Demby: Talk to COBA UK & Ireland
Topic: CKC, 65 Years of Pace Setting in Educational Excellence 
Introduction
Thank you to COBA – UK & Ireland for the opportunity to speak at the 65thanniversary of the founding of our beloved Christ the King College. This is an important milestone in our College’s history and I am honored to say that I am a proud member of the class of 1976. 
A special thanks to Mrs. Isata Green the Chairlady, and the Executive Board for reaching out to me. I would like to acknowledge Mr. Ansu Momoh and Mr. Ansu Sonnah who personally searched for me, and extended the invitation on behalf of the Executive Board.
Special greetings from your colleagues of the COBA-North America chapter. President Patrick Thomas and the entire executive send you their regards and wish you a successful event. They would also like to extend a warm invitation to you to join them as they celebrate the feast of Christ the King later in November.

Well, 65 years went by so quickly

I stand here today, straddling several generationsof Cobians(some in the audience were there before my time and some much later than my generation)
I acknowledge some of my peers in the audience – Matthew “Toma”Sesay, Alfred “Attack”Massaquoi, BertyWilson, Jim Patewa, TambaNdomahina, SamMargai, Ferenkeh Koroma (though a few years behind me at CKC I remembered that beautiful name Ferenkeh. I had never heard that name before I got to CKC). They are all some of my boyhood friends and what I dare say, my friends for life.
A special welcome to my sister Fataba(Ms. Tabs) who had three brothers attend CKC. She has heard from and about CKC all her life. She might as well be a Cobian by association.

My talk today colleagues, family, and friends will be divided into three parts:

Part#1: 

· My generation’s experience growing up at CKC and the meaning of Educational Excellence
Part #2:

· The slow decline followed by the bad days of war, disruption, destruction, and neglect
Part #3:
· Renaissance and rebirth of a great institution, what can we do as alumnae, friends, and well wishers of our beloved CKC to make the institution the citadel of learning of the 21st century. 
Part #1
Let me start by talking about what CKC meant to us, and what the Ethos of the institution was.We were always fondly reminded that CKC was not really a secondary school or a college, “CKC was and I still believe is a way of life”. Let me expound on that a bit: 
Students at CKC were molded on the fundamental principle of “Building a rounded person with a strong emphasis on academics and moralityas the underlying foundation”. In my book, educational excellence is attained when you have the balance of academics and morality right.
The finished product is:
· A very smart and intelligent individual

· A sensitive individual

· A morally upright individual

· A trustworthy individual 

An all-around good guy and upright citizen. If you walk into a room or look around you now, you can see exactly what I am talking about.
CKC attracted a broad category of students, ranging from some of us who came from my fantastic little village Gerihunas we proudly say, “Gerihun-Kotaya” (12 miles away), to students from neighboring NjalaKomboya, to the sons of Chiefs, Ministers, Presidents, Prime Ministers, and diplomats. At CKC we were all seen as students woven in a common tapestry of academic excellence with a strong focus on building a moral man and later, of course,a moral woman. I could proudly say, it was my cohort that saw the first set of girls attending what had previously been an all-boys college. For a father of three daughters, I am entirely grateful to the Board of Governors who made that wise change happen.
Academics

Let me spend a moment talking about Academic excellence:

With class sizes of no more than 35 students, CKC taught us to dream big, I mean very big,and to see the academic world as our oyster to do with as we pleased.

