency, Shang's brother came to the table where we were talking and asked that we cast the deciding vote. He then switched to Lamso thinking that I would not understand and continued in an effort to persuade Shang to cast the deciding vote. I didn't understand everything that was said but I heard Shang's answer. "And if I do, my brother, you will be disappointed."     

Simon Shang belongs in John F. Kennedy's book, "Profiles of Courage". Mukong was elected President and Nso took the Vice-President by the consensus of the delegates on the next vote.    

Education was the theme of my address to the newly formed Cameroon Credit Union League Board. I told the delegates that the Credit Union League was built on three foundation stones: education, more education and still more education. At the end of my talk I was given a warm ovation and a pioneer's plaque! 

Benedict was the right choice and he took the leadership immediately. WCCUL opened the League Office in the Kumbo Credit Union building (one of our US AID buildings) and officially hired Michael Banseka as its first manager. Three Dutch volunteers and four staff on loan from the Cooperative Department assisted him. The Dutch volunteers came with two VWs. The League was responsible for Banseka's salary. 

Immediately after its formation, the West Cameroon Credit Union League (WCCUL) received an invitation to participate in an international conference of all the Credit Union Movements in Africa to take place in Nairobi, Kenya in September 1969. Mukong attended as a delegate and the League became one of the nine founding members of ACOSCA, The African Cooperative Savings and Credit Association. The other eight founders were credit union leagues from Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Senegal, Liberia, Upper Volta, Togo and Dahome. Benedict Mukong, a teacher and farmer form Babanki Tungo, was elected the first president of the largest non-government pan African association in the world. As President he became a board member of the World Council of Credit Unions and a world traveler. 

I helped with the fund raising and by the end of 1968 we had raised 49,216,000 cfa (about $200,000). I continued to be in demand to speak at the weekend seminars and Credit Union and Cooperative meetings. If it were my nature I could have relaxed, sat back and taken an elder statesman's role. But no. I had to keep sticking my nose into the day-to-day. Michael and the Dutchmen were fighting over the use of the VW. I got into several Board arguments. Finally, Mukong had enough of my meddling and had the audacity to throw me out of a board meeting! It happened in Bamenda in March 1969. I was so mad that I stormed up to the Mission House and began drinking beer in the middle of the afternoon. 

I got over it. Benedict and I became the best of friends. Somewhere out there in the world there is another Lorraine, a Cameroonian lady who should be about thirty-five years old. She is Benedict's daughter who he named after my wife, Lorraine.  


The West Cameroon Credit Union Manual4
The impact of the accident and the shift in my duties gave me back some time - time for me. The Paytons invited me to spend a week at their home in Yaounde and what a lifestyle change that was. I enjoyed days in the pool and on the tennis court at the American Club and nights attending black tie dinners with Ambassadors from Ireland, England, France, Germany, Israel, Belgium, and Spain. Bob gave me $3,000 to publish the CREDIT UNION MANUAL. 

I am writing this book in the same manner that I wrote the manual, in a story form. It was the Kikai Kelaki story only the names and the places were changed. In Chapter III - "HOW TO START A CREDIT UNION" tells the story of how Joe Ninga and Primus Wowo organize a credit union in the village of Ashia.  

We just do not have the good words in English like the words that I discovered in Cameroon.  "Ninga" is a Pidgin English name for someone who is down and out. "Wowo" is a name that is used to describe a person who lacks common sense. We have to use a phrase to best define "wowo" - a deck that is missing a few cards - a screw loose - three French fries short of a happy meal. "Ashia" is the best way I have ever found to tell someone that you are empathic to his or her situation. It probably is best translated: "I see your miserable condition and I know how you feel, I felt the same way and I hope and pray things will get better." When you add an "O" it really means you are empathic. "Ashia - O". 

The US Aid editors passed right over the names but the Cameroonians bent over laughing as they saw the coded meanings. Why not have fun while learning. I also sprinkled in names of my Kikai Kelaki friends, teachers and students. I did this so that years later I could look at the book and remember them. 

Chapters IV and V, the "BUSINESS DAY"; tell how the people of Ashia designed a system that people who only had a fourth grade education could use to solve their day-to-day problems and built a financial future for themselves and their community. They asked the parish priest for an old tabernacle to have as a safe for the cash they needed in order to do business. They built their tabernacle/safe into the wall of the credit union office. In addition to the lock on the safe they built three iron bars secured with three strong padlocks across the door of the safe. Everyone knew that it took four keys to open the safe and start the business day; the President, the Treasurer and two members of the Credit Committee had keys.  - Just like we did in Kikai!

