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To all the people of Liberia
 who have suffered so much and now
 look forward to reclaiming the future.
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PROLOGUE



IF ASKED to describe my homeland in a sentence, I might say something like this: Liberia is a wonderful, beautiful, mixed-up country struggling mightily to find itself.

Given more space, however, I would certainly elaborate.

Liberia is some 43,000 square miles of lush, well-watered land on the bulge of West Africa, a country slightly larger than the state of Ohio, a lilliputian nation with a giant history. It has a population of 3.5 million people from some sixteen ethnic groups speaking some sixteen indigenous languages plus English. It has never known hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, droughts, or other natural disasters, only the occasional flood and the more frequent havoc wreaked by man. Liberia is complicated. To paraphrase Winston Churchill, Liberia is a conundrum wrapped in complexity and stuffed inside a paradox. Then again, it was born that way.

The first inhabitants of the region now known as Liberia may have been Jinna, or pygmies, according to the Liberian historian Abayomi Karnga. Soon came the Gola, whom many historians believe to be the first traveling settlers of the land. Gola legend has it that the tribe left Central Africa and moved toward the coast in search of land. Ruthless fighters, they went through and not around the tribes in their path, according to the book Notes from the New Liberia: A Historical and Political Survey. The Gola and the Kissi belong to the Mel (West Atlantic) ethnolinguistic group.

The Mande linguistic group, made up of the Mandingo, the Vai (one of only a few African tribes to have developed a script), the Gbandi, the Kpelle, the Loma (who also had a script), the Mende, the Gio, and the Mano peoples, is believed to have entered the area from the northern savannas in the fifteenth century. The third major group, the Kwa linguistic group, includes the Bassa, Dei (Dey), Grebo, Kru, Belle (Kuwaa), Krahn, and Gbee peoples, found mostly in the southern and eastern parts of Liberia.

All of these groups were living in the land when the final group of settlers began to arrive. These were the Americo-Liberians.

As early as the 1700s, the idea of sending New World slaves back to Africa rose in the hearts and minds of British abolitionists, who saw, in the establishment of a colony for former slaves, a means of ending the slave tradeand, eventually, slavery itself.

During the American Revolutionary War, African slaves in the American colonies were promised freedom if they sided with the British. Many did, fighting valiantly. When the war ended, several hundred of these fighters gathered their families and fled the country with the departing British troops. After some wandering, they were settled, with British backing, along the coast of West Africa in what is now the country of Sierra Leone. Although most of those first, early settlers perished of malaria and yellow fever, subsequent attempts at settlement took firmer hold. The first of these was established in 1792. The settlers called their new city Freetown.

Meanwhile, a similar conversation was taking place across the pond in the newly born United States of America. Paul Cuffee was the freeborn son of a former slave father and a Native American mother. A prominent Quaker, Cuffee became a sailor and successful shipowner who opened the first integrated school in Massachusetts and later began advocating to settle freed slaves in Africa. In 1816, at his own expense but with the backing of the British government and some members of the U.S. Congress, Captain Cuffee took thirty-eight American blacks to Freetown and settled them there. He intended to make this voyage an annual affair, but his untimely death in 1817 put an end to the plans.


Still, Cuffee had reached a large audience with his procolonization arguments. Not all supporters of the idea, however, had arrived at their destination from the same starting point.

Some abolitionists took up the cry as part of their attack on slavery, while some religious adherents thought the idea an excellent means of spreading Christianity to the dark continent. Some white Americans, considering themselves pragmatists, thought black people would simply be happier and fare better in Africa, where they could live free of the racial discrimination that gripped America. Others simply wanted to rid the new country of all black people as soon as possible.

In this last group stood the statesman Thomas Jefferson. Writing in his 1781 Notes from the State of Virginia, Jefferson advocated gradually emancipating all slaves and shipping them to Africa, along with free blacks and possibly those of mixed heritage. Jeffersonan author of the American Declaration of Independence and its famous, stirring words We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rightswas, of course, a slave owner himself. He considered black people inferior to whites and warned that their continuing presence was a threat to the young nation he had helped to found. They could not simply be freed and allowed to remain in the United States, Jefferson warned. They had to go.

Among the Romans emancipation required but one effort, he wrote. The slave, when made free, might mix with, without staining the blood of his master. But with us a second is necessary, unknown to history. When freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of mixture.

This, then, was the backdrop against which the American Colonization Society was founded in 1816 in Washington, D.C. Among the founders were many prominent early American leaders, including Daniel Webster, Francis Scott Key, Henry Clay, and Bushrod Washington, an associate justice of the Supreme Court and the nephew of George Washington himself (and after whom Bushrod Island in Monrovia is named).

The society began raising funds to establish a colony in Africa. Four years later, in January of 1820, the ship Elizabeth set sail from New York. On board were eighty-six free American blacks from New York, Philadelphia, Washington, and Virginiamore than half of them women and childrenalong with three agents of the ACS. It took six weeks to cross the Atlantic, and the eager immigrants landed first on Sherbo Island off the coast of present-day Sierra Leone, intending to use the spot as a stopping ground while they searched for permanent accommodations on the nearby mainland.

But disease and fever laid waste to much of the group; by May 1820, all three agents and nearly a quarter of the would-be settlers were dead. Those who survived fled to Freetown to recover and repair.

A year later the society sent a new agent, Dr. Eli Ayres, to explore the coast and negotiate with local Dey and Bassa chiefs for suitable land for a settlement. Under the direction of President James Monroe, Dr. Ayres enlisted the help of Lieutenant Robert Stockton, captain of the USS Alligator, a naval ship patrolling the West African coastline in cooperation with His Majestys Navys slave-trading blockade. Together Ayres and Stockton settled their sights on a slip of land two hundred or so miles south of Freetown known as Cape Montserado, or Mesurado. Agents of the ACS had previously tried to buy this very land, but the local Bassa chief, King Peter, had declined to sell.

This time, however, Stockton declined to take no for an answer. When King Peter again seemed reluctant to sell, Stockton persuaded him with a pistol to the head. Thus, in December 1821, the ACS gained a toehold in Africa in exchange for some $300 worth of goods, including muskets, gunpowder, nails, beads, tobacco, shoes, soap, and rum. Stockton also promised that the new immigrants would not interfere with the thriving local slave trade.

