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For every woman in Sierra Leone who was told her story did not matter.

It did. It does. It always will.




“The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they do not have any.”


— Alice Walker


“Know where you come from. It is the only way to know where you are going.”


— African Proverb


“When the lion learns to write, every story will change.”


— African Proverb


“She believed she could, so she did.”


— R. S. Grey
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Sierra Leone's journey to development has never been an easy one. It has been marked by long years of struggle, moments of uncertainty, and periods when progress seemed almost impossible. Yet, throughout our national journey, we have always been sustained by individuals whose vision rises above difficulty and whose commitment reminds us of who we truly are as a people. In this era of rebuilding and redirection, the contribution of Dr. Fatima Maada Bio stands as both historic and transformative.

Since 2018, her role as First Lady has not been defined solely by ceremony or protocol. When her husband, His Excellency Dr. Julius Maada Bio, attained a landslide victory in the 2018 elections, she stepped into leadership with purpose and a clear sense of responsibility. She understood that her position was not simply one of recognition but one of service. Through her actions, she has redefined what it means to be a First Lady in Sierra Leone. She has transformed an office often seen as symbolic into a platform for impact, influence, and genuine social change.

Her dedication to the empowerment of women and girls has touched every corner of our society. At a time when many young girls were trapped by cultural restrictions, poverty, and silence, she became a voice loud enough to reach even the forgotten. Her advocacy for the protection of women and children, especially in the fight against sexual and gender-based violence, has helped change national attitudes and strengthen institutions. She gave courage and support to survivors. She gave visibility to hidden suffering. She gave urgency to justice. In doing this, she not only defended the vulnerable but also helped rebuild the moral conscience of the nation.

Her contribution to education and youth development has also been a pillar of her service. Through her support for girl-child education, mentorship programmes, and women-centred initiatives, she has helped to shape a generation of confident and ambitious young Sierra Leonean women. Many girls who once believed leadership was reserved for men only now see it as attainable because they have witnessed someone who looks like them, speaks like them, and comes from where they come from. Her life has become a lesson. Her journey has become a classroom. Her presence has become a bridge between limitation and possibility.

On the global stage, Dr. Fatima Maada Bio has carried the image of Sierra Leone with dignity, strength, and intelligence. She has not allowed the world to define our country by its past trials, but has shown a nation filled with resilience, wisdom, and tremendous potential. Her engagement in global women's leadership platforms and development dialogues has given Sierra Leone a stronger voice in international spaces. Her election as the first Sierra Leonean First Lady to serve as President of the Organization of African First Ladies for Development is not only a personal achievement, but a national milestone. It speaks of recognition, respect, and trust in her leadership beyond our borders.

When she speaks, one sees the wisdom of Sundiata Keita, and the way she leads reminds us of Mansa Kankan Musa's vision. Her wise leadership awakens the great history of the Mande empire, a history built on tremendous strength, wisdom, and purpose. Just as Sekou Toure stood for the liberation of his people from the shackles of political chains, Dr. Fatima Maada Bio is determined to sacrifice herself for the liberation of her people from social injustice, silence, and deep-rooted limitations. Through her work, she has granted freedom to minds once held captive by negative stereotypes, restored dignity, and awakened self-belief in countless lives.

She will be remembered as a nation builder, as a First Lady who came and rebranded a country whose international reputation was almost at the brink of collapse. She will be remembered as someone who showed the world that Sierra Leonean women are not just survivors of history, but architects of the future. For the first time, our people have seen how impactful a First Lady can be in a nation's development, and she has demonstrated this through consistency, sacrifice, and unwavering commitment.

Her greatest legacy lingers in the hearts and minds of young Sierra Leonean women and girls. To them, she is not only a public figure but a mentor, a symbol, and a source of courage. Through her, they have learned that their background does not determine their destiny, that their voices matter, that their dreams are valid, and that a Sierra Leonean woman can rise with grace, intellect, and confidence into global leadership. Her legacy is vast enough to fill over five hundred pages, and still leave room for more. Those pages will be taught in classrooms, studied in halls of learning, and remembered in the consciences of generations yet unborn.

Sierra Leone's challenges may not end today. The road ahead may still be long. But her role in this chapter of our national story is already written with ink that cannot be erased. To many, she is not just the First Lady. She is a mother of inspiration, a pillar of modern Sierra Leonean womanhood, a voice for the powerless, and truly a living Jewel of the Nation.

Alusine Mansaray

Freetown, Sierra Leone, 2026
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I have never met Dr. Fatima Maada Bio. I want to be direct about this at the outset, because this book is written out of admiration from a respectful distance – the admiration of a Sierra Leonean writer who has observed, across seven years, what she has done with the platform history gave her, and who believes that what she has done deserves to be recorded carefully and honestly.

