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FRUITS OF THE PREVENTIVE SYSTEM

by Pascual Chávez Villanueva    

SEAN DEVEREUX

Sean, who was born in 1963 in Yateley, England, was a pupil at the Salesian College in Farnborough between 1975 and 1982. After taking a degree in geography and education at Birmingham and a post graduate certificate in education at Exeter, in 1986 he became a teacher in the Salesian School in Chertsey, Surrey. During these years he was an enthusiastic and active member of the Salesian  Cooperators and of the Past Pupils. He took part in many activities for youngsters in England and overseas. In one of his trips abroad, while taking part in a meeting of the World Past Pupils he met John Paul II in Rome. After that meeting he took an important decision for his future life: he would leave for Africa as a volunteer with the Salesians in Liberia. His realised his dream in February 1989 when he was able to leave for the Salesian Mission in Tappita, where he began working in St. Francis School. When the school was closed as a result of the outbreak of the civil war in 1990, Sean began to work with the UN, as a volunteer, coordinating food distribution, first in the more remote parts of Liberia, then among the Liberian refugees in Guinea. The great decision of his life had been made: he was in one of the poorest countries in Africa helping children and youngsters; and he would have continued to do so until his contract with the UN ran out. His opposition to the war created problems for him with the rebels who on one occasion beat him up badly. He returned home in 1992, and  then began to work with UNICEF and was sent to Kismayo in Somalia, 250 kilometres south of Mogadiscio. It was September 1992. One of his letters written on 15 November gives a dramatic account of the sad situation of the country: “No doubt you have been exposed to the horror pictures [on TV] of starving children. Sadly it is a reality that has been brought about by man’s greed and not by natural disaster … Life for myself is very up and down. I get so frustrated and fed up when I have to deal with the authorities, the guards and the contractors…In contrast I get such a lift  when I get a chance to move out into the field and see how the feeding centres and health posts are running and to regain contact with the more gentle face of humanity.” His father says of him: “Sean found it terrible to have to bring help to the starving in Africa, fighting against everything and everyone.

He spoke openly about the anarchy in a country where the people were suffering so much, and about the insensitivity that was around; he condemned the corruption of the leaders and the selfish exploitation. This could have cost him his life! In the port of Kismayo on 3 January 1993, after he refused the armed escort that was almost compulsory in that country, (he never concealed his contempt for the war and the war lords who profited from it), an assassin’s bullets put an end to the life of a courageous idealist. When we spoke to him about the dangers and the risks of his work his reply was always the same: «while my heart beats I have to do what I think I can do – and that is to help those who are less fortunate than me »”. Sean, the man with the bright smile, the man of courage, commitment, honesty, gave his life working to improve peoples’ expectations and future prospects, so as to restore their dignity and hope! Africa needs people like him committed to creating hope and a future. (
The Vocation of Witness 

Joe Brown SDB

Mission Director
I first met Sean Devereux in May 1982. I was working in Liberia and during a short holiday I visited Salesian College, Farnborough, to talk to the sixth form. I must have spoken well, because at the end of my talk, Sean, who was the School Captain, said he was planning a gap year before University, and he would like to join me in Liberia. My advice was that he should get some qualification and experience first. After studying at Birmingham and Exeter Universities, and teaching at our Salesian School in Chertsey, he volunteered again in 1988. Once he was accepted, he asked if he could possibly go up to the interior mission in Tappita, where he thought there was more need. 

 

I remember him as being the life and soul of the party, joining in the fun and games, especially where children were involved. His energy was boundless. “He had a great love of children and was in the forefront of organizing games for those he was helping,” remarked Tim Jones, correspondent for ‘The Times’ newspaper. He liked to dress up in top hat and tails and do a crazy conjuring trick, much to the delight of the African children, who gathered around like moths to a flame. Mike Emery, his no-nonsense Australian friend who he met in Monrovia in 1990, recalls how a four-year-old and six-year-old used to walk for miles and cross six check-points just to hang out with him, then trek back home again at the end of the day. As Mark Thomas, UNICEF spokesman said, “The children loved him very much, he was a real friend in Somalia.” 