Soon afterward, the surviving settlers from the Elizabeth, replenished by a fresh ship full of immigrants, took possession of the land. They gave thanks, dubbing their new home Providence Island, and then moved immediately to secure the adjacent mainland. There the first permanent settlement, originally called Christopolis, was carved from the thick forest. In 1824, the settlements name was changed to Monrovia, in honor of U.S. President (and ACS member) James Monroe, and the colony as a whole became the Commonwealth of Liberia.

But the colony, being neither a sovereign nation nor a bona fide colony of a sovereign government (the United States refused to formally designate it as such) faced ever-increasing political threats from foreign governments, especially Britain. So on July 26, 1847, the country declared independence in a document that referenced the oppression of African Americans in the United States and stated that such persons were being driven to make new lives for themselves in Africa.

And so Liberia was born.

Britain was one of the first governments to recognize the new nation; the United States did not recognize Liberia until the American Civil War.

Nonetheless, that initial settler group, and those who followed, came to call themselves Americo-Liberians. It was an appropriate name, for this band of hopeful immigrants was far more American than African and intended to remain that way. They had adopted the cultures, traditions, and habits of the land of their birth, and these they brought with them when they came.

The colonists spoke English and retained the dress, manners, housing, and religion of the American South. They created symbols for this new nation that reflected, to a sometimes startling degree, their American identity and emigrant sensibility. The Liberian flag mimics so closely the American flag that it is easy to mistake it for the latter; the only difference is the number of stars and stripes. The Liberian seal features not only a palm tree, representing our vast natural resources, but a sailing ship to represent the settlers who came from across the seas.

The Liberian motto is The love of liberty brought us here. Several passages of our original Declaration of Independence might sound familiar to American ears: We the People of the Commonwealth of Liberia, in Africa, acknowledging with devout gratitude, the goodness of Goddo, in order to secure these blessings for ourselves and our posterity, and to establish justice, insure domestic peace, and promote the general welfare, hereby solemnly associate, and constitute ourselves a Free, Sovereign and Independent State, by the name of the REPUBLIC of LIBERIA, and do ordain and establish this Constitution for the government of the same.

The settlers of modern-day Liberia decided they would plant their feet in Africa but keep their faces turned squarely toward the United States. This stance would trigger a profound alienation between themselves and the indigenous peoples upon whose shores they had arrived and among whom they would build their new home. Alienation would lead to disunity; disunity would lead to a deeply cleaved society.

That cleavage would set the stage for all the terror and bloodshed to come.








CHAPTER 1

THE BEGINNING



WHEN I was just a few days old, an old man came to visit my parents, to see the new baby and to offer his good wishes, as people did both then and now in my country and everywhere. My mother brought the old man into the room where I lay kicking and cooing on the bed. As the story goes, the old man took one look at me and turned to my mother with a strange expression on his face.

Oh, Martha, he said. This child shall be great. This child is going to lead.

My mother and sister and I used to laugh whenever my mother told this story. We would laugh and laugh and laugh, because at many of the junctures in which she recalled the words of the wise old man my life seemed anything but great. Perhaps I was watching all my friends go off to college abroad while I stayed at home in Monrovia, trapped with an abusive husband, four young sons, and no future in sight. Perhaps I was struggling to pursue my education, build my career, and divorce that husband without losing everything I had. Or perhaps I was being hauled off to prison by order of my nations presidentor maybe even plotting an escape into exile to save my life.

Wheres all this greatness that was predicted? my mother would ask. Sometimes she laughed, sometimes she cried. Always she prayed. Wheres that old man now?

Over the years and as the path of greatness unfolded, whenever I reflected on the prophecy of the old man, my scientific orientation of self-determination would clash with the Presbyterian teachings of predestination I had received.

Which one, I have long wondered, is the way life really is?



EARLY ON during my historic 2005 campaign for the presidency of Liberia, rumors began to circulate about my ethnicity. My detractors began whispering that I was an Americo-Liberian, a descendant of one of those first American-born founders of our landand thus a member of the elite class that had ruled our nation for long.

This was an explosive charge. Given the historic cleavage in our society and the long-standing divide between the elite settler and indigenous populations, many Liberians wanted nothing to do with another Americo-Liberian president. And although I was well known in my countryso well known that most people, including the swarms of children who would come out to greet me as I campaigned, simply called me Ellenstill, there was danger that the rumor would find traction. It could not be brushed off or ignored, not if I wanted to win. It was crucial that the people of Liberia know my background was not unlike their own. They needed to know where I was coming from.

In truth, my family exemplifies the economic and social divide that has torn our nation. But, unlike many privileged Liberians, I can claim no American lineage.

My paternal grandfather was a Gola chief of great renown. His name was Jahmale, sometimes called Jahmale the Peacemaker, and he lived, along with his eight wives, in the village of Julejuah, in Bomi County. Jahmale used to travel from his home village to the ocean, a distance of some twelve or fifteen miles that, in those days, took months and months of slow walking through the dense forests of coastal Liberia. During his travels he learned to speak the languages and dialects of the many peoples whose path he crossed and so became a kind of negotiator when troubles erupted between the indigenous people and the settlers in Monrovia.

In this way his reputation grew, and it was because of this renown that my grandfather was sometimes visited by Hilary Wright Johnson, Liberias eleventh president. Johnson was the first president of Liberia to be born in our country. He was also the son of Elijah Johnson, one of the original settlers.

At that time there were few roads in Liberia and none at all outside the capital. So when the president traveled into the hinterland to visit villages, he, along with his entourage, would be carried about in hammocks, welcomed with food and dance and celebration and perhaps the gift of a young woman as a wife. The president in turn brought excitement, gifts, and connection to the countrys power base back in Monrovia. It was President Johnson who encouraged Jahmale to send my father to the city as a ward.

As with many aspects of Liberian society, the ward system, its history and legacy, is not simple to parse. Its origins seem to lie in a complex combination of tradition, expediency, and need; the motivations of its participants varied greatly, as did the way in which it was executed.

In the simplest explanation, the ward system flourished in early Liberia because it met the settlers crucial need for cheap labor. Those early transplanted families, not having enough children themselves, needed help with the heavy housework of the nineteenth century: hauling water, collecting firewood and coal, cooking, cleaning, and tending crops.

At the same time, it was, in many villages, an African tradition for chiefs and wealthier villagers to have guardianship of children whose parents were either dead or too poor to care for them. The extended family system in Africa assumes that everyone is his brothers keeper; it is one of our strengths. Likewise, it was common at the time for chiefs who formed alliances with other tribes or chiefs to offer women as wives and children as wards to validate the agreements.

