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Fellow-citizens:
As far back towards the infancy of our race, as history and tradition are able to conduct us, we have found the
custom everywhere prevailing among mankind, to mark, by some striking exhibition, those events which were
important and interesting, either in their immediate bearing or in their remote consequences upon the destiny of
those among whom they occurred.
These events are epochs in the history of man they mark the rise and fall of kingdoms and of dynasties they
record the movements of the human mind, and the influence of those movements upon the destinies of the race;
and whilst they frequently disclose to us the sad and sickening spectacle of innocence bending under the weight of
injustice, and of weakness robbed and despoiled by the hand of an unscrupulous oppression, they occasionally
display, as a theme for admiring contemplation, the sublime spectacle of the human mind, roused by a concurrence of circumstances, to vigorous advances in the career of improvement.
To trace the operations of these circumstances from their first appearance, as effects from the workings of the
human passions, until, as a cause, they revert with combined and concentrated energy upon those minds from
which they at first evolved, would be at once a most interesting and difficult task; and, let it be borne in mind, re quires far higher ability and more varied talent than he possesses who this day has the honour to address you.
The utility of thus marking the progress of time, of recording the occurrence of events and of holding up re markable personages to the contemplation of mankind, is too obvious to need remark. It arises from the instincts
of mankind—the irrepressible spirit of emulation and the ardent longings after immortality; and this restless pas sion to perpetuate their existence, which they find it impossible to suppress, impels them to secure the admiration
of succeeding generations in the performance of deeds, by which, although dead, they may yet speak.
In commemorating events thus powerful in forming the manners and sentiments of mankind, and in rousing
them to strenuous exertion and to high and sustained emulation, it is obvious that such, and such only, should be
selected as virtue [of which] humanity would approve; and that, if any of an opposite character be held up, they
should be displayed only as beacons, or as a towering Pharos throwing a strong but lurid light to mark the melan choly grave of mad ambition, and to warn the inexperienced voyager of the existing danger.
Thanks to the improved and humanised spirit or, should I not rather say, the chastened and pacific civilization
of the age in which we live, that laurels gathered upon the field of mortal strife, and bedewed with the tears of the
Widow and the Orphan, are regarded now, not with admiration but with horror that the armed warrior, reeking
with the gore of murdered thousands, who, in the age that is just passing away, would have been hailed with noisy
acclamation by the senseless crowd, is now regarded only as the savage commissioner of an unsparing oppression, or at best as the ghostly executioner of an unpitying justice.
He who would embalm his name in the grateful remembrance of coming generations, he who would secure for
himself a niche in the temple of undying fame, he who would hew out for himself a monument of which his coun try may boast, he who would entail upon heirs a name which they may be proud to wear, must seek some other
field than that of battle as the theatre of his exploits.
Still, we honour the heroes of the age that has passed. No slander can tarnish their hard-earned fame, no mor bid sentimentalism sully their peerless glory, no mean detraction abate the disinterestedness of their conduct. They
bowed to the spirit of their age: and, acting up to the light afforded them, they yielded to the dictates of an honest
conscience.
While assembled here today, on this festal occasion, to commemorate the event for which the founders of our
infant Republic toiled, and fought, and bled, we seem to behold the forms of the departed ones mingling in our assembly: we seem to behold them taking their seats by the side of their venerable compeers yet spared among us:
watching with intense anxiety the emotions which agitate our bosoms, and marking the character of the resolves
which the occasion is ripening.
Rest in peace, ye venerable shades! And ye, their living representatives, calm be the evening of your days.
We honour you. And though no sculptured marble transmit your fame, a nobler monument shall be yours: the
happy hearts of unborn millions shall be the shrine in which your names will be treasured. In your high example
in your noble disinterestedness in your entire subordination of every thought, and act, and scheme, and interest, to
the heaven-born purpose of human regeneration and human elevation, we hear the language of encouragement.
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Fellow-citizens, on this occasion, so big with subjects of profitable meditation when it is so natural that the
mind should oscillate between the events of the past and the prospects of the future, we can conceive of nothing
more proper than the enquiry, how we can best execute the solemn trust committed to our hand, how we may
challenge and secure the admiration and the gratitude of a virtuous and a happy posterity, by transmitting to them
the patrimony received from our fathers, not only in all its original entireness, but in vastly augmented beauty, or der, and strength.