There was intense competition among students and faculty,and as would be expected, a bit of swagger because everybody knew we were all going to university some day and the key question was, where onewanted to go to University and what profession you chose to be in life.
The competition was fierce and friendly. As an example, there were 17 students in our sixth form science class, drawn from all over the country, each with a Division one in their respective disciplines. I felt to sorry for our teachers because the teachers were on their toes, studying as hard as us the students. You could not get away with anything in this class of “brainiacs”. The intensity of those all-nighters did not only prepare us for university, but indeed prepared us for life. To illustrate how out-of-the-box our thought process was, my roommate Cyril Foray and I majored in biology and I remember after our taxonomy classes, creating a new sub-sub-species of human beings, a classification we called “homo superior”which had evolved beyond modern humans, Homo sapien-sapien.  According to Cyril and I there were only two individual in the human race that had evolved to be homo superior. As you can imagine, we got teased to death as “homo superiors”.
I don’t know whose idea it was to have sixth formers share a house together in Bo but this worked miracles for the students. You don’t know how guilty one felt when you dared leave the home to catch a movie and a night out on a Saturday. You leave at 7:00 pm with a few of these very smart guys sitting and studying at their desks and you come back home at 2:00 am and they are still sitting at their desks. You know for sure that they are as smart as you are if not smarter than you are. What motivation and pressure to stay home and study hard. Was no surprise when we all aced the A-level exams in 1976. The net result of all this preparation was that our mailboxeswere always flooded with University offers from European, American, and Asian universities. We all spent our time in undergraduate classes coasting, as we didn’t learn anything new for those first four years in university.
There had no concerns then with regard to costs, because in those days, there were scholarships offered by foreign governments and institutions intended to build a cadre of leaders and subject-matter experts that would help build our beloved Sierra Leone. CKC students competed extremely well for those scholarships. That is why today we have the CKC alums all over the world functioning well as captains and leaders of their chosen fields. 
I recall one incident at the annual Speech day (it must have been in 1976), when in front of a crowd of 500 students and our parents, the then Chairman of the Board of GovernorsMr. M.S. Turay, a local distinguished lawyer, gave his famous speech about his being on top of the Cotton tree and that all these brainy students should study hard and aspire to be like he was and aim to be at the top of the cotton tree where he was perched. He said if we failed to reach the top of the cotton tree, we might fall on one of the branches.As senior prefect, in my vote of thanks, I thanked Mr. Turay very much but reminded him that he was underestimating us. I let him know that we were indeed aiming for the skies and that if we failed to reach the skies, we might just fall on top of the cotton tree. He was thoroughly impressed. I do not know if it was the thunderous applause that did the trick but he rushed down and firmly shook my hands and I would never forget that he whispered in my ears “Go for it young man”.
I am pleased that we had that freedom and support to soar as high as we wanted to.
Athletics – 
Let us talk about athletics. A little known fact was CKC’s use of athletics to build a rounded person. It was a joy for all of us to grow up in an environment where athletics and talent was nurtured.

There was no specific focus on building super athletes although we had natural talents that rained fear into our cousins from The Bo School across town. I recall hearing the prowess of people like Max McCarthy, Ali Ngayenga and others on the football side, Columba Blango on track & Field. And of course some of us did not do too badly on the volleyball court.
What that balance of sports and academia taught us was how to groom leadership, how to develop strategy, and how to execute as a team with the understanding that every member of the team is critical to the success of that team. It taught us how to respect each other irrespective of the role individuals played on the team. It let us have respect for our opponents who helped bring out the best in us. Furthermore CKC taught us how to celebrate victory with modesty and how to accept defeat with true sportsmanship, living to compete another day. In all, what FIFA now calls “fair play” was what we practiced at CKC before they gave it a name.

Freedom of expression:

Stellar education I believe is supported by freedom of expression especially during those formative years. Let us talk a bit about freedom of expression in the CKC world.

We were honored and privileged to be given the opportunity to become the best we could be. Students were given the freedom to challenge authority as part of their education. Not out of arrogance but on the value of having been taught right from wrong. I remember being asked to defend myself in front of Father Lamb (this was not what you took lightly, when you are being invited to go speak to “Boy Jerry”). In my case, a teacher thought I needed some discipline. In a culture where the adult was always right, it was a joy to have the opportunity to explain myself in flowery eloquent terms. In the end, in spite of what I thought was a brilliant defense I got punished anyway. I believe that was just to have the teacher save face. I am proud that we had the space to do those kinds of things, and learn in these kinds of ways. I am so pleased that my American children are not here to hear me say those things as I am sure they would want to take me up on it.
Religious tolerance