The American Colonization Society, recognizing how the tradition could be used to spread Christianity among the indigenous population, encouraged the settlers to take local children into their homes. In many cases these young people, once accepted into the family, were treated equally and given the same duties, responsibilities, and opportunities as the familys own biological offspring. Often settlers grew so fond of their wards that they provided for them in their wills, as did Samuel C. Coker, a settler farmer from Bensonville, who gave generous grants of lands to three of his wardsprovided, he wrote, they remain among the civilized elements.

But to say that every ward was warmly embraced by his or her new family would be untrue. In some cases wards were viewed mostly as a source of cheap labor, unpaid servants who were yours to treat or mistreat as you saw fitslaves, essentially. This is the painful and unvarnished truth.

However, it must also be said that the majority of families, regardless of how discriminating or unjust, gave the wards in their care some opportunity for education. Limited, perhaps, but more than they would have had otherwise.

Even some of the best-treated wards suffered the indignity of having their names changed to better suit their new, nonindigenous status. My father, who was taken in by a family named McGrity, was given the last name of Johnson, after the president. His first name, Karnley, was westernized to Carney. At the age of fifteen or sixteen, Carney Johnson was born. In the name of assimilation and to be accepted, he had to experience a rebirth.

When I was a girl, my father would sometimes tell us stories of the years he had spent as a ward, performing chores, cleaning, collecting water and firewood. For the most part the McGritys were good to him and treated him well. But the line between him and the family was always clear, and he was punished if he was disrespectful or did something wrong. Once, for some infraction, he was stuffed into a large bag and hung over an open fire as punishment. He wasnt held there long enough to be injured, just long enough to make the point.

Yet my father benefited tremendously from his time as a ward. First and foremost, the McGritys sent him to school. He was given a solid primary education, something that would not have happened back in the village. With that education, the world opened to him.

In those days there were no law schools to speak of in Liberia; one became a lawyer either by going abroad or by apprenticing with a practicing attorney. My father did the latter. He became what was called a poor mans lawyer, a very successful one. He married and, like many Liberians, began looking toward a life in politics as a way to both serve his country and build his career. He was climbing the ladder of success in the Liberian legislature when, one day, walking through the streets of Monrovia, he spotted my mother and fell in love.



MY MOTHERS story is similar to my fathers, though she was much younger than he. Marthas mother, Juah Sarwee, was a native farmer and market woman from Greenville, Sinoe County, who fell in love with a trader from Germany. During the early part of the twentieth century, Germany was one of Liberias major trading partners, and the country was full of German expatriates organizing the exports of coffee, palm oil, palm kernels, and piassava. But at the start of World War I, Liberia, eager to display its loyalty to the United States, declared war on Germany and expelled all German citizens. My maternal grandfather left Liberia, left his wife, left his young daughter. He was never heard from again. About her father my mother rarely spoke. It was a part of her life she never knew and never cared to find out about. She had other relatives in her village who also had German blood in their veins, and sometimes, at family gatherings, they would sit around trying to reminisce about a time that had passed. My mother would never join them. To her, what was gone was gone.

Only once in my life did I hear her mention her father with any sense of regret. It was many years after the wars, when Liberia and Germany had reestablished friendly relations and Germans were once again visiting our land. I wish I had known my father, my mother said one day, reading some item in the newspaper. But it was just a passing comment. After making it, she folded the newspaper away and got on with her work.

Because of her father, my mother was a fair-skinned child with long, wavy hair. She could almost pass for white, and naturally she stood out in her village. She became an attraction of sorts, this child who was quite different from all the other children. Many settler families offered to take her into their homes, and eventually her mother, who was poor, illiterate, and struggling to feed them both, agreed.

The first family treated my mother very poorly, more as an indentured servant than as a foster child. She had no room of her own, not even a bed, but often slept on the table or even sometimes beneath it with the family animals. Her days were full of chores, and she was neither properly fed nor groomed. When word got out in Monrovia that this fair-skinned child was being mistreated by her settler family, a woman named Cecilia Dunbar, the wife of Charles Dunbar, stepped up and offered a settlement.

Give her to me, she said. I will take care of her.

The Dunbars were a very old and very prominent Liberian family, dating back to one of the first groups of settlers. One of the ancestors of Charles Dunbar was Charles B. Dunbar, one of three men who briefly led the nation as part of an executive committee during a presidential crisis in 1871.

Cecilia Dunbar had no children of her own, and no doubt my mothers fair skin was the source of at least part of her interest in the child. Nonetheless, it was a humanitarian gesture. My mother became, in effect, the only child of a well-off family, and needless to say it changed her life. She took the Dunbar name, went to school, and received the best education possible in Liberia. She was even sent abroad to further her studies for a year.

But she was still just a teenager the day my father passed the Dunbar house and spotted her in the yard. The sight of her stopped him cold.

Oh, he said, struck by her hair, her figure, her overall loveliness. Oh. I like you.

My mother, however, was not impressed at first. She turned her back to him, rushing into the house to tell Mrs. Dunbar that some older man was outside bothering her. By the time they got back outside, he was gone.

But he kept an eye on her, visiting sometimes and watching as she grew. It was four or five years later that he divorced his wife and visited Grandmother Cecilia to ask for my mothers hand in marriage. By this time my mother had softened toward him. He was a handsome man, my fathertall, brown-skinned, and stylish, with a special, jaunty way of walking that proclaimed his confidence. When he proposed to my mother and asked Grandmother Cecilia for her daughters hand, both women were won over. Both women immediately said yes.

And so my parents, a son of a Gola chief from Bomi County and a daughter of a market woman from Sinoe, were married. I can imagine them as a young couple in Monrovia: hardworking, ambitious, eager to create a better life for themselves and their family. They would work hard and together create a better life.

And so they did, until a sad and sudden turn of events knocked our family off the ladder of success.



THE MONROVIA of today is a grand but wounded city, the bruised and battered capital of a bruised and battered land. The Monrovia of my youth was a different place: simpler in feel, smaller in scale. We loved it dearly, but in truth it was not much of a city, more like a large village by the sea. There were no public transportation system, telephones, or streetlights, and very few cars. We walked to school, walked to church, walked to our neighbors houses. When we went out of town, we traveled in hammocks or canoes. Nor was the city dotted with the grand, imposing buildings later built by Presidents William Tubman, William Tolbert, and Samuel Doe and badly damaged during the wars. The Monrovia of my childhood was zinc houses and hilly dirt streets, papaya trees and cassava plants, flowering gardens and wooden out-houses: simple, friendly, close-knit. Home.

