
Dear Fred: Alfred Ramcharan and the External Aid Office1

I suppose I should begin saying how I know anything at all about Mr. Alfred Joseph Ramcharan.

I am neither a beneficiary of Mr. Ramcharan’s Montreal teaching career nor am I connected to the 
North American branch of the Trinidadian Ramcharans, a branch founded when Alfred’s famous sister, 
Pearl, married American anthropologist D.J. Crowley and moved to the United States.

My acquaintanceship with Alfred Ramcharan began when I learned that, on Saturday, 25 August 1962, 
the seven-member Gillespie family neglected to hand back their Macdonald College Brittain Hall room
keys to Mr. Ramcharan.

On 30 August 1962, Mr. Ramcharan noted the Gillespie omission in a clear hand, putting fountain pen 
to paper at 2049 McGill College Avenue in Montreal. His note, received in the mails at the External 
Aid Office (EAO) in Ottawa, was read, and duly filed; spiked, top-left corner, into a buff-coloured 
card-stock government folder: File No. 36-8-3; Subject: Briefing Conferences For Teachers.

There, Alfred Ramcharan’s note rested undisturbed until, on 28 November 2014, at a reading room 
table in Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa, I photographed most of the contents of file 36-8-3.

Skimming the pages as I photographed them, Mr. Ramcharan’s mention of “The Gillespie Room Key 
Incident” made me laugh. How typical of the Gillespies! It was my in-law Gillespies I was researching,
not Alfred Ramcharan. The Gillespie family, Mr. Jim, Mrs. June, daughters Anne (Mrs. Wife!), Brenda,
Clare (A-B-C) and sons Jamie and Ron went on assignment to Kenya for two years, from August 1962 
to August 1964. The posting of an Ottawa teacher and his family to Kenya wasn’t a one-off occurrence;
their African adventure was a small piece of a bigger puzzle.

To concoct the bigger puzzle, take one part Cold War Geo-politics; stir in crumbling British Empire; 
fold in Canadian foreign-aid policy; add Baby Boom to taste. In response to a bilateral request from 
Kenya – on the threshold of independence from Britain in 1962 – the EAO sent Jim Gillespie to train 
Kenyan teachers. But before the Gillespies, together with another eighty-odd teacher-families 
comprising the EAO “class of ‘62”, departed for assignments in the developing world, the EAO needed
to brief them in person.

This was the Briefing Conference For Teachers, held each August at Macdonald College near Montreal 
just days before the teacher-families flew from Montreal to their assignments.

1 It is SO tempting to include many, many footnotes, densely packed with detailed information on the various points 
encapsulated herein. I am resisting this temptation. 
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Briefing Conference For Teachers

The External Aid Office was established in November 1960 to administer Canada’s foreign aid. The 
EAO mandate included assuming responsibility for Canadian “Experts” assisting developing countries. 
Pre-EAO, the Economic and Technical Assistance Branch of the Department of Trade and Commerce 
ran the “Experts” programme. In August, 1960, under Trade and Commerce, a briefing conference for 
14 teachers was held in Ottawa. In 1961, the EAO moved the expanded August briefing conference (for
35 teacher-families) to Macdonald College. In 1962, as noted above, and in 1963, the conference 
welcomed about eighty-five teacher-families. By 1964, the number had grown to one-hundred-sixty-
two.

Encouragement and help from Macdonald College’s education Director, Professor David Munroe, and 
Professor Wayne Hall, made the College – its tranquil, isolated campus located not too far from 
Montreal’s Dorval international airport – a natural conference venue choice.

Alfred Ramcharan happened to be a student at the Macdonald College School for Teachers, a 1961 
graduate of the two-year degree programme.

And so begins our story...
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Clan Macdonald '61; page 49 (of the unnumbered yearbook)
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Alfred Joseph (Kalkapersad) Ramcharan

Birth: 07 September 1923;
Circular Rd., Princes Town, Victoria,
Trinidad and Tobago

Death: 10 March 1988;
Montreal, Quebec, Canada

On 01 September 1960, Alfred J. Ramcharan was admitted to
New York City by the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Service, with permission to stay until 08 September 1960. He
had come by BOAC from Piarco Airport in Trinidad.
Nationality: British; birthplace: Trinidad.

