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Introduction

Kofi Atta Annan came into this world on April 8, 1938. He was born in the ancient city of Kumasi on Africa’s Gold Coast in what is now Ghana. Born along with him that fateful day was his twin sister Efua, with whom he would share the same middle name of Atta.

The family that Kofi and his sister were born into was an aristocratic one. Kofi’s grandfathers on both sides of the family had served as chiefs of the Fante tribe, and his father, Henry Reginald, was a firm—if a bit austere—authority figure as well. Henry was a well-respected member of the community who served both as district manager and as the head of a local chapter of the Freemasons. He was a man that Kofi looked up to and did not want to disappoint.

Kofi’s mother, Victoria, was also part of the African elite. Just like her husband, Victoria bore an English name and had been educated by English Christian missionaries. Positioned in such a notable family, Kofi was in a prime position to either be buffeted by societal headwinds or to leverage them to his advantage. Kofi was determined to do the latter.


Chapter One

Early Life in Ghana

“I saw lots of change taking place around me—and major changes, where the colonial power was handing over the country to what we called then ‘freedom fighters.’ . . . And so [I grew] up believing that change is possible. That all is possible, and that one can dare to make a difference, one can dare change.”

—Kofi Annan

Understanding Kofi Annan’s childhood requires delving into Africa’s history. Kofi grew up in a time of change and uncertainty as his home country was about to break free from many decades of colonial rule. Around 500 years before his birth, European sailors arrived in West Africa. They were amazed by the gold they found in present-day Ghana, earning it the nickname the “Gold Coast.” This discovery led to intense competition among European powers for trading rights and the establishment of permanent settlements.

Ultimately, Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, and Spain carved up Africa into colonies, with the Gold Coast falling under the flag of the British Empire. The British exploited the region’s rich natural resources and implemented policies aimed at maximizing their economic interests, often at the expense of the local population. The wealth extracted from the Gold Coast filled Britain’s coffers while African villagers languished under the weight of poverty and oppression. Growing up, Kofi likely heard tales of these hardships and the many uprisings that followed, which undoubtedly shaped his worldview and fueled his commitment to promoting peace and development on the African continent.

At nine years old, Kofi witnessed the formation of the United Gold Coast Convention, a group advocating for independence from British rule. With Kwame Nkrumah as their leader, the group started mobilizing mass support through strikes and boycotts. This led to widespread protests and riots across British West Africa, eventually resulting in Nkrumah’s arrest.

Despite setbacks, Nkrumah’s influence continued to grow, leading to the formation of the Convention People’s Party (CPP) in 1949. The CPP’s campaign for independence culminated in a sweeping victory in the 1951 general election. Even with Nkrumah in prison, his overwhelming support from the people forced the British to reconsider their stance on independence.

Finally, in 1957, after six more years of struggle, the Gold Coast achieved independence and declared its new name to be Ghana. Ghana would be the first of several West African nations to break free from colonial rule. It was a time of hope, possibility, and optimism—feelings that were very much shared by Kofi Annan during his formative years. As he himself would later recall, “We were all very hopeful and determined to help build our nations. We were determined to get education, learn a trade, and make a contribution.”

In 1953, a then 15-year-old Kofi Annan was enrolled at a prestigious boarding school called Mfantsipim. He was known as a friendly, happy-go-lucky student by his peers. Something of a class clown, he was always ready to make his peers break into laughter over one thing or another. This put him at risk of incurring the wrath of the upperclassmen at the school, who fancied themselves as being akin to de facto supervisors for the underclassmen.

It’s said that the upperclassmen would commonly hold first-year students like Kofi accountable for all manner of petty offenses, up to and including arriving at inspection with a set of dirty fingernails. If a student failed to meet the esteem of their peers, whether over their fingernails or otherwise, they were often punished with measures such as being forced to write the same phrase over and over again.

But Kofi was certainly no dunce, and he did what he could to avoid setting these bullies off. He also knew when and where to make a stand, as was the case when he led an all-out strike in the cafeteria. He and his comrades were upset over what they considered poor food. Kofi and his peers had asked for staff to change the meal plan, but they wouldn’t listen. Taking matters into his own hands, Kofi organized several hundred of his peers to simply sit out lunch and engage in a hunger strike.

It might seem rather simplistic to protest the quality of meals in a cafeteria, but all the same, Kofi Annan prevailed, and it was here that he first learned how to be a leader. This experience served him well when he graduated from Mfantsipim in 1957 (the same year that Ghana gained its independence) and enrolled at the Kumasi College of Science and Technology.

Kofi enjoyed his time at the school, and especially the political discussions that took place there about the complex situations occurring in the world at that time. He also enjoyed the critical thinking that the school encouraged, as was the case when an instructor suddenly presented the class with a piece of paper with a big black dot in the center of it. Upon being asked what was on the paper, the students declared that the only thing to see was the big black dot. The teacher, however, was quick to remind them that they were also viewing the surrounding white paper. It might seem kind of silly, but it was a lesson in paying attention to detail as well as the big picture that Kofi Annan would never forget.


Chapter Two

Off to America

“Knowledge is power. Information is liberating. Education is the premise of progress, in every society, in every family.”

—Kofi Annan

Kofi worked hard at the Kumasi College of Science and Technology, and he was eventually made the vice president of the national student union. This union represented not only his school but all the schools across Ghana. His work as vice president ultimately gained him the attention of the Ford Foundation. The Ford Foundation dates back to 1936, when it was established by none other than the famed automobile manufacturer Henry Ford to promote peace, prosperity, and stability worldwide.

The organization apparently took quite a liking to Kofi’s demonstrated abilities both academically and as a leader. So, by way of its Foreign Students Leadership Project, Kofi was granted a scholarship to study abroad in the United States for one year. With the grant in hand, Kofi headed off to study at Macalester College, located in the snowy confines of St. Paul, Minnesota. He did well there and was even made the head of a new organization called the Cosmopolitan Club. It was the aim of this club to foster friendly dialogue between cultures and especially to bridge the gap between international and homegrown students on campus.

With Annan on the team, Macalester would also win both the 1960 Minnesota state championships in track and the Minnesota state debate competition. Yes, Kofi was a gifted orator, even in his early years. He was soft-spoken yet assertive and had a knack for making his speeches both enlightening and engaging.

Overall, Kofi adjusted well to his new school, although the weather in Minnesota certainly left much to be desired. Kofi, who was used to the hot and humid environment in Ghana, had to learn to deal with temperatures well below zero. He learned to shovel snow and to wear warm clothes, although he would later recall that he resisted one of the most standard pieces of headgear for Minnesotans during winter—ear muffs. Kofi didn’t appreciate how funny they made him look, so he tried to brave the cold without them. However, after one particularly cold blast of winter weather that left his ears feeling nearly frozen, he finally relented, and Kofi Annan was seen sporting ear muffs everywhere he went after that. With this, he learned an important lesson: “You don’t walk into any situation and pretend you know better than the natives.”

One of the most interesting initiatives that Kofi took part in during his time at the school was when he and a handful of other international students took a tour across the country in a Rambler station wagon. Dubbed the Ambassadors of Friendship tour, this was sort of a sightseeing tour and a meet-and-greet combined. The group of students likened themselves to ambassadors from their respective countries, informing curious locals about where they were from, even as they satiated their own growing curiosity about America.

In fact, it’s said that the students were so curious about the nitty gritty soul of America that, at one point, they lodged at a homeless shelter provided by the Salvation Army
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