Monrovia was also, from the beginning, the undisputed seat of power of Liberia. In the years immediately following the founding of Monrovia, slave-owning states, hoping to rid themselves of the worrisome free blacks in their midst, formed their own societies and founded their own colonies, working independently of the ACS. In 1834, the Maryland State Colonization Society established its colony at Cape Palmas, some 250 miles south of Monrovia. Societies in Pennsylvania and New York worked together to settle the Edina and Port Cresson (later Bassa Cove) colonies in 1832, while groups in Virginia and Mississippi worked to establish their own colonies.

But it was the ACS that continued to flood the burgeoning country with settlers. Year after year they arrived, riding the brigs Nautilus, Strong, Hunter, and Vine; the ships Cyrus, Norfolk, and Indian Chief; the schooners Randolph and Fidelity. They were farmers and blacksmiths, coopers and sailmakers, barbers and carpenters and wheel-wrights, their children and their wives.

Robert E. Lee, the American Confederate Civil War general, freed most of his slaves before the war and offered to pay their expenses to Liberia. In November 1853, Lees former slaves William and Rosabella Burke and their four children sailed on the Banshee, which left Baltimore with 261 emigrants. Five years later, Burke wrote, Persons coming to Africa should expect to go through many hardships, such as are common to the first settlement in any new country. I expected it, and was not disappointed or discouraged at any thing I met with; and so far from being dissatisfied with the country, I bless the Lord that ever my lot was cast in this part of the earth.

By 1867, the ACS had sent more than 13,000 emigrants to Liberia. But the settlers death rate from malaria and yellow fever was staggeringly high. According to census documents, only 8 of the 86 emigrants who arrived in Sherbo Island in 1820 were still alive by 1843. Only 171 of the 639 who arrived in 1833 were still alive a decade later. During these years fresh graves dotted the settlements, which gradually expanded along the coast and up along the Saint Paul River.

Not everyone came willingly. Some historians suggest as many as 70 percent of African Americans sent to Liberia were told they would be freed only if they agreed to go back to Africa. And there was another group streaming into the new country under less than voluntary means. These were the recaptivesmen, women, and children who had been snatched or sold into slavery but then rescued mid-Atlantic from slaving ships. Having abolished the slave trade throughout the empire in 1807, Britain sought to compel other nations to follow suit, using its mighty navy to enforce an embargo of slave trading throughout the Middle Passage. The United States, which abolished the slave trade in 1808 (though, of course, not slavery itself), also joined in the naval barricade.

Many of these peopleIbo and Fulani, Kongo and Yoruba, Bantu and Fonhad been taken from points hundreds of miles south and west of Liberia, from parts of what are now Benin, Nigeria, Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, and Congo. To return them to their respective homes was impossible, so instead they were liberated in Liberia or Freetown. The American settlers dubbed this new group Congo People, because they were assumed to have come from areas in and around the Congo River basin. Hastily enacted laws forced many into long apprenticeships with the settlers. Such apprenticeships were intended to civilize and Christianize the Africans, who, unlike the local indigenous peoples, were cut off from their cultural and tribal roots and thus could be more easily assimilated into settler society.

In 1838, the colonies established by Virginia and Pennsylvania merged with the ACS colonies, declared themselves the Commonwealth of Liberia, and claimed control over all settlements between the Cestos River and Cape Mount. After Liberia declared its independence in 1847, Joseph J. Roberts, a freeborn black born in the American state of Virginia, was elected Liberias first president. For many, many years every president of the country would come from Montserado County, most of them from Monrovia: the City on the Hill.

My parents settled in a house on Benson Street, one of the citys primary thoroughfares. Their first child was a son, named Charles after Charles Dunbar. Next came a daughter, named Jennie after our grandmother. I was third, named after a friend of my mother, and then another son, named Carney after our father.

Ours was a neighborhood full of families and children, more of an extended village than a real city block. There were settler families and Gola families and Mandingo families and many other folk. There were teachers and shopkeepers and politicians too. The women cooked and went to market, the children played and did chores and went to school. On Sundays my mother would bake cornbread, sending children around to the neighbors to borrow any missing ingredients.

Our house was grander than some, more modest than others, a two-story concrete structure with coconut trees growing in the yard. We drew our water from a well in the backyard and, in the early days, did our business in an outhouse behind the yard next to a small stand of coconut trees. I was something of a tomboy growing up and loved to climb that coconut tree and to play football with the boys in a nearby field. The balls we used were no more than old tennis balls discarded by one of the few foreigners who had visited town and who had such things.

The toilet itself, with its rough plank boards stationed around and above the hole in the ground, was less pleasantespecially the time I fell inside. I was so small at the time, perhaps three or four, and someone had taken me out to sit me on the boards and left me there. When I fell in, I screamed and screamed, and my poor mother came flying from the house calling My baby! Save my baby! By the time she reached me, a passing neighbor had already pulled me out, and together they washed me off.

Possibly this was one of those times during my childhood when my sister Jennie took the opportunity to recall the old mans predictions of greatness.

Later on, as our familys fortunes increased, we built an inside toilet, becoming one of the few families in the area to enjoy that luxury. But one of the men who saved me from the outhouse is still in Liberia today, and every now and then he likes to remind me of his heroic act.

Once established in his law practice, my father entered political life. In short order he was elected to the Liberian House of Representatives, the first indigenous man to be so. This was a major accomplishment, made possible in part by William V. S. Tubmans election to president in 1943.

My fathers dream was to become the first native Speaker of the House. For a time it looked as though he might accomplish his ambitious goal. He was well thought of by President Tubman, who not only appointed my father to many foreign delegations but often visited our house.

Naturally it was a big deal when the president visited. The house would be abuzz all day with preparations: cleaning and arranging and cooking great Liberian food such as fufu (dumpling) with palm butter, meat stew, country chops, jollof rice. When the president arrived with all his government officials, we children would be ushered into the background and warned to stay out of sight. But while the men sat on the porch eating and talking and laughing, we would peep around the corner to listen to their deep voices boom.

Outside work my father was a worldly man who spent much of his personal time away from the family and out on the town. He was good-looking and quite stylish, full of vigor and vim, and he had many, many friends. He also chased women with great enthusiasm and energy. This was not unusual nor particularly frowned upon at the time. Polygamy was the dominant form of marriage in Liberia, and most of West Africa, before the arrival of settlers and colonists. Even the settlers, who brought with them Christianity and its emphasis on monogamy, took up the practice of having concubines and outside children.