Alfred gave his permanent address as Brittain Hall, Macdonald College, Quebec, Canada.

Trinidad gained independence from Britain in 1962. If he foresaw independence, perhaps Alfred 
thought it would be easier to emigrate from Trinidad to Canada as a British citizen than as a citizen of 
the Commonwealth of Trinidad and Tobago (1962-1976). His older sister, Pearl, was educated in 
Canada (Toronto) and the US in the 1940s before returning to Trinidad. She returned to the US when 
she married American, D.J. Crowley, in 1958. She may have influenced his decision to come to 
Canada.

In Trinidad, though Alfred himself had received no formal secondary school education, he taught for 
several years in local elementary and high schools. Because Alfred graduated from the Macdonald 
College two-year teaching programme in one academic year (1960-61), it’s reasonable to assume the 
school gave him credit for his years of teaching experience in Trinidad.
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Source: Ancestry.ca

Source: Crowley family website.
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The 1961 Briefing Conference for Teachers

During discussions between the EAO and Prof. Munroe about Macdonald College hosting the briefing 
conference, Prof. Munroe suggested Alfred Ramcharan as someone who could help with the 
administration side. Alfred would have been one of the most mature education students Macdonald 
College had in 1961 since he was thirty-seven years old that summer. The job offered to Alfred, 
described in an EAO letter to him at Macdonald College, dated 15 August 1961, was this:

“We need someone who can act as a receptionist from 2 p.m. on the 24th of August at 
Stewart Hall. This person would be responsible for meeting the teachers as they come in 
and assigning their rooms to them. During the conference itself, he would help with the 
small administrative tasks, and on Friday afternoon and on Saturday morning he would 
prepare bills for the teachers and help collect the money.”

The EAO offered Alfred $25 for the 2.5 days work.

He quickly accepted the offer, in a letter dated 17 August 1961.

Alfred’s accounts for the conference list receipts of $1,380.50 and expenditures (including $30 paid to 
himself – $5 extra!) of $1,377.95, a profit of $2.55.
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Alfred Ramcharan to D.A.W. Judd, Thursday 17 August 1961.
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Now a graduate of the Macdonald College two-year teacher school programme, Ramcharan enrolled at 
McGill University in the autumn of 1961 to pursue a B.Ed. Professor David Munroe, in addition to 
being Director of the Macdonald College School for Teachers, was Director of the McGill Institute of 
Education; Alfred would continue his education under Prof. Munroe’s tutelage.

In that first 1961 autumn term at McGill, Alfred put himself forward
as a candidate for the Students’ Executive Council. I have been
unable to find any documentation giving the election results. Fred’s
interest in stamps is advertised in his electoral “Pen Sketch.”
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the McGill Daily; 
20 November 1961; page 6

the McGill Daily; 20 November 1961; page 6.
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The 1962 Briefing Conference for Teachers

During talks with Professor Wayne Hall at Macdonald
College in preparation for its August 1962 briefing 
conference, the EAO expressed how excellent a job 
Fred Ramcharan had done in 1961 and how much 

they hoped Fred would be available for the larger, day longer 1962 edition. The EAO job offer was 
mailed (with his surname spelled “Ramcharam” – not for the last time!) to Fred’s McGill College 
Avenue rooms near McGill University in Montreal on 22 June, 1962.

On 27 June, Fred accepted the EOA offer with pleasure.

In early July, Mr. Noble Power of the EAO wrote Fred asking for his phone number. Mr. Power was 
going to be in Montreal in early August, making conference arrangements, and wanted to meet with 
Fred to discuss some of the details.
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Alfred Ramcharan to D.A.W. Judd, Wednesday, 27 June 1962

Noble Power to Fred Ramcharan, Thursday, 05 July 1962
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Embarking on what was to become a very friendly acquaintanceship, Fred replied, 14 July, that he had 
no phone at his McGill College Avenue rooms but could be reached where he worked, at Victor2-3241 
[842-3241] Local 565. 842-3241 was the phone
number of the Simpsons department store at 977
ouest Ste-Catherine; the store was very close to
Fred’s rooms on McGill College Avenue.
Considering his philatelic interest, perhaps he
worked in the Darnell Stamp Shop in Simpsons?
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LA PRESSE, 31 May 1980, Page 19.