They designed a loan application form and a loan register book in addition to other very simple forms. Chapter VI, "THE LEDGER AND THE CASH BOOK", presents a single entry system that keeps track of the daily cash transactions. All of the cash entries for the month are kept on two pages of a school exercise book. "CASH IN" is recorded on the left hand page, "CASH OUT" on the right page. Each business day takes up one row. The columns are labeled by the various ways that cash can come in and out of the union. This is exactly the way we did it in Kikai Kelaki.  Here are quotes from pages 48 and 49 of the manual.

"The Cash Book is "the Heart" of the Credit Union. The whole story of the Union is told in its pages. Look carefully at the way the Treasurer of the Ashia Credit Union keeps his Cash Book. He only puts ONE MONTH on ONE PAGE. The first line at the top of the Cash Book is the total carried over from the previous month. Next he is careful to SKIP A LINE BETWEEN EACH ENTRY. At the end of the month he totals all the individual columns and then he adds this total to the total from the last month to get the grand total to date. From the difference between the total "cash in" and the total "cash out" he can figure how much the Credit Union has in cash. This figure he checks against the actual cash the Union has in the bank (look in the bank book), the league (look in the League Deposit Book), on hand, (look in the safe and count the money) and in the Reserve Fund, usually in the bank.

The Treasurer must add up all the cash accounts and verify that they total to the same amount that the cash balance shows in the Cash Book be​fore he is allowed to carry the totals forward to the next month. If there is a mistake and he cannot find it, he must either go to the Credit Union Inspec​tor, or to the League Office and get help. ONCE A MISTAKE HAS BEEN FOUND A TREASURER CANNOT GO ON WITH CREDIT UNION BUSINESS UNTIL THE MISTAKE HAS BEEN CORRECTED. At the end of the month the Treasurer of the Ashia Credit Union closed his cash Book." 

Fortunately the book was published and in circulation before the "experts" arrived. The Dutchmen immediately wanted to put all of the unions on a double entry system that only the "experts" could understand. The Cooperative Staff supported their argument but I continued to fight for a system that the people could understand. When we returned to Cameroon in 1980, I visited with several credit unions. The League was now demanding a double entry system and my manual had gone underground. Each of the unions kept a set of books for the league that the credit union examiner filled out from a second set of books that they kept and understood, following my manual. Credit Unions are about cash and cash flow. The experts can figure out depreciation. It is OK if the experts miss the point as long as they don't confuse the members who understand the point.

The remaining Chapters: VII, "THE MONTHLY MEETING OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS"; VIII, "THE ANNUAL AUDIT and THE DIVIDEND TO THE MEMBERS"; and IX, "THE ANNUAL MEETING", told how the board and members of Ashia Credit Union made decisions and adopted rules.  

As the book developed, I added four Appendices: "Credit Union FORMS"; "West Cameroon Credit Union BY-LAWS"; "West Cameroon Credit Union LEAGUE BY-LAWS"; a "Credit Union BOOKKEEPING TEST" for references.

The left-hand side of the Cash Book is a record of the cash that comes in each week. 
February, 1968


CASH BOOK


CASH IN 

DATE | SHARES | DEPOSITS| ENTRANCE | LOANS | INTEREST |FINES |OTHER | TOTAL





         FEES          PD. BACK

  c/f
385,015      982,495         6,500              607,150    45,942           210    100,000  2,127,320

   7/2
 21,130         25,000            100                26,000      1,035

                         73,265

 14/2     18,800


                  15,000      1,150                                         34,950

 21/2     12,710         10,000            100                13,000      1,065

                         36,875

 28/2
 14,400         10,000

                   11,000     1,515             50                        36,965

FEB      67,040         45,000 
         200                65,000     4,765             50                      182,055


c/f      452,055   1,027,495
      6,700             672,150   50,707            260    100,000  2,309,386


The right-hand side of the Cash Book is a record of the cash that goes out each week

              



CASH BOOK


CASH OUT
DATE | SHARES | DEPOSITS | LOANS | ST.& P. | OTHER | DIV.  |      TOTAL |    BALANCE

c/f           15,000       400,980     977,000     7,015       5,250    8,415      1,413,660         713,652


  7/2

          25,000        33,000       300         

          58,300           14,955

14/2

          20,000        25,000                     3,000
                      48,000          (12,550)


21/2                                                5,000         75


            5,075           31,800

28/2
                      15,000        10,000       500


          25,500           11,465


FEB
                      60,000        73,000       875        3,000
                    136,875           45,670


c/f           15,000      460,980   1,050,000     7,890       8,250
  8,415      1,550,535         759,322 

 









                  ======






RESERVE CASH FUND 
    7,064






BANK                                     501,097








                        145,000








                        106,161









              
                  759,322











                  ======



The Treasurer uses the bottom right hand corner to reconcile the Credit Union's cash balance.