My mother, a devout Christian, was no doubt pained by my fathers wanderings, but she kept any strain it caused away from us children. She took her solace in religion. Then she went out and created, as best she could, her own life.

She opened a school about a mile from our house, which we and dozens of other children attended throughout our primary years. Also, she became an itinerant minister in the Presbyterian Church, traveling throughout the countryside to preach the Word of God. It was rare in those days for a woman to serve as a traveling pastor, but my mother did. Sometimes my siblings and I went along on her missions, traveling hours by foot or by canoe to some small village or town for Sunday services. My mother had a strong and lovely singing voice, and she often used it in the pulpit to praise the Lord. A Mighty Fortress Is Our God was one of her favorite hymns.


It was on one of these trips that I got my first taste of public speaking. One weekend when I was about eight years old, my mother took my sister and me along on a journey to Careysburg, a town about fifteen miles northeast of Monrovia. We were to visit the local Presbyterian church that Sunday, and I was chosen to give the recitation. I spent the whole of Saturday afternoon sitting in a guava tree at the Ureys home, studying my lines. By the time I went to bed Saturday night, I thought I had it. The next morning we rose and dressed and went to church, but when I was called before the congregation, I froze. I stood there at the front of the church for agonizing moments, trying to remember my lines, but could not remember a word. All I could do was stand there and look into my mothers pleading face. After a while they clapped me down and I slunk back to my seat in tears.

My mother, who had such an understanding heart, consoled me as best she could, saying, Well baby, these things happen to people. Since that day Ive given far too many speeches to remember, but Ive never been unduly nervous again. I think something in my eight-year-old self vowed that embarrassing morning that I would never fail at public speaking again.

My mother spent some time with her real mother, Juah, in their village, but mostly with her foster mother, Mrs. Dunbar, in Monrovia. Grandma Juah also came to Monrovia often. Family connections are vitally important to Liberians and to Africans in general, and my mother was no exception. Grandma Cecilia, as we called her, had been vitally important to my mother, and she became vitally important to us children as well. Every Sunday after church wed go to her house to spend the afternoon eating her delicious gingerbread and reveling in her love.

Above all else Grandma Cecilia was a lady, with all that the word implies, and she wanted us to be ladies and gentlemen too. All that she had given my mother she also gave to us, teaching us how to dress, how to speak properly and politely, how to eat at the table with good manners and dignity. So close did we remain to Grandma Cecilia that our oldest brother, Charles, was actually raised as much by her as by my mother.


When school closed for vacation, my mother, my siblings, and I would leave Monrovia and travel upcountry to spend the better part of vacation with our paternal grandmother, Jenneh. This area is very different from the coastal area, upon which most of our major cities stand. Along the coast the land is low, sandy, and flat, the shoreline broken by rocky capes, river estuaries, and tidal creeks.

But behind this low coastal plain, which extends for some thirty miles, the land changes. Up rise a series of low-lying hills and rolling plateaus bisected by rivers. Up springs the rain forest, the wettest and thickest in West Africa. Upcountry, we call it, or the bush.

This area is part of the Guinean Forest of West Africa, one of twenty-five biodiversity hotspots in the world. A hotspot is an area that contains large numbers of endemic species that are under severe threat of extinction.

The Guinean Forest Hotspot, in which are found some 9,000 species of plants, some 320 species of mammals, 785 species of birds, and 210 species of reptiles, covers portions of eleven countries in the region, but only Liberia lies entirely within the zone. More than 40 percent of the original forest cover survives in Liberia, and this area is home to, among many others, the pygmy hippo, an animal known exclusively in Liberia. It is also among the highest-priority regions in the world for primate conservation.

In Liberia the rainy season historically begins in late April or early May and lasts until October or November, deluging the country with as many as 200 inches of rain in some parts. There is no rain like West African rain. I have known it to shower water from the sky for as many as twelve hours straight, then pause and rain some more.

The dry season normally stretches from November until April, and during that time the land turns dusty and hot. During these months we return to school because the roads are passable. However, climate change is real. We in Liberia are already beginning to see and to feel its effects, as the rains seem to come earlier, fall heavier, and last longer than before.

Julejuah is a small village of several hundred people located some twenty miles from Monrovia as the crow flies. But there were few cars in Monrovia at the time and even fewer paved roads. To get from point A to point B, most people had two choices: to canoe one of the countrys many rivers or walk. To get to Julejuah, we took a car partway, and when the road ended, we walked.

As the wife of a Big Man, not only the son of the chief but now an important government man, my mother could have spared herself the long walk to our fathers upcountry village and been carried in a hammock. But she always refused; forcing men to carry other adults was demeaning, she said. I will not make beasts of burden of them. She would, however, allow the men to carry us children, so as to avoid making a long trip interminable.

We would spend two and a half months in the village, and village life was wonderful for myself and my siblings. It was in the village that I learned to swim, in the clear, warm waters of the river that separated the village itself from the farm. In the early mornings we would rise to the sound of our grandmother, Nanna, who spoke very little English, calling us for breakfast: Jennie, Ellen, Carney, Charley, come eat rice! Wed all go scrambling from our sleeping area in her rondaval, a circular, mud-and-wattle, thatched-roof hut, and into the little kitchen she had built on the side. Nanna would be standing over a fire made of sticks burning between large stones which had been collected by the village men, cooking rice in a pot. After breakfast wed race down to the river to swim and dive down to the sandy bottom or to work the canoe that took people across from the village to the farm. Later we would cross the river to join our grandmother and the other women on the farm to sit in the hot sun with branches and drive the birds away from the growing rice.

It was in the village, too, that we learned about Poro and Sandee, the traditional male and female secret societies whose rites initiate boys and girls into manhood and womanhood. When time came for them to take the children, there would be a lot of hollering and we would all be afraid. We would run under the beds and hide because people said the devil was coming to eat people. When the children disappeared, people said they had been swallowed by the devil. Of course, they had simply been taken into the bush for their initiation ceremonies, but we didnt know that. We were terrified.

Both my mother and father had been raised as Presbyterians, but many of the people in my fathers village were Muslim, including my fathers brother, Zwannah Ginde, a local Paramount chief, who introduced us to accepting the Muslim faith as part of our national culture. There was never any strife about this; in the countryside, especially, Muslims, Christians, and practitioners of tribal religions generally coexisted without tension or grief. When our Muslim friends stopped in the middle of the day to pray toward Mecca, we would stand respectfully aside. And when we said grace over our meals or celebrated Christmas, they would do the same.