This is not a biography authorized or commissioned by its subject. It is not a celebration managed by those close to her. It is the work of an independent writer who has spent three years researching the record of her public life, reading every accessible document, tracking every verifiable claim, interviewing community members, civil society practitioners, teachers, health workers, and ordinary Sierra Leoneans who have lived at the intersection of the programmes she built. I have used publicly available sources, official government and First Lady's office records, international organization reports, academic literature, and journalism from Sierra Leone and internationally. Where I have found gaps in what I could verify, I have said so. Where the record has shown limitations alongside achievements, I have named both.

I chose to write this book because I believe she deserves this work. Not because her work is beyond criticism. No sustained public programme of this scale is, but because it is significant, because it is grounded in evidence, and because the silence of Sierra Leonean writers on the subject of what she has built would itself be a kind of failure. The history of this era is being written now, in real time, by the people who pay attention to it. I am paying attention.

A book called Jewel of the Nation could easily become a book of flattery. I have tried to write a different kind of book; one that treats its subject with the seriousness that genuine achievement requires, which means assessing the record honestly rather than managing it for a favorable conclusion. The gaps in the programme are named here alongside the achievements, because the women and girls living in the gaps are not served by a book that pretends the gaps are closed.

What follows is the story of what she did with the platform she was given. It is, I believe, one of the most important stories that Sierra Leone has to tell about this generation. I am honored to be the one telling it.

Alusine Mansaray

Freetown, Sierra Leone, 2026

​
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Chapter 1: Formation, Purpose, and the Long Road Home
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"Know where you come from. It is the only way to know where you are going."

— African Proverb
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​1.1 Koidu Town, Her Birthplace
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There is a kind of education that no school provides. The education of growing up in a place that teaches you, by its own visible contradiction, about the distance between what the world is and what it should be. Koidu Town, where Fatima Jabbie was born on the 27th of November 1980, is one of the most economically paradoxical places in West Africa, and it was the first and most enduring teacher in the life of the woman who would become Sierra Leone's First Lady.

The red laterite earth of Kono District in the country's Eastern Province holds diamonds in extraordinary abundance, alluvial and kimberlite deposits of the kind that have shaped empires and financed wars. They were discovered in the 1930s and have been extracted continuously ever since by systems designed to convert the wealth of the earth into currency that travelled outward in armoured vehicles and corporate manifests, away from the community that lived above the deposits and breathed the dust of their excavation. Kono's diamonds built fortunes in Antwerp, London, and Cape Town. They built very little in Koidu.

They did not come back as textbooks. The school she attended was understaffed and under-resourced, its teachers working in classrooms that the mining revenues had not funded and showed no intention of funding. They did not come back as roads. The streets of Koidu were unpaved in the particular way of neglect rather than poverty alone, not the unpaved streets of a place that lacked the means to build, but of a place that possessed those means in staggering abundance and watched them leave. They did not come back as healthcare. The hospital that served the district was stretched permanently beyond what it could reliably do, unable to guarantee the medicines, the staff, and the equipment that adequate investment would have provided. Mothers died in childbirth for want of what the value of a single diamond the size of a thumbnail could have purchased. Babies died of infections that a functioning supply chain would have prevented.

Outside all of these underfunded buildings, the extraction continued – enormous, indifferent, and relentless. The machinery ran through the night, and the convoys departed in the morning. Entire communities were resettled so that the land beneath their houses could be blasted open. The pits left behind are filled with contaminated water. The company representatives arrived periodically to speak about responsible mining and community development, and their words dissolved in the heat above a town whose water was unsafe and whose children walked miles to sit in overcrowded classrooms.

This was Fatima Jabbie's first classroom. She absorbed its lesson before she had the language to articulate it, and the lesson has never left her. The question posed was, what prevents a country's resources from becoming its people's welfare, and who is responsible for that prevention? It is the animating question of everything she has subsequently built. It is the question she carried from Kono District to Freetown, from Freetown to London, from London to the stage of the United Nations General Assembly, from the General Assembly back to the chieftaincies and villages of the country she was born in. Every room she has ever entered, the question has entered with her. It shaped her listening before it shaped her speaking.

The civil war that would eventually consume Sierra Leone had its strategic eyes on Kono's diamonds. The Revolutionary United Front, which crossed the border from Liberia in March of 1991 with a political grievance that was at least partly real. The grievance of a population whose government had converted national wealth into personal fortune for a political elite, while the majority starved, found in Kono its most important military objective. The RUF held the diamond fields. The diamonds financed the atrocities. More than fifty thousand people died in the decade of war that followed. Half a million were displaced. The infrastructure that inadequate governance had failed to build was destroyed by the violence that the same inadequate governance had helped produce. Kono, which had generated more wealth per square kilometer than almost anywhere in West Africa, emerged from the war as one of the most devastated communities on the continent.