I sent a draft of the MANUAL to Albany and asked Fr. Heymans, the superior to publish it. He rewrote it with his own spin and sent 1,000 copies and sent USAID a bill for $3,000. Fortunately AID sent a copy to me before paying the bill. When I saw the edited product I was shocked and immediately ordered USAID to stop payment. John Kaiser had been appointed the Rector of Albany. I asked him to intervene which he did. In writing back and forth John began to share his frustrations about just how bad things were. The rumors were going around that I would be assigned to Albany and we both were excited about the possibility of working together.    

After I told Albany to scrap the project I sent another draft to Jim Enghauser, a friend in St. Louis who owned a publishing company, Gateway Press. Jim agreed to print 1,000 copies of the book for the amount of the grant from USAID. Jim asked Dorrit and Glen Ryan to dress it up with some pictures. I first saw it after the copies arrived at the Embassy. It was a little embarrassing. I was in every picture and there were many pictures in the book. I did not want to send back another 1,000 books. The text was correct and I was pleased with the pictures. One of the AID workers commented: “This is the first time USAID paid for a photo album.” The book sold like hot cakes and gave the League an income boost.


an appointment 

In 1969 I began looking for other things to do. We expanded St. Mary's Church at Kikai Kelaki. I took a fourteen-day trek with five students in the Nkambe area during the Easter break (see Chapter II). I became involved in a "Mill Hill Renewal" exercise. I took an eight-day retreat at the Trappist Monastery in Mbengue - affectionately known to the locals as, "de Monk he house." The food was great. We only had two conferences a day, which gave me time for a nap every morning and another nap every afternoon. I spent the evenings with my brother priests in great conversations and fun. I was so proud to be associated with this wonderful group of men.

Francis Sitar and I played a lot of tennis on the basketball court. We built the court in 1967 with the tar the PWD left in the barrels when they paved the main road in Kumbo. I continued to teach Math and Physics at St. Augustine’s but I was bored. Brian Shelly and the sisters had taken my place as Vice Principal and most of my extra duties. I was no longer needed in the Credit Unions. At the end of the school year Jappie would be transferred to a parish in Wom. It was his punishment for taking girls into St. Augustine's. When he leaves I would be alone in the "Father House". To top it off Sitar received a scholarship to Cody International Institute in Nova Scotia and I would no longer have a tennis partner. I felt like a fifth wheel. I had no incentive to stay. 

Shang offered me a job with the Cameroonian government. No, I did not want to be a bureaucrat. Then, on April 3, 1969 I received a letter that gave me a good way out. The letter was from Fr. G. Mahon, my Superior General. "I shall be going over to the States ... and will be discussing a number of changes in our personnel and our organization. ..... I wish to transfer Fr. Heymans ... to other work and I should like you to take over his position as Regional Representative and Organizing Secretary in the States. As you know we appointed Fr. John Kaiser [as Rector] to Albany last year...."

I accepted the appointment in a letter I wrote to Mill Hill on April 5. On April 28th I received an answer from Fr. Hanrahan a former teacher who knew both John and I well. "Father General had just left for his visitation of the Americas when your letter arrived. I will send a copy of your letter to Albany...." In his second paragraph he dropped a bomb. "Isn't it very sad about John?  Whatever the correct interpretation of events, he's clearly been through a hard time. The General is going to have a big job on his hands to try to get it all sorted out and to see where the light falls between the contradictory versions that are going the rounds. I should imagine he will want to get things cleared up as much as possible before you come so that you will have a chance to make a clean start."

It didn't take long for the story to reach Cameroon and there was only one version - our bishop's version that came from Fr. Heymans. John had a breakdown and was being treated in a mental ward in some hospital. I wrote John but did not get a reply. I wrote Fr. Hanrahan and told him that I did not want to work with Fr. Heymans. He replied in a May 19 letter: "Everything will obviously depend on the conclusions the General comes to in the course of the present visitation.  We have so far had no account from him - a little unusual as he generally sends us frequent bulletins. ...... You speak of the fear you experience at the thought of working with Father Heymans. Well, once again we will have to await the outcome of the visitation, but I can tell you ..... that the plan we had in mind did not envisage your working with him. I will not elaborate any further at present."


CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI  
Bob Payton secured a grant from the US Information Service (USIS) to produce a film about what we did in Kikai Kelaki. The USIS film team arrived several weeks before school ended and they began shooting area shots while we wound down the semester. Ed Hunter, the producer and I became good friends almost from the first minute we met. Ed had an interesting background. He was a very talented guy who studied under Edward D Murrow. He had a promising career in the film industry when he was assigned to film the Viet Nam war for USIS. I had avoided the war and all the turmoil in the US over our involvement in it. Ed gave me an insider’s look. He came to the same conclusion as Dr. Martin Luther King. Ed’s objections were edited into his films and he was moved from Nam to Africa. As Ed put it, the entire US budget for Africa was equal to four hours of the US Viet Nam budget. 