My father remained in town for most of our vacation, but he would make the trip out sometimes, for an extended weekend or for the Christmas holidays. I can picture him now, standing tall in the canoe as it crossed the river, his loaded rifle on his shoulder as he took aim at a fat pigeon or a monkey. It was a big deal when he came; all the villagers would rush out to greet him and show their respect. He would hold court in the palaver hut, speaking to each villager in his native Gola dialect.

By spending time in the village, we children too picked up a few words of Gola, so that we could communicate with our grandmother. Many years later, at one of the most frightening moments of my life, those few words of Gola would save me from a terrible fate.

It was important to my father that we children remain connected to our indigenous roots, and for this I am grateful, because it might so easily have been otherwise. My father might have sought to disappear into the elite settler class, which had, on the surface, accepted him, taking upon himself the settlers disdain for country people and tribal languages. He might have played the city life and embraced Americo-Liberian hegemony. He might have taken the hand of my motherwho was very fair and did not much look like an African anywayand together they might have simply walked away from their rural backgrounds. Many did. My parents did not.

So, during the 2005 campaign for president, when my detractors began implying that I was descended from the settler class, that I had no understanding of the hard and difficult lives of indigenous Liberians, I had to set the record straight.

I told them I knew what it was to be a part of a family denied opportunity. My mother and father had been blessed to have broken through the barriers, but when life circumstances struck our family hard, those barriers had risen again. Our gift, our strength, lay in our having always been mindful that such barriers still existed and that others were struggling mightily against them, because our grandmothers were always part of our lives. Neither one of my grandmothers could read or write any languageas more than three quarters of our people still cannot todaybut they worked hard, they loved their country, they loved their families, and they believed in education. They inspired me then, and their memory motivates me now to serve my people, to sacrifice for the world and honestly serve humanity. I cannot and will not betray their trust.

In truth, I stand with a foot in each world. I represent both the good and the bad of our society. I represent both those who were given opportunities and advantages because of their background and those who were denied those very things because of who they were and from whence they came. My feet are in two worldsthe world of poor rural women with no respite from hardship and the world of accomplished Liberian professionals, for whom the United States is a second and beloved home. I draw strength from both.

In the end I have been, throughout my life, first and foremost, ahead of everything, a Liberian.

Everything else came afterward.








CHAPTER 2

CHILDHOOD ENDS



MINE, THEN, was a happy childhood, rich and easy in the things that matter: health and safety, love and family, a sense of stability and of security. At least it was until the day my father suffered a massive stroke.

He was in his early forties when it happened, the prime of life, and he was still vigorously pursuing his goal of becoming Speaker of the House. For a time, it looked as though he might succeed. Under President Tubman, the doors to government service and political accomplishment were being opened to native Liberians, if only a crack.

Since independence, political power in Liberia had been monopolized by a small, concentrated group of settler families based in and around Monrovia. In some ways, William Tubman was a part of this elite group. His mother, Elizabeth Rebecca Barnes Tubman, was born a slave in Georgia and emigrated to Liberia with her parents after the American Civil War. His fathers father, William Tubman, arrived earlier, emigrating from the state of Maryland in 1837, after he and his parents were freed in their slave owners will.

But the Tubmans were settled not by the American Colonization Society but by the rival Maryland State Colonization Society, and they put down roots not in the bustling capital of Monrovia but 250 miles down the coast at sleepy Cape Palmas.

From the beginning, the Maryland settlement at Cape Palmas had stood apart from the other colonies. When Monrovia and the Saint Paul River colonies joined forces with the Bassa Cove settlement in 1838 as the commonwealth of Liberia, Maryland declined to come aboard. Four years later, when the only other holdout, the Mississippi colony in Sinoe County, was admitted into the commonwealth, Maryland still remained outside the fold. Even after Liberia became an independent republic in 1847, Maryland stood apart.

It wasnt until 1857 that Cape Palmas, facing threats from neighboring British and French colonies as well as attacks from local Grebo chiefs angered by the settlers efforts to regulate trade, joined the republic as Maryland County.

Tubman, then, grew up in Cape Palmas, a decided member of the settler class but an outsider to the Monrovia power base. His father was a rock mason and stern Methodist preacher. He himself also trained as a lay preacher before studying law and fighting in the army. His speaking skills caught the attention of President Charles King, who backed him in his election to the Liberian Senate at the age of thirty-five. Later he became an associate justice of the Supreme Court.

Tubman, known far and wide as Shad, won the presidency with a powerful combination of charm, charisma, and great political acumen. Immediately after taking office he launched a policy of national unification intended to integrate the countrys two societies, natives and settlers. Tubman extended government representation to the hinter-lands, granted women and ethnic Liberians universal suffrage, and brought indigenous people into politics in a way no president before had ever done. He appointed native men to positions of power in his administration, increased educational spending, and threw open the doors of the Executive Mansion to regular citizens, who might come and request an audience of Uncle Shad, as he was affectionately known. Tubman also banned the use of the elitist term Americo-Liberian, declaring We are all of us Liberians.

But in reality the Unification Policy was largely symbolic; the ideal of equality it represented lacked both substance and girth. Although tribal people from the countrys interior gained representation in the legislature, they remained vastly underrepresented; power and privilege continued to be monopolized by the settler groups. And Tubmans economic policies brought what a critical 1966 study by Northwestern University researchers labeled growth without development, meaning that what wealth flowed into the country from the rapid development of the economy remained squarely in the pockets of a very few. Tubman and his allies lived in luxurybuilding luxurious homes and grand public buildings in the capital, donning top hats and tuxedos for formal state occasions, and traveling the worldwhile the majority of rural Liberians remained dirt poor.

Tubman also forcefully oppressed political opposition, punishing those who rose against him or his ruling True Whig Party with harshness. He cultivated an atmosphere of fear and intimidation through his Public Relations Officers, or PRO, programsometimes known informally as people reporting on othersessentially an army of paid civil service spies who served as the eyes and ears of government. Those who fell afoul of the power structure were punishedswiftly and effectively.

Tubman also consolidated his grip on power by constructing both a vast security force and, most important, the most potent patronage network the country had ever seen. In some ways, Liberia struggles with the legacy of that patronage system even today.