Fred Ramcharan to Noble Power, Saturday, 14 July 1962
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Fred’s duties at the 1962 conference were these:

1. Man the registration desk in Laird Hall.
21 August: 77 teacher-familes, an expected 250 children, women, and men start arriving about 
11am. Fred assigns each family a room in Laird or Brittain Hall.

2. 21-25 August: Allocation of lecture halls for the various conference sessions; the showing of 
films; financial aspects of the conference (expenditures & receipts); general administration.

3. 25 August: Before the teacher-familes board their flights that evening at Dorval Airport, Fred 
must settle their room & board bills ($8.50 per person per day), and collect back all the room 
keys.

4. After the conference, Fred was to furnish a financial statement.

From a (slightly inaccurate) typed EAO name-list, there were about 84 teachers, 52 spouses, and 96 
children at the conference. A separate team was employed for the challenging task of entertaining the 
96 children of various ages (toddlers to teenagers) for 5 days, letting Fred concentrate on helping make 
the conference run smoothly!

On 30 August, Fred submitted a detailed summary of his conference experience, including a one-page 
financial statement. The 5-day conference cost Canadian tax-payers five-thousand dollars.

It was in this note that the “Gillespie Room Keys Incident” was mentioned.
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1962 briefing conference press release excerpt

Alfred Ramcharan to Noble Power, 30 August 1962
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Fred Ramcharan to Noble Power, 30 August 1962
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In a letter, 05 September 1962, Noble Power writes Fred to express the EAO’s official and his personal 
appreciation for “helping to ensure that the conference ran smoothly and according to plan.” Power 
repeats an invitation he made to Fred at the conference to visit the Power family on Aylmer Road, 
Aylmer East (in Quebec, across the Ottawa River from Ottawa); Power suggests a weekend in October. 
Despite being Ramcharan’s junior by eight years (Power was born in 1931; Ramcharan in 1923) the 
two of them must have it off over the five-day conference. Power mentions that Fred should see 
Canada’s capital before returning to Trinidad; in conversation at the conference perhaps Fred expressed
an intention to return to Trinidad after graduating from McGill, and had not yet decided to stay in 
Canada permanently.
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Fred Ramcharan to Noble Power, 30 August 1962
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The 1963 Briefing Conference for Teachers

Did Fred Ramcharan take up Noble Power’s offer to visit him and his family near Ottawa? According 
to their correspondence related to the 1963 briefing conference, the answer is in the affirmative.

On May 10, 1963, Power wrote to Fed at his McGill College Avenue address, asking if he’d be willing 
to do his usual highly satisfactory job. In particular, Power asked that Fred phone him at Professor 
Munroe’s Macdonald College Office at 11:30 A.M. on 14 May (where Power would be in discussions 
with Prof. Munroe about the briefing conference). However, Fred was in midst of practice teaching at 
Montreal high schools (Fred graduated with his B.Ed. In the spring of ‘63), and Power’s letter only 
reached him at the end of the day on 14 May. Fred wrote back the same day that he was happy to assist 
again. Marginalia on Fred’s letter indicate that Power managed to speak on the telephone to Fred in 
Montreal on 15 May. (Other marginalia continued to misspell Fred’s surname as “Ramcharam”.) The 
answer to the “Ottawa visit” question is given in Fred’s last paragraph.

Noble Power of Montreal and Long Island socialite, Sarah “Sally” Kellogg Goetchius became engaged 
in January 1956 while both were doing graduate work at the Sorbonne, Paris. (“Both were graduated 
from the School of International Affairs of Columbia University” - New York Times; 23 January 1956.)
Possibly they had bilaterally negotiated to adopt an alternate meaning for “International Affairs!” 
Christopher “Chris” Noble and his younger sister, Susannah “Susan” Morgan (born Ottawa, 30 
November 1961) were the couple’s young children.

That spring, at the mature age of thirty-nine, Fred was graduated (to use New York Times phraseology) 
from the Institute of Education of McGill University with a Bachelors of Arts degree in Education. 

It appears that Noble Power delegated some additional responsibility to Fred for the 1963 conference. 
In a 10 July letter to Noble Power, Ted Wall, the young student who had directed the recreational 
activities (childcare!) at previous briefing conferences, wrote that Fred had come to Macdonald College
to recruit him for the current conference.
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