I asked Ed to take some shots of the school, the students, the classes and especially of Jappie before he left. My goal was to get him to make two movies. One for the USIS and a second one for me. I wanted to do a testimonial for Jappie and a memento of our days at St. Augustine’s College. I already had a name for my movie: “CIVITAS DEI – A FIVE YEAR PLAN”. In return for the favor I offered to board he and his two-person Worldwide Films crew in the “Father House”. It turned out very well. The last scene showed Jappie handing over the college to the new Principal and driving off to his new assignment. It was positive and upbeat but it was also a slap at the bishop. I resented the way he had treated Jappie.  

After Jappie left we settled into a routine. We filmed all day and sat around and talked into the night. His crew would take off to town and Ed and I would drink beer and talk. We both liked Guinness Stout and we both liked to talk - a lot! Early in the conversation we decided on the name of the film: "CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI".   

The filming, our conversations and his questions gave me an opportunity to think about what happened to me and to the people of Kikai Kelaki as we built our credit union. It was as if God had sent Ed to me to ask why. Why did the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union project work when so many other community development programs he had seen around the world failed? It was not an easy question and I spent long evenings with Ed trying to answer it. 


Why?

One big reason why we succeeded is that we had no experts to tell us what to do. I became involved with credit unions by accident. It wasn't what I was ordained to do when I was sent to Cameroon. I was trained to be a priest and because I was also an engineer, the Bishop assigned me to a secondary school to teach mathematics and physics. I wanted to be more than just a high school teacher and disciplinarian. When Ari told Jappie and me we could each pastor in one of the larger out stations of the huge Kumbo Parish, I chose Kikai Kelaki because I liked the sound of the name. When I discovered that the biggest problem facing Kikai Kelaki was the exodus of the young people, especially the boys, because there were no employment opportunities for them in Kikai Kelaki, I began looking for a solution.

Joseph Nkey's question: "Can I pay for my son's school fees with fire wood?" started the discussion that led us to a solution. Somewhere in that discussion that followed we began talking about a credit union. Except for a statement that I read while in the seminary by Dr. Julius Nyerere, the President of Tanzania, in which he stressed the need for credit unions in the rural villages of Tanzania, I knew nothing about credit unions, much less about how to organize one. 

Nyerere used an analogy of damming water to stress the importance of capturing the money that comes into a village. To paraphrase he said: ‘Just as the water falls on the driest parts of the land and rushes to the streams and to the rivers and into the ocean where the water is most abundant, so too does the money that comes into the poorest villages and urban neighborhoods rush out to the bars and the malls and the branch banks and into the capital centers of the world where the money is most abundant.’5  

I only had a picture in my mind, no details. I knew the why, not the how. The first task in recapturing the land is to dam up the streams and capture and divert the water into the fields so that the farmers can produce the food we need to survive. From the analogy, it was clear to me that the first job we needed to address was to change the velocity of the money that flows into Kikai Kelaki by keeping it longer and circulating it over and over before it leaves the village. By doing so we would provide the capital that needed to sustain and enrich our village economy.  

We didn't have any experts so we didn't know how to conduct a "Needs Survey". Instead of labeling Kikai Kelaki as poor we looked within the community for leadership and talent. In so doing, we found a wealth of resources, the assets we needed to organize and build the credit union. Instead of looking outside for "foreign aid", we build on Kikai’s assets. When we looked at the proverbial glass it was half-full not half-empty. This is a foreign concept to the people in the "foreign aid" business. I will never forget the time that an executive from Banc Central in France paid a visit to the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union. After an impressive tour the banker asked Joseph Nkey what he might need in terms of a grant or a soft loan. Picture the look on his face when Joseph responded that what Kikai Kelaki needed most was a place to deposit its excess capital in a place where the credit union could get a better return on its investment.

Another big reason why we succeeded was trust. The word "credit" comes from a Latin word, which means, "trust". Fifty years of dedicated missionary work had built the "trust fund" that I could draw on when I came to Kikai Kelaki. I was known and trusted in Kikai Kelaki as a parish priest and as the teacher of their sons and daughters at St. Augustine's. This gave me priest power and knowledge power. They were my me credentials in the village. 