Nonetheless, to my father, President Tubman was a man who opened the door. Then illness slammed that door shut again, with a suddenness and ferocity that shook us all to our core. One day our father was young, vibrant, and powerful; the next he was a shell of his former self.

No one could explain what had happened. In the Liberia of the 1950s, medical care was rudimentary. There was no such thing as an annual checkup, no such thing as screening for hypertension that might have warned my father so that he could have done something to prevent the stroke. No one really knew what caused a person to be walking around apparently healthy and hale one minute and the next unable to move his entire right side.

My father, casting around for his own explanation, came up with one grounded in indigenous cultural beliefs.


I have been witched, he said, his speech slowed and thickened. Someone has put juju on me.

Juju is West African voodoo, witchcraft, sorcery. Its origins date back thousands of years, its reach stretches across the continent, and a belief in its power and effectiveness remains strong among many Liberians of all classes, as would become violently and devastatingly evident to the world during the civil wars that roiled our land in the 1990s.

But my mother, a deeply Christian woman, rejected all such belief and all such talk. She put the blame for my fathers illness instead on my fathers fast lifestyle. You need to pray to God for healing, she urged him. Pray for healing and for the forgiveness of your sins.

Still, my fatherand many otherscontinued to believe he had been witched for his ambition and political drive, for daring to aspire to be the first native Speaker of the House. To my mothers dismay, he sent for various country doctors to come and reverse the illness. None of it helped, of course, and my mother grew exasperated. My father, I believe, grew increasingly depressed.

The stroke affected his right side, and although he eventually recovered enough muscle strength to be able to move around, it was always with great difficulty. He had to drag his foot along the floor as he moved. So too with his speech; right after the stroke his speech was thickened and slurred. As time passed his speech improved and we could understand him. But as more time passed and he remained ill, as he watched the family struggle and his attempts to reverse what he considered a curse failed, he sank more and more into himself. He spoke less and less as the years passed and spent more time sitting in his chair or in bed.

After my fathers stroke our lives changed dramatically. Suddenly my energetic, on-the-go father was homebound. His colleagues vanished. His friends, the boys with whom he had spent so many fun-filled hours out on the town, trickled away. The family income plummeted. My mother began making baked goods to sell to make ends meet.

We stopped going to the village; the trip was too costly and far too difficult for my father to make. Although there were usually people around the housefriends, extended family, older children my mother had taken into help with his care, my mother shouldered the bulk of the burden, especially in those early years. In the best of circumstances, caring for a stroke victim is an intensive, exhausting, all-encompassing obligation. My father needed help with everything, every aspect of daily life. Every morning my mother would rise to bathe, dress, and feed him before helping him to the chair on the porch where he spent most of his time, staring out at the passing crowds. Later my sister, Jennie, would go off to England to become a nurse so that she could return and ease my mothers load.

By the time we all adjusted to this new life of ours, I was in high school at the College of West Africa. At the time, CWA, a Methodist institution, was considered the most prestigious (and was the oldest) high school in Liberia, a school that only the privileged and well-connected could attend. My fathers position in the legislature had provided me that opportunity, but, with his sickness, time was running out. Still, at CWA I found a kind of emotional refuge among the dedicated, disciplined teachers and lively classmates.

I was also something of a tomboy and loved playing sports of all kinds. Sometimes I even played football with the boys, not a thing normally done by young ladies, but my favorite sports were table tennis and volleyball. Volleyball was my best sport; we played it every afternoon in the school yard. I was a serious and assertive player, and helped lead our school team to victory against rival teams.

The only problem at school was that some of my classmates teased me about the fairness of my complexion. They said I was too light to be a real African and called me Red Pumpkin, a name that hurt me to the bottom of my soul. Many days after school I cried my way home. Many nights I went to bed praying to God to let me wake up black. It was the one wish I ever wanted in all my life, to wake up black. It never happened, of course, and my mother would tell me to stop wasting time and energy regretting things that could not be helped.

It was while I was in the last year of high school that I met the man who would become my husband. James Sirleaf was the son of a Mandingo father and a mother from a prominent and established settler family, the Coopers. In those days it was unusual for a member of the settler class to marry a Mandingo person, and there is little doubt that James felt some sting of discrimination while growing up.

The Mandingos are Muslims whom most historians believe immigrated into Liberia as early as the seventeenth century. They came primarily as traders and, because of their religion and lack of participation in certain central institutions, such as the Poro and Sandee societies, remained culturally, and sometimes geographically, apart from mainstream society. Even today some in Liberia, wrongly and unfairly, label Mandingo people foreignersyet another example of the internal division we are all striving mightily to eliminate in Liberia. Jamess father died when he was young, and he grew up as a part of the elite Cooper family. But his Mandingo heritage was always there in the background.

We met at the movies. My friend Clave was invited to a show by a young man, who said she should bring me along and he would bring along his friend Doc Sirleaf. Everyone knew Doc (whose given name was James), and everyone knew he had just recently returned from attending college at the famous Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. What neither Clave nor I knew at the time was that, apparently, Doc had his eye on me.

Well, that was it. Doc was older than I by seven years, tall and articulate, ambitious and charming and determined to succeed, with a military bearing from his days in the ROTC. All of this lent Doc the scent of sophistication and adventure. Taken together, he was a man hard to resist.

We began to see each other. Very soon it emerged that he was the jealous type; he did not want me seeing other beaus, and so we soon began to date exclusively. He took me to my senior prom and to other functions. As Clave says, Doc swept me off my feet.

But our closeness rang alarm bells with my mother, who pulled me aside and warned me against temptation. I dont want you to do bad things, she said. To Doc she insisted, I raised my children to be upright.


My father, too, though disabled, still insisted on exercising his fatherly duties. When Doc came to the house to pick me up, my father called him in and demanded to know his intentions in spending so much time with his young daughter. The message was soon clear to both of usif you are going to be involved, you had better be married. Anything else was scandal and shame.

I was deeply in love and wanted very much to be with Doc. But also I knew my prospects for college were not as bright as they might have been before my fathers illness. I had come to understand the harsh realities of life. My more affluent women friends were going off to college abroad because their families remained privileged and connected. My father had gained a toehold into the settler class only by adoption. Now that he was no longer able to protect us, we were forced to fend for ourselves.

