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President Janet Jagan (right) is backed by supporters of her late husband, President Cheddi Jagan, pictured (left) in tﬁe 1950s with their children

Guyana’

sgrande

dame unsullied by
political dirty tricks

President Janet Jagan tells Ira Mathur in
Georgetown there is a high price for popularity

E mingled smell of
molasses and rum
drifts through the win-
dow of the taxi taking

me to Georgetown, where it
stops at the gates of the Guya-
nese president’s residence.

There is something almost
surreal about interviewing a
white Jewish Chicago-born
woman as president of a
country in the tropics — a
country that is racially and
politically split between East
Indians and Africans. '

A lifetime in Guyana has
given Janet Jagan, the widow
of the late president Cheddi
Jagan, a penchant for loud flo-
ral prints but had she
remained in Chicago, she
would have been a grande
dame of the left, from the old
world of noblesse oblige.

“‘I'm not a Jewish white
woman. That’s superficial
and [that is] what the racists
used to divide this country,”
said Mrs Jagan, whose

People’s Progressive Party/
Civic won the election of De-
cember 1997.

“You must remember I
came here when I was 23,
when I married Dr Jagan. I'm
now 78. I have been living and
working here for 55 years. I
feel Guyanese.”

Desmond Hoyte, aged 69,
leader of the opposition
People’s National Congress
(PNC), refuses to recognise
Mrs Jagan as president and
has made allegations of elec-
toral fraud. Earlier this year
he led protests at which
crowds chanted that they
would not accept a white
woman as president of Guy-
ana. White Barbie dolls repre-
senting Mrs Jagan were
burned.

Mr Hoyte’s PNC is sup-
ported by Africans, but they
comprise only 32 per cent of
the population. The East Indi-
ans, who back the PPP/C,
comprise 54 per cent.

“I don’t react personally. It
didn’t bother me. Even when I
was stoned it didn’t bother
me. I've been in jail, I’'ve had

herself and used to travel in
economy class until cabinet
colleagues told her they felt
uncomfortable flying first
class while she went more
cheaply.

When I ask Mrs Jagan
about the election results, the
girlish smile fades from her
face to reveal a woman who
has been on the defensive for
too long.

“What did they find? Tell
me. What did they find? They
found that the election results
stated by the election commis-
sion were correct,” she said.

She said she was happiest
working as a journalist and
writer, and during' a brief
stint as ambassador to the
United Nations when she was
first lady.

She went on: “If you saw
what this country was in 1992
when Dr Jagan took over, you
would understand we are a
success. Our job is the resto-
ration of the country, which
was destroyed by Mr Hoyte
and Mr Burnham: 80 per cent
of the population lived under
the poverty line, the infra-
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