In the seminary we were warned about the power we would have as soon as we stepped off the boat, wherever that was. I found that to be true in the Nso region of Cameroon. The people were very respectful and we had an awesome power that was not earned but only came to us because of our positions in the community. Looking back on the years I spent as a priest and teacher in Cameroon, I have come to the conclusion that most of the power was abused not by use but by non-use. I used my power to promote the Credit Unions. From the day I arrived in Kikai Kelaki I realized how powerful I was and how important it was to understand and use the trust and power that was given to me by the people of Kikai Kelaki. Trust and power were the only tools I had when we started the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union.

A common abuse of power is arrogance. Because I was credited with so much priest and teacher power there was an awful assumption that I would know everything we needed to do. Thank God I didn’t know enough about credit unions to give any direction. So instead of telling everyone what to do I was forced to lead by asking questions. Because they had no experts and no access to “foreign aid”, the people of K4 had to rely on their own resources. One of my first and biggest contributions to the process was to say over and over “I don’t know how but I know you can figure it out!” Over the years I have become convinced that the one who leads is the one who asks the best questions. Statements push, questions pull.  

Another reason was definition. How a community defines itself is critical to its ability to address problems and to grow. When Mahatma Gandhi returned to his native India, he wondered how it only took a barracks of soldiers to control the entire Indian sub-continent. He concluded that it was because the Indian had been taught to accept the British definition of what it was to be an Indian. As long as the Indian accepted the British definition it remained "Rule Britannia". The first task for Gandhi was to get the Indians to redefine themselves.

A positive definition was not a big problem in Kikai. If Kikai Kelaki was poor, it was not in spirit or in confidence. I remember sitting in a bar in Kumbo town with Bob Payton on one of his visits to see the credit unions. We were having lunch when Joseph Nkey walked in. "Joseph," I said, "I would like to introduce you to Bob Payton, the United States Ambassador to Cameroon." Joseph's response was warm but not at all deferential. "How do you do Sir, I'm a citizen."

The children of Kikai Kelaki grew up in a secure environment. They were taught to be proud of their names and proud of their stories. By US standards they were poor but they did not have the disadvantages that our inner-city poor kids have. Kikai kids did not know they were poor. They thought they were rich! Kikai kids did not have a TV in their homes to tell them for two to three hours every day how poor they were. They did not have the experience of being put down by social workers. Kikai kids were encouraged to dream.

As the credit union grew the people became more confident of the power they had gained through their efforts and cooperation. When Joseph asked the banker where they could invest the credit unions surplus, he demonstrated a power and a freedom that the people didn't realize they had before they had become engaged in the process. The purpose of development is the person! In order to grow people must become aware of their power. The project worked because the people grew more powerful in the process.

The project worked because the dream of a better Kikai Kelaki was bigger than the facts. I have learned over the years that if the dream is big enough the facts don't count. While I sat there on all those cold Kilovi evenings, most of my concentration was in just trying to keep my feet warm. Looking back, I now realize how valuable that time was. While I just sat there, the people were learning to think in the future tense. How valuable that investment was for the results it produced. My presence, more than any other thing I did, gave a credential to their dream. Now that is real priest work. Doesn’t the Bible say, “without a dream the people will perish”?  

In the early days we dreamed of a Kikai Kelaki where the young men and women would not have to leave town in order to find employment and a future. We dreamed of a credit union big enough to meet the investment needs of the community. We dreamed of zinc roofs on every house, a corn mill for the women, fishponds, poultry farms, and industry. We dreamed of such abundance that we could send part of our wealth to the poor in another part of the world. Every one of the things they dreamed about happened. St. Mary’s parish took up a collection during Lent in 1969 and sent it to the poor in India. (Chapter 2 p.52) The dream kept the union going when the first loan went into default and sustained the members through many challenges and struggles along their way to success. Because of the dream we did not quit!  

Because we didn't have an expert but we had a shared dream, the credit union began organizing as a team. Joseph was asked to be the first President. Joseph was an expert in the Lamso language and well respected. John Losha was a trader who traveled to Nigeria in his trade. He knew how to take care of the books. Two trusted men and a woman were appointed to the credit committee. Simon Shang told me later that he had never seen women speaking out and taking leadership roles in as forceful a way as when he saw them taking leadership in the credit unions.

Team building relates to trust and dream building. Teams relate to the sports organization model.  A team is motivated by a shared dream. We need to win this game, we dream of a Super Bowl ring. Teams need leaders to encourage and to inspire. Team power comes from relationships.  The corporate pyramid model on the other hand depends heavily on the organization structure and on position power. Too often, managers have replaced leaders in corporations. Kikai Kelaki was successful because it was promoted and organized by encouragers and leaders with dreams. Teamwork makes the dream work.  