Obviously, CKC is a catholic institution however all the different religions were represented at this college during my years there; from Buddhist faculty to Franciscan priests, to Moslem students, we all lived happily together. What a forum for sound education in religious tolerance? I remember the priests giving our Moslem colleagues the option of not going to massat the cathedral in town on Sundays. Of course they all declined the offer. How else would they get to meet those beautiful girls from QRS, our sister school?
In one instance the famous religion teacher Pa. Dean invited the Ahymadiyya theologians and academics to debate religion on the CKC campus. The debate got really heated when the Ahymadiyya guy said Jesus never rose from the dead. He said his followers rescued him from his tomb and ferried him to the Middle East. He said Jesus died at the ripe old age of 90 in Pakistan. He actually even volunteered to go show us his grave. As you can imagine this caused quite a ruckus. Pa Dean asked us to be calm and to argue our case with well-chosen words and not by yelling and screaming. The end result of this encounter was a declaration of a truce and a commitment by all around, to respect each other’s religion even if you disagree with the different practitioners viewpoints.
Respect for the handicap

Early in our lives we were taught to respect our colleagues irrespective of how able bodied they were. We learnt that being handicapped had nothing to do with ones abilities when given the chance to flourish. I remember one of our colleagues Patrick Josiah who happened to be born blind. Patrick did amazing things that able bodied boys could only dream of. With the help ofbraille he did most of the subjects that we all struggled with. He excelled in music, especially the piano, and most remarkably he was the only one that studied Latin in the school during my time.Similarly, John Bundu who was on crunches as a result of his having polio as a child was our undisputed table tennis and hand tennis champion. I want to believe TintinMargaimight dispute that.
There are numerous examples to share but what these exposures taught us as teenagers was having the utmost respect for the handicapped. Showing empathy for the struggles they go through on a regular basis for the things you and I take for granted. When given an opportunity they thrive even more than the able bodied.
One broken window in the cathedral

I am reminded of the broken window theory by Keizer:  The broken window theory states that,“if there are broken windows in houses, it will lead to more disorder and a degrading neighborhood". The message being, “solve small problems before they become hard to manage difficult issues”
At CKC we lived in an environment where classrooms were painted with murals by the famous student-artist Victor Sayon. Victor went on to paint incredible ads throughout the country. The murals inspired students. It had academic scenes, sports scenes, meeting with senior leaders, and a portrait of Christ the King looking over us all. With fresh paint, this was a sight to behold.

To maintain the external walls, two full time painters worked for the college and they painted the buildings year round, starting from one end and ending up at the other end by the time we closed for the summer holidays.
The buildings were immaculate and even with rambunctious teenagers at the most destructive stage of their lives we managed to keep the buildings spotless (or so I recall). You never saw a smudge that lasted more than a few days. So for spouses, and loved ones, if you see these CKC men and women meticulous about getting things clean and ordered, and keeping that order, they are not being obsessive/compulsive. It is something that is ingrained in us to keep us and our environment tidy at all times. Sorry if this behavior causes problems but now you know where that came from.
Major Blemish

I know you must be wondering, was this a utopia you are creating or is this just a figment of your imagination? I must admit if it was not a perfect life, it must have been close to it.

There is a major blemish though in our lives at CKC. This is a matter that we should never sweep under the carpet or pretend never happened. In this idyllic life that I portrayed lurked a monster in the name of a catholic priest that took advantage of a few of the young innocent and unsuspecting children. I really need not say more on the subject as the matter was litigated in the courts in Ireland and there may still be some outstanding litigation pending. However, as we await the final verdict on the matter, we should resolve to never allow this to happen again in our community. We should confront even a semblance of such behavior with clear decisive vigor. When we suspected that there was abuse going on by this particular priest in our boarding school, we launched a protest the only way we knew, by writing our thoughts withmulti-coloredchalk on those well-kept walls. Unfortunately, our parents and even our trusted priests did not accept, believe, or support our protests. In the end we were punished, some expelled, and the priest was left to continue his abuse unabated. 
The lesson here my brothers and sisters is to listen to our children and our natural antennae. If it walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, we should just assume it’s a duck and treat it like one. Over 30 years have gone by but we should never forget and we should never allow such to happen again. My heartfelt sympathy to all the boys that suffered from that monster of a priest. I want to apologize to all those victims that we, as senior boys during that time, did not fight hard enough for. 
Part II