She grew up in the years when the storm was building. The RUF was gathering strength in the forests of the east. The government in Freetown was doing what the government in Freetown had always done – distributing the country's wealth among the politically connected and leaving everyone else to manage as they could. The mining convoys kept leaving. The schools kept emptying. And a girl was growing up in Koidu Town, storing what she saw in the place where the deepest formation happens below the level of articulate thought, in the body of knowledge that precedes language and shapes character before consciousness has caught up with it.

By the time she had the words for what she had observed, the observation had already become conviction. And conviction is a different thing from opinion. It does not yield easily to counterargument. It does not dissolve when the context changes. It goes with you to London and to New York and to the glass buildings on the East River, and it makes you, in every room you enter, the person who remembers what the rooms are supposed to be for.
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​1.2 The Education of a Household
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Her parents gave her the first and most important education equally formative and entirely different in character, expressed not through words but through the example of how they lived.

Her father, Umar Jabbie, was Gambian by origin, a businessman who had settled in Kono and built his livelihood there with the steadiness of a man who understood that roots require tending. He was, by the evidence of his choices rather than the record of his speeches, a man who believed that investing in a daughter was as important as any investment he could make. He paid her school fees without complaint or calculation, making no distinction between what he owed for his daughter's education and what he would have owed for a son's. In a community where this distinction was routinely made, the absence of it was both a private act of love and a structural intervention in a life. It told her, before anyone had said anything directly about such things, that her intellectual engagement with the world was not a concession granted by male authority but a birthright belonging to her by right of her own capability and her own existence.

The fathers who invest in daughters without distinction from sons are, in places where this is not the common practice, doing something that looks quiet and is structurally radical. They are telling their daughters that the world belongs to them, too. Umar Jabbie told his daughter this, not in speeches but in the repeated practical act of paying for her to learn. She believed him. Everything she subsequently became is, in some irreducible measure, the fruit of that belief.

Her mother, Tigidankay Jabbie, was Sierra Leonean, from Kono, and she ran the household and the dense network of extended family relationships surrounding it with the practical intelligence of someone managing a complex organization under real constraints. She organized “osusu”, the rotating savings arrangement through which women in the community pooled their resources and built the capital they could not access through formal banking systems that had not been designed with them in mind. The osusu is a West African institution of considerable antiquity and genuine sophistication. It operates on the twin foundations of trust and reciprocity, and its organizer is a specific kind of leader, one who manages not money primarily but the relationships among people whose confidence in each other is the only guarantee the system possesses.

The woman who organizes an osusu knows who can be counted on and who is struggling. She manages the conflicts that arise when a member faces hardship. She holds the social intelligence of the group, the obligations, the vulnerabilities, and the needs, and she exercises the authority of the organizer with the discretion of someone who understands that the power to distribute is inseparable from the responsibility to do it fairly. Tigidankay Jabbie did this. She maintained the household, she maintained the social obligations, she maintained the family relationships that gave the Jabbie household its standing in the community. She did not speak about women's capabilities as something that should be allowed. She possessed it, visibly and daily, in every exchange and every organization and every relationship she managed.

Her daughter was watching everything. The woman who grows up watching her mother organize the community savings network understands, at a level below argument, that women's organizational capacity is not a secondary skill but a primary one that it is, in fact, the infrastructure upon which community life depends, the load-bearing structure that holds the whole thing up. When Fatima Jabbie later argued, in policy forums and village meetings and United Nations chambers, that women's economic contributions were being systematically undercounted and under-supported by institutions that had been designed without women's work in mind, she was making an argument whose evidence she had been accumulating since childhood. Her mother was the first and most powerful exhibit. Not an abstraction. A life, observed daily, is proof in motion.
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​1.3 The Architecture of Faith
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The faith of the Jabbie household was the third formation. The family lived within the Mandingo community, a Muslim household where Islamic practice structured the rhythm of daily life with the specificity and the regularity of a living discipline. The five daily prayers gave the day its architecture. Quranic memorization was part of the earliest education, an exercise that develops not only spiritual formation but the cognitive discipline of sustained attention, precise retention, and the habituation to the idea that some things are worth knowing completely, that partial knowledge is a different kind of knowledge from mastery, and that mastery requires a particular quality of effort.

The community obligations that the faith required like the hospitality owed to a stranger, giving of charity owed to the poor, the Friday gathering that knit the Muslim community together across social divisions, and the insistence on the dignity of every person created by God were practiced in the Jabbie household as expressions of genuine belief rather than performances of cultural identity. The distinction is consequential. A household that performs religious identity for social reasons produces children who know the forms. A household that lives the substance of its faith produces children who have internalized its ethics, who carry those ethics into situations where no one is watching and where no performance is required. Fatima Jabbie was formed in substance.