The Kikai Kelaki Credit Union was an educational institution before it was chartered as a financial institution. "Education, education and still more education" was the theme of my talk to the delegates at the first League meeting. I am convinced that the credit union will be successful as long as it remains faithful to its mission to be a village educator whose subject is the village economy. Peter Maurin6, in one of his easy essays says that if we are to build a world where it is easier to do good, “workers must become scholars and scholars must become workers”. Paulo Freire discovered the power of an ongoing education process. His book, "Pedagogy Of the Oppressed"7  argues that the creative power within each of us can be unleashed as soon as we are able to connect what we need to know with the work that needs to be done.   

Too often we confuse education with training. Education comes from the Latin educare, to lead out or to bring up. My role as an educator is not to teach by passing information from my brain to the student's brain. As the credit union discussion progressed, I became aware that I could best facilitate the process by asking questions and creating situations that forced the people to think. In this kind of education process, I am also a student and the student is also a teacher. The question is not valid if I know the answer to the question before I ask it. When I asked the men's doctrine class: "What is important in your lives and what it is we should be talking about?", I did not know the answer to my question. When Joseph Nkey asked: "Can I pay for my son's school fees with fire wood?" he did not know the answer to his question. Each question caused us to think, to educare, to bring something out of each of us.  

There is a vast difference in what we need to know as owners and what we need to know as a manager, or as a loan officer. Ownership has to do with the “why” and “what” questions. Management has to do with the “how” questions. Some very unsophisticated people become very good at addressing the why questions. A credit union in itself is not a complicated business but there are technical skills that need to be learned. The question is not “Do we need professional help?” We did. The question is “How can professionals be helpful? Professionals certainly do not help by creating a dependency. Shortly after arriving in Cameroon, a wise old priest gave me the secret to building a church. "Teach the people how to sin! Then tell them that you have the power to forgive their sins."

This leads us to the question of foreign aid. Before we looked for any grants, the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union had raised sufficient capital to take care of its needs. We first mobilized Kikai Kelaki's resources before we looked outside, not for foreign aid but for partners in development. All the grants we received were secondary and supportive. They were very helpful because they allowed the Credit Unions to grow faster than they would have without the grants. They provided credentials. The Coady Institute certified the Manager. The field workers gave the staff professional training. The nine credit union halls were a visible testimony to the support that the credit unions had received from the US Government. Before I left Cameroon we were swimming in grant money. Over $200,000 had been invested from seven foreign aid sources. As opposed to most grant money which fails to do what it intends to do and even harms the community development process, these grants were successful in accomplishing their purpose, for three reasons: they were secondary, they were supportive and they were credentializing. When a community starts looking for foreign aid before it has built its own capital and equity, the grantor holds all the cards. The grantee is the beggar. The grant is governed by the golden rule that says, He who has the gold rules! It's hard for a mouse and an elephant to cooperate.

Probably the biggest reason our credit union worked was that the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union brought the public economy of the marketplace and God’s household economy together. Kikai and I met at the right time in the right place. It was truly a marriage made in heaven. When I came to Kikai Kelaki I wanted to help. I was prepared and I thought I had the answers. When Joseph asked his question it turned things upside down. The teacher became a student. As we struggled to answer the question, I drew on my western-world free market economy background. Mine was a supply and demand economy in which the market was the instrument that was used to distribute the goods and services. My economy was godless and did not distribute equitably. I saw the credit union as a way to give the people of Kikai an advantage in the marketplace. 

Joseph and others came out of a different economy. The center of their economy was not the market it was the household. The economist was the household manager. She was responsible to make sure that everyone in the household was fed. In Kikai Kelaki everyone was related. It was a tribe in the fullest sense. Every child was welcomed in every home and treated in a similar manner. If they were hungry they were fed, if they misbehaved they were punished. If you were a visitor who happened to be at the house when the fufu was cooked, you were invited to sit down and eat. The people of Kikai Kelaki talked of a “hungry time” every year as the reserves were running out before the crops came in but in the five years I lived and worked in Kikai, I never saw a hungry time. Kikai Kelaki was the wealthiest community I have ever lived in. My economist was the chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank. Their economist was God.8
In the process of organizing the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union and the Cameroon Credit Union League, we raised community organizing to a new level. The credit union became the community organizer. The new Kikai Kelaki community kept the values of the economy in which God was their economist while building a modern tool that would give them the power to bargain with equity at the marketplace. The experience of living through the process of organizing the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union taught me more about loving and being a priest than my six years preparation in the seminary. In the end the people loved me not for the things I knew but for how much I had become one with them and for how much I had learned to care about them.  

It was a fun summer in the “Father House” with Ed and the Worldwide Films team. The sisters didn’t bother me; traveling priests went to the Kumbo Parish to stay overnight. But it all ended one day in early September when Jappie's replacement arrived from England. He must have been thoroughly scandalized by what he found in his new home. I still remember the look on his face when I introduced him to Joell Dorval (a young French woman who looked like and dressed like Bridgett Bordeau) and she thanked him for allowing her to sleep in his bed! But the filming was almost done and he slept in my bed and I slept on my couch until we moved them out.  