The second part of my talk would reflect on the not so good years for CKC. In the name of giving opportunities to Sierra Leoneans to run our great institution, an opportunity was given to the first student registered at CKC to run the affairs of the college as Principal. It is very difficult to blame the late Principal Amara but he may have been handed a whole lot more than he could carry. Without the requisite management experience and support from key benefactors that FrsO’Dwyer, Lamb, and Curran had established, this was a train wreck waiting to happen.  Of course CKC still had academic dominance in the region and in the country but the sparkle was waning. Others were beginning to catch up. Standards were beginning to fall. There was inability to attract the kind of expatriate and local teachers that the school was known for. I believe that favoritism, nepotism, and moral ineptitude were beginning to dominate the affairs of the school.
As if that was not enough the civil war began to systematically degrade whatever was left of the school. I believe they introduced multiple shifts without the commensurate faculty recruitment and retention. I do not want to dwell too much on that but those were indeed the bad days for CKC.

A lot was done to move CKC from those bad old days. Today we have an opportunity to re-tool and rebuild our great institution to even higher heights.

We owe it to ourselves, our predecessors, and the next generation to engineer a renaissance, a new beginning. If we cannot do this ourselves now, whom do we expect to do so?
Part III – The future

How do we rebuild the CKC that is fit and ready for the 21st Century?
Sixty five years is a very long time. Clearly, the world has moved on. Things are changing at a phenomenal pace and we want to be mindful as we think through the renaissance of CKC, that we are thinking and planning for the next 65 years and not just reminisce about our yesteryears.  If you were to ask a CKC student today, where in the world is the Kingdom of eSwatini (I know a lot of you are checking your smart phones now). With the right tools, they will give you the answer in less than a minute. Growing up at CKC, this may have meant a visit to the library and all the associated challenges. If one was lucky, you might get a response in a few days if not weeks. The lesson for me is that, if for example we are considering donating a library for CKC, we should be thinking of an e-learning platform with wide-area-network for the college, rather than sending hard copy books we studied years and years ago.
I must applaud the concerted effort of the different chapters of COBA. The annual events like today serves the incredible opportunity of meeting with like-minded Cobians from multiple generations. We reminisce, we make new acquaintances, and we usually raise money for particular college projects, be it new toilets, extension classrooms, computers, desk and chairs, science laboratories etc. I would like to propose that even as we think through specific COBA Chapter projects we may want to move to the next level and consider a well thought out master plan for CKC. What do we want CKC to look like in 2030, a comprehensive 12-year development plan? All the chapters could subscribe to the plan and contribute to the fulfillment of components of that plan. 
How about an endowment for CKC with a lump sum, and an associated system of conservative investments? People are worried that when there is a large sum of money involved in any venture in Sierra Leone, the temptation of corruption is very rife and that even our beloved CKC is not an exception. I beg to differ. With the appropriate governance structure and the associated internal controls we could make this work. The alternative of small projects here and there would support the institution to remain buoyant but it is not going to be transformative.
Growing up during my very early years in Freetown, I saw how the catholic diocese of Freetown demolished my primary school St. Edward’s primary on Howe streetand built in its stead Santano House. They did this with a 10-year advance lease from the German Governmentwith the understanding that the German Embassy would be housed in the building and that they would start paying rent only after 10 years. Today, the immaculate building is fully owned by the catholic church and they use the proceeds from the leases to support causes the church is interested in. Let us establish a CKC endowment to secure the long-term future of our CKC. We should continue to live by the ethos of the college and strongly believe that nothing is impossible if we set our hearts to it.

My message today is, we should not hesitate to think Big and help our CKC muscle her way into the 21st century. If anybody can do it, COBIANS can.

Thank you
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