Seeing no other opportunities, I gave in to tradition and convinced my mother that I wanted to be married. Not long after I graduated from high school in 1956, we were. My brother walked me down the aisle in place of my father, who was seated in the front pew. It was a bittersweet moment for all involved, but the local newspapers had a good time with it. They called it a tom-tom, or small, wedding, because the bride, and half the wedding party, were so young. Clave was my maid of honor. We were both seventeen.

After the wedding Doc and I went off to his familys farm for our honeymoon. That Sunday, as was tradition, Clave and the rest of the wedding party came up for a visit. It was a strange and interesting thing to be standing with Clave, me suddenly on one side of the adult line, her still firmly on the other.

My sister, Jennie, was still in England at the time, training to be a nurse, and so missed the wedding. To say she was less than pleased about the event would be an understatementshe was upset. It was nothing against Doc; she simply felt I was far too young to be married. She feared my ambition and drive would be quickly squashed beneath the requirements of good Liberian wifehood. And sure enough, not long after my wedding I was pregnant with my first child. My son James (nicknamed Jes) was born on January 11, 1957, my mothers birthday. That December 31, my second son, Charles, was born.

Two children in one year, while my friends went off to college abroad.

For a while it looked as though my sister had been right.


WHEN DOC and I first met, he had just returned from studying agriculture at Tuskegee Institute. It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of agriculture to Liberia and Liberians. Since the founding of the country, farming has been the primary livelihood for the vast majority of Liberians.

Before the civil war, agriculture accounted for about 40 percent of GDP and Liberia was a producer and exporter of raw materials: iron ore, timber, and rubber. In Liberia, rubber is king. In the past, the rubber industry generated as much as U.S. $100 million in export earnings annually. In 2000, agriculture and forestry contributed more than 90 percent of export earnings, mainly from rubber and timber, plus cocoa and coffee.

When we took office in January 2006, we inherited an agricultural sector devastated by the civil conflict. Agriculture, being labor intensive, traditionally absorbed more than 70 percent of our nations workforce. Today it remains perhaps the most vital sector of our economy and the prime pillar of our strategy for poverty reduction, food security, and economic recovery.

In order to start on the long road toward the achievement of this objective, we distributed more than 40,000 tools and 20 metric tons of rice seeds to some 33,000 farmers throughout the country. We also reactivated activities at the Central Agricultural Research Institute in Bong County and have completed a plan of action for its complete rehabilitation. In spite of this progress, the agriculture sector in Liberia faces continuing challenges.

For decades we Liberians have boasted of our rich and bountiful soil, and this is trueto some extent. Our fertile rain forests grow some 250 species of hardwoods, the majority of them marketable, and our cultivated farms, both small and large, produce cassava, rice, plantain, and other staples of the Liberian diet. But our heavy rainfall also causes leaching of nutrients and erodes the topsoil.

Whats more, aside from the foreign-owned rubber, palm, and coffee plantations and some medium-sized farms that produce coffee, cocoa, sugarcane, and oil palm for cash, most farming in Liberia is subsistence, and most farmers are small. Practices remain low tech and traditional: farmers lightly clear small sections of land using hand tools, plant cassava, rice, and okra in mixed patches at the start of the rainy season, and then wait. Cultivation is shifting, livestock production is low, and most farmers grow only enough to feed their families or villages. Right now, domestic rice production meets only a small portion of the countrys needs. The rest is imported, principally from Asia.

The wars had greatly damaged our agricultural sector, as farms and plantations fell into ruins after being abandoned by investors or were actively stripped and destroyed by combatants. We have started the process of resuscitating these plantations and other farms. Our objective in this regard is to ensure that the plantations are operating again under sound interim managements until they are reclaimed by the original investors or given to new investors under a competitive process.

Docs goalprior to the warswas to bring what he had learned at school in the United States back to Liberia and to join the Ministry of Agriculture. But achieving that goal took some time. For the first few years of our married life we lived with his mother while Doc got on his professional feet.

To make ends meet, I knew I had to get a job. Fortunately, I had taken typing in high school and so was able to secure a job as a secretary for the Stanley Engineering Company. From there I moved on to a job at the Elias Brothers garage, where I worked as an assistant to the head accountant, an old French expatriate man who had lived in Liberia for a long time.

That job was the start of my career in finance. Growing up, all I had ever wanted was to become an English teacher like my mother; the idea of pursuing accounting or economics had never entered my mind. I took the bookkeeping job for purely practical reasons: not only did we need the money, but the owner of the garage would sometimes let me borrow a truck at night so I could drive to the beach, children in tow, and pull sand to build the blocks for our first house.

Still, once I took the position, I had stepped into a stream that would carry me along toward the future of my professional development. So often it is the small decisions in life that end up shaping our future the most.

After a while Doc got a teaching job at the Booker Washington Institute, a vocational high school founded in 1929 by the ACS and other missionary and philanthropic groups. Situated on a thousand-acre campus in Kakata, about forty miles outside Monrovia, the school had prepared generations of Liberians for jobs in carpentry, auto mechanics, masonry, and agriculture. We also spent a lot of time at the family-owned small farm several miles away, and there we set up house with the children. Although there is a lot of help, country living in Liberia is a tough life, one of nearly constant work: hauling water, building fires, planting and harvesting cassava and rice to eat. And all the while having more children. By the time Doc landed his desired job with the Ministry of Agriculture and we had returned to Monrovia, I had four children, all boys.

My sister had returned from England by then, married, and was raising her own family: three children, also all boys. We helped each other, she taking my sons while I tried to work at various little jobs, me taking her children when she went to care for my father or, later, to pursue her nursing career. It was an amusing sight, me moving around the streets of Monrovia with seven little boys around me. We had a small car by then, a Volkswagen Beetle, and I would pile all seven children into that car and head off to whatever I needed to do that day.

But I felt that something was missing, that this was not quite the life I was meant to have. All my friends who had gone off to college in Nigeria or London or the United States were returning now, sophisticated and professional. One by one I watched them mount the ladder of success and begin to climb. Meanwhile, I stood off to the side, mothering my children and working a series of low-paying, dead-end jobs that were taking me nowhere fast.

I looked around and saw the lives of so many Liberian women, all of these incredibly hardworking market women and housewives and mothers, and what I saw was that their lives were drudgery, a simple trudging from day to day to day. I did not want that; that was not the life for me. My own mother had struggled and beat the odds, clawing her way up from the unrelenting grind of rural African poverty, and I was not about to fall back into the hole. One thing I had always believed in was my own potential, and I knew it did not lie in filing papers and collecting payments as the secretary in an auto garage. Nor, as much as I loved my children, did it
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