Simon Shang was kind enough to write an article: "A Tribute to Father E. A. Barnicle" in the Cameroon Panorama, Nov. 1969. When I left the League had three chapters, over 4,000 members in 36 credit unions and 41 discussion groups with savings over 500,000,000 cfa ($2M).


Civitas Dei to the USA

The journey from Nso to Albany was a much greater distance than the 4,000 miles that separated the two cities. There was a spiritual and emotional divide separating them. I was leaving Civitas Dei, an island of peace and sanity to go to the Mill Hill headquarters in Albany, a plantation filled with turmoil and insanity. In the three times I visited Albany prior to my appointment, I would get very anxious only moments after my arrival. I don't know why but I could feel my hair standing up on the back of my neck. Albany was more than power politics. The place was rotten.   

Packing was easy. I decided to leave almost everything I owned to St. Augustine's and the people in Kikai Kelaki. On September 30 I drove away from St. Augustine's with Michael Bansaka in the Credit Union VW. All my earthly possessions were packed in my small suitcase. It took us a week to get to the airport. The first stop was at Bambui where I told a room full of Augustinians who were studying advanced level subjects how liberating it was to be rid of all my worldly possessions. I was 37 years old and had accumulated nothing but the clothes in my suitcase! Bara, one of my former students challenged my boast. He looked at my wrist and said: "What about your watch?"  I was attached to that watch. Uncle Bud gave me that Omega when I graduated from Engineering School. Bud had been killed in a boat accident in April on his way to Vietnam. I hesitated a moment, took off the watch and slid it across the table. "Its yours."

We stopped at St. Bede's, Sacred Heart and several missions along the way. We spent the last two nights in the south in Kumba at the mission. Jappie was there. On our last night I drank too much. In the morning after I we said good by, I told Michael to drive me to the bishop's house. On arrival I told Michael to stay in the car. I charged into the bishop's room, told him what I thought of him, stormed out. “Michael take me to the airport!" By the time we got to the Douala Air Port, I was embarrassed and ashamed at my behavior. The Al-Italia jet lifted off Cameroon soil on Tuesday morning, October 7. It landed in Rome several hours later and from the way I was greeted at the airport, I knew that my life as a society superior had begun.

My only pair of black pants was so thin you could see through them. I must have embarrassed the Rector of our house in Rome. The day after I arrived he took me to a tailor and told him to fit me into a black suit. I hung around Rome for a few days until the suit was ready then took off for Bitburg, Germany where I stayed with Connie O' Leary. I shared my fears with my old Air Force Chaplain. He confirmed my fears with stories about the corruption at the highest levels in the Air Force Chaplain's ranks. I picked up a pair of pajamas and some other things from Connie and had grown into two bags by the time I left to visit Jappie's parents in Holland.

The briefing in Mill Hill took three days. I asked about John and pleaded for him to be allowed to stay with me in Albany. The General’s answer was firm. John has been through a very difficult time. He was recovering nicely and needed to go back to the missions where there would be less stress. When I suggested that I would visit with him before he left I was told that he was already back in Kenya. The General obviously did not want to share any details with me. The clear message was to forget about the past and get on with building Mill Hill in America.

The only time I could sit with the General was at night and we talked well into the night. That gave me a chance to spend three days with old friends in London. I love London. It’s the attic of the world. You can find anything you want there and on my last day at Mill Hill I decided to spend a day shopping and walking around London. I wore my tailor made Italian suit for the occasion. Did I mention how tightly it fit? I told the General it was like a small hotel. If you do not get the connection this story should make it for you. 

On my way back I was loaded with packages as I boarded the tube. There was one seat left at the back of the car. It was one that flipped down. As I maneuvered myself and packages onto the seat I spread my legs and my Italian suit, with a loud rip opened wide from the fly to the seam at the belt in the back. Needless to say everything my celibate life had been keeping private became public. I sat and quickly covered myself with the packages. After a few minutes looking at the floor I recovered enough to look around to see what damage I might have done to my clerical image. No one seemed to have noticed. Everyone seemed to be engaged in the boring task of commuting until my eyes met the gentleman from Fleet Street in the classic bowler hat. He was laughing so hysterically tears were flowing from his eyes. The people sitting next to him were sure that he had gone nuts and were doing everything possible to ignore him. We bonded with our eyes and I joined him in uncontrolled laughter. Now the commuters had two nuts to ignore. There was no possibility to leave the train until it came to Burnt Oak, the last stop on the line. The bowler hat from Fleet Street got off at the second last stop. Just before he stepped off the train he turned to me and still laughing managed to say: "I hope you have a nice day Reverend."