The Mandingo people's relationship with Islam runs centuries deep, woven through the trading networks and scholarly traditions of the Mande-speaking peoples of the upper Niger basin. This is a community in which Islamic learning has been inseparable from civic life for generations, in which the scholar and the merchant and the community leader are often the same person, in which the jurisprudential tradition is a living resource for practical moral reasoning rather than a historical artifact. Growing up within this tradition meant growing up with access to a framework for thinking through the moral questions that community life constantly generates, a framework that carried its own authority and its own internal resources for self-reform.

The practical consequence of this formation announced itself decades later, in chieftaincies across Sierra Leone's sixteen districts, in community meetings where she was making the argument against child marriage to audiences of paramount chiefs and imams who had heard external advocates before and had been unmoved. She made the argument from inside the tradition from the Prophet's own documented preference for consulting women on matters that affected them, from the Islamic legal tradition's protections for women's consent, from the Quranic injunction against harm, and the scholarly consensus that forced early marriage constitutes exactly the harm the tradition prohibits. She did not arrive at these arguments through research for advocacy purposes. They were hers already. They had been hers since childhood, absorbed not as tactics but as beliefs.

The paramount chief or imam who has heard this argument from someone who learned it for the occasion receives something different from the chief or imam who hears it from someone for whom it is simply what they know. The first advocate is asking for a concession. The second is speaking from shared ground. The tradition's own prophetic imperative, the obligation to enjoin what is good and forbid what is evil, to speak a word of justice even before a ruler who has transgressed, gave her the moral standing to be the second kind of advocate. Not because she had studied the imperative but because she had been formed by it.
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​1.4 Journey Through Ansarul and St. Joseph's
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She attended the Ansarul Islamic School in Koidu Town, beginning her formal education in the environment that her faith and her family had already been influencing. What the school gave her, beyond the curriculum, was an encounter with a concept central to the tradition it taught. The idea that human capability is a trust, not a possession, not a prize, not a thing that belongs to its holder, but a stewardship. You are not the owner of what you can do. You are the steward of it, and the stewardship has a purpose. That purpose is the service of others. This was the ethical architecture installed beneath everything else that would follow.

She carried it to Freetown, to St. Joseph's Convent Secondary School, run by the Sisters of Saint Joseph of Cluny. A congregation with nearly two centuries of educational work in West Africa, whose schools had produced, over that long time, a recognizable kind of woman, someone who had been trained to believe that her intellectual engagement was expected rather than exceptional, that the world had a genuine claim on the quality of her thinking, and that the quality of her thinking was her responsibility to develop. The Cluny Sisters did not extend intellectual seriousness to exceptional girls as a privilege. They demanded it of every student as a standard. The discipline of argument, the requirement of evidence, the expectation of precise expression, the culture that treated unclear thinking as a failure of will rather than a limitation of capacity, all of this was not the curriculum at St. Joseph's. It was the atmosphere.

The two formations worked on different registers and produced a single result. The moral architecture from Ansarul and the analytical discipline from St. Joseph's together built the capacity that would eventually make her effective across the full range of audiences and contexts her work would require. The development economist who needs data before she invests attention can check the claims and find them accurate because the journalist's discipline is there, built on the foundation of the scholar's commitment to what is verifiable. The community leader who needs to feel that the person speaking has genuinely understood his world finds, in how the argument is made, someone who listened before she spoke because the performer's discipline is there, built on the foundation of the faith's insistence on the dignity of every person encountered. Both registers reached. Neither falsified for the sake of the other. This combination is built over a lifetime and cannot be acquired quickly, which is why the people who possess it are rare and why, when they appear, they move audiences that other advocates cannot reach.
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​1.5 Life in Freetown, A Lesson for the Wise
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Freetown was itself an education. Sierra Leone's capital city carries within its geography a layered complexity that Koidu, intimate and defined by the single relentless logic of diamond extraction, had not prepared her for. The Krio culture, with its colonial-era architecture along the waterfront, its creolized English impacted by the encounter between freed enslaved Africans returning from the diaspora and the British colonial project, and the diverse ethnic communities of the West African coast, was an entirely different register of Sierra Leonean life from the Mandingo Muslim community of Kono District. The political density of a post-independence capital pressing against the remnants of its colonial past, navigating the accumulated turbulence of decades of one-party rule under Siaka Stevens and the spreading shadow of a civil war that had already begun in the provinces, constituted a different kind of formation – the formation of a citizen learning to understand that her country is larger, more contradictory, and more variously alive than any single community's experience of it.

She observed all of it with the attentiveness of someone who was not merely passing through a new environment but building a map she sensed without yet being able to fully articulate why she would eventually need it. The cotton tree at the centre of the old city, under which freed slaves had gathered to give thanks when they landed. The mountain backdrop that gave the city its name. The harbor where the ships came in and where, through a different door and under different
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