Who, but Sean, would have thought of converting a fleet of United Nations food trucks into mobile Christmas grottos? In his own words, “With my workmates, we were clad in our silly Father Christmas uniforms, whirling around the city, bringing presents and food to the various hospitals and orphanages. One has to keep sane!” One time he was thrown in jail by one of the warlords. He was trying to obtain the release of a child soldier. He loved to tell how the jailer asked him why he had been put there. Sean replied, “I don’t know.” But the jailer insisted, “I’ve got to put something down, otherwise they will shoot me.” So Sean said, “Just put pending.” He overheard another soldier ask the jailer what the newcomer was in jail for, to which the jailer replied, “Oh, it must be something very serious. He’s been pending.” The boy was eventually released through Sean’s persistence, but only after two more weeks. 

 

Compassion was something second nature to Sean. Not only could he not bear seeing people suffer, but if there was a way of helping anyone, he would try whatever was possible. He liked to see smiles on people’s faces. I remember, as he was about to leave Liberia, he wanted to fulfil one duty he had been unable to carry out earlier. There were three places where he had buried the remains of some of the innocent people killed in the civil war. He was upset that the families of these people had not been able to be there to pay respect to their relatives, who had needlessly died. He enlisted the help of his friend Mike Emery, and a group of young boys who had been child-soldiers; they put up notices, and asked me to pray that these tragedies to civilians would never happen again.

 

Courage was something that seemed to come naturally to Sean. This, it was obvious, had been instilled in him from his earliest years. “If there’s something wrong,” his father had said, “you must have the courage to say so.” He was in tears on one occasion, finding out that some of his former pupils had been killed in the Liberian war, voicing his outrage with the words, “To use children as warriors, that’s really evil.” It is estimated that during the Liberian civil war 15,000 children were warriors. 

While in Somalia, he organized a football tournament which attracted 2000 fighters who lay down their arms for its duration. He publicly condemned the warlords in Somalia, but he was not blind to those who had armed them, condemning the production and delivery of weapons to that country. I wonder what Sean would be saying if he were alive today, when UK arms sales to Africa have risen fourfold since 1999, an estimated £200m for this year. Moreover the UK gives £760 million of export subsidies to the arms trade, which would provide 100 schools or 10 hospitals in this country, let alone Africa.

 

It takes courage to stand up to anyone cheating or taking unfair advantage over others. He was expelled from one county in Guinea, where he was a Food Monitor with Liberian refugees. In his own words, “Human beings have an enormous capacity for evil. I caught the chief of customs stealing refugee rice and decided to ask why.” This was in reference to what he had witnessed when 6500 refugees from Liberia arrived in Guinea. They had travelled for nine days and were made to wait for a further four days without food and water. He saw soldiers and police on top of containers passing tap water in 10 litre bottles in exchange for US $10. “Their desperation was deliberately exploited to the full,” he commented. “I hate it, I suppress my anger, then I do everything legally possible to change it, and I find ways of beating the system.”

 

Service to others is embodied in his now well-known motto, 

“While my heart beats, I have to do what I think I can do, and that is to help those who are less fortunate.” 

The editorial in ‘The Inquirer’ newspaper in Liberia, a couple of days after Sean Devereux was killed in Somalia in 1993, had this to say, 

“Africa, it seems, has a way of biting the hand that feeds it. Sean Devereux had to fight his way through rebel checkpoints to get relief food to the people of Zwedru; he endeared himself to the youth of Monrovia when he organized the ‘Peace and Unity Race’ for about 10,000 people in early 1992. He was the organizer of the Special Emergency Life Food programme for 750,000 people in Monrovia. So we can see that he was not a behind-the-desk relief worker. He served humanity by putting life into whatever he did. He accomplished his aims by building monuments into the hearts of those he served. Some day a monument will be built to all those who struggled to revive sanity in our society, and the names of the five Nuns who were killed and Sean Devereux will top the list.”

 

How appropriate the words of the former UN Secretary General, Dr Boutrus-Boutrus-Ghali,

“In adverse and often dangerous circumstances, Sean showed complete dedication to his work. His colleagues admired his energy, his courage and his compassion. Sean was an exemplary staff member and gave his life serving others, in the true spirit of the United Nations. Sean was a real soldier of peace.”

 

What a vocation!

__________________________________________________________________________






- 
 -