It was late at night when the General and I ended our last session. It was only when I returned to my room and began packing for the final leg of my trip that I noticed a phone in my room and thought about calling Joe Mahoney. It would be 6:30 AM in New York; I hoped to catch him before he went to work. He answered the phone and after a few minutes of conversation, I asked how John was doing. "Why don't you ask him yourself? He's sitting right here next to me."  

Sean, a former classmate offered to drive me to Shannon Air Port where I had booked a flight to New York. We drove across England and Wales, slept on the night boat to Ireland and then crossed Ireland to Shannon. I was distracted for the entire two-day trip. Why had the General lied to me? He must have known John was still in New York. What is it that he didn't want me to know? What he didn't know was that I was close to Carolita and Joe Mahoney, John's sister and brother in law. What he didn't know was that I had kept their phone number in my address book. The thin threads that weave our life's story. The "what ifs" in life. What if I didn't think of calling Joe? What if he wasn't home and I flew on to Albany as I had originally planned? I already had the ticket and was booked on the Mohawk Air flight to Albany three hours after my arrival at Kennedy. As soon as we arrived at Shannon I went to the ticket counter and canceled the flight. John was booked to fly to Kenya the day after my arrival. We made arrangements for Joe and he to meet me at the arrival gate and we would spend the night at Joe and Carolita's. I didn't want to plan beyond that night with John.

I had an hour to kill waiting for the plane. Wandering through the duty free shop I spied an Omega, which looked like the one I gave Bara. While I was standing at the counter looking at it the strongest Irish brogue I ever heard boomed over my shoulder. "And would ya be wantin that watch Father?" I turned into the smile that belonged to the brogue and before I could utter the classic "no I was just looking", he ordered the watch, paid the clerk [it was expensive] and gave it to me! Is there a lesson here?

The jet raced the sun that didn't set making October 25th a very long day. I was anxious about meeting John. This was clearly something that Mill Hill did not want me to do. Was John crazy?  Everyone I talked with in Mill Hill seemed to think so, even priests who were in Albany at the time John was committed to the hospital. I couldn't sleep. I kept thinking about John for the entire flight. John could have had a break down. He is a man of very strong opinions and convictions. He is more intense and more conservative than anyone I ever knew. If you didn't know him as well as I did, I could see how he could be intimidating. John is strong - very strong - and could "get in your face". I must confess, I bought the story when I first heard it in Cameroon. If it hadn't been for my decision to telephone Joe Mahoney the night before I left London I might never have heard John's side of the story - until it was too late. 

CHAPTER III NOTES:

1 Credit Union Handbook, Dr. J. Van Den Dries, Publication of ACOSCA (Africa Co-operative Saving and Credit Association), P.O. Box 3278, Nairobi, Kenya, Second and Revised Edition, 1970.  The other books on Credit Unions that I referred to and recommended in the days that we were building the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union and the West Cameroon Credit Union League are: CREDIT UNIONS, theory and practice, Jack Dublin, Wayne State University Press, Detroit, 1971 and IT IS NOT JUST THE MONEY, John Prindle, CUNA International 





2 "CREDIT FOR KIKAI KELAKI" is a US Information Services (USIS) film that was directed by Ed Hunter.  Helen Williams was the production coordinator, Clifton Whitt the film editor, Joell Dorval the location assistant.  The film was produced and Worldwide Films. Washington D.C., 1969.





3 For a good history of the foundation and the philosophy of the Antigonish movement and the Coady International Institute, I recommend: MASTERS OF THEIR OWN DESTINY, M. M. Coady, S.F.X University, Antigonish, Nova Scotia, Canada.





4 WEST CAMEROON CREDIT UNION MANUAL, Fr. E. A. Barnicle, MHM, Gateway Press, St. Louis, 1969.  Copies are obtainable from the Cameroon Cooperative Credit Union League Ltd., P. O. Box Bamenda, North West Province, Republic of Cameroon.  





5 Development, Another Name for Peace", an address to the Marynoll Missionaries by Dr. Julius Nyerere, the President of Tanzania.





6 Peter Maurin was a co-founder of the Catholic Worker.  Copies of his "Easy Essays" can be obtained by writing the CATHOLIC WORKER, 36 East First Street, NY, NY 10003.





7 pedagogy of the oppressed, Paulo Freire, The Continuum Publishing Company, NY, NY 10017, New Revised 20th Anniversary Edition, 1998.  ISBN 0-8264-0611-4.





8 See GOD THE ECONOMIST, The Doctrine of God and Political Economy, M Douglas Meeks, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MN, 1989. ISBN 0-8006-2329-0.
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