In a word, how we may best conduct ourselves so as to encite them to high and sustained exertion in the cause
of virtue and humanity.
*
In order to impress your minds with the propriety of this enquiry, there is, I trust, no need that I shall remind
you of the peculiarity of our condition. It will suffice that I remark, that, should you succeed in rearing upon the
foundation already laid, or, to drop the figure should you succeed in establishing a community of virtuous, orderly, intelligent, and industrious citizens, this very peculiarity must enter largely into every consideration on the
amount of praise to which you shall be held entitled.
Let us, then, for a moment look back, that from the events of the past we may derive hope for the future.
We have not yet numbered twenty-six years since he who is the oldest colonist amongst us was the inhabitant,
not the citizen, of a country and that too the country of his birth where the prevailing sentiment is, that he and his
race are incapacitated, by an inherent defect in their mental constitution, to enjoy that greatest of all blessings, and
to exercise that greatest of all rights, bestowed by a beneficent God upon his rational creatures namely, the gov ernment of themselves.
Acting upon this opinion—an opinion as false as it is foul—acting upon this opinion, as upon a self-evident
proposition, those who held it proceeded with a fiendish consistency to deny the rights of citizens to those whom
they had declared incapable of performing the duties of citizens. It is not necessary, and therefore I will not dis gust you with, the hideous picture of that state of things which followed upon the prevalence of this blasphemous
opinion. The bare mention that such an opinion prevailed, would be sufficient to call up in the mind, even of those
who had never witnessed its operation, images of the most sickening and revolting character. Under the iron reign
of this crushing sentiment, most of us who are assembled here today, drew our first breath and sighed away the
years of our youth.
No hope cheered us: no noble object looming in the dim and distant future kindled our ambition. Oppression
cold, cheerless oppression, like the dreary region of an eternal winter, chilled every noble passion and fettered and
paralysed every arm. And if among the oppressed millions there were found here and there one in whose bosom
the last glimmer of a generous passion was not yet extinguished—one, who, from the midst of the inglorious
slumberers in the deep degradation around him, would lift his voice and demand those rights which the God of
nature hath bestowed in equal gift upon all His rational creatures—he was met at once by those who had at first
denied and then enforced, with the stern reply, that for him and for all his race liberty and expatriation are insepa rable.
Dreadful as the alternative was—fearful as was the experiment now proposed to be tried—there were hearts
equal to the task, hearts which quailed not at the dangers which loomed and frowned in the distance, but calm,
cool, and fixed in their purpose, prepared to meet them with the watchword Give me Liberty or give me Death.
*
On the 6th day of February, in the year of Our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Twenty, the ship Elizabeth cast loose from her moorings at New York, and on the 8 th day of March, of the same year, the pilgrims first
beheld the land of their fathers, the cloud-capped mountains of Sierra Leone, and cast anchor in that harbor. A few
days afterwards they again weighed anchor, stood to the south, and debarked upon the low and deadly island of
Sherbro.\fn{An island off the coast of Sierra Leone’s Southern Province. The company comprised 86-88 free blacks and three agents of
the American Colonization Society}
On the character of those who formed her noble company, I deem it unnecessary to remark. They are suffi ciently commended to our esteem, as being the first to encounter the difficulties and to face the dangers of an enterprise, which, we trust, is to wipe away from us the reproach of ages to silence the calumny of those who abuse
us, and to restore to Africa her long-lost glory.
I need not detain you with a narrative of their privations and sufferings:\fn{ Over a quarter of them quickly died of
fever and disease} nor will I stop to tell you though it would be a pleasing task to do so with what happy hearts they
greeted a reinforcement of pilgrims who joined them in 1821, by the Nautilus. Passing by intermediate events,
which, did the time allow, it would be interesting to notice, we hasten to that grand event that era of our separate
existence, the 25th day of April, in the year of Grace 1822, when the American flag first threw out its graceful
folds to the breeze on the heights of Mesurado,\fn{ More specifically on Providence Island at Cape Mesurado, where the sur3

vivors relocated}

and the pilgrims, relying upon the protection of Heaven and the moral grandeur of their cause, took
solemn possession of the land in the name of virtue, humanity, and religion. It would discover an unpardonable
apathy, were we to pass on without pausing a moment to reflect upon the emotions which heaved the bosoms of
the pilgrims, when they stood for the first time where we now stand.
What a prospect spread out before them! They stood in the midst of an ancient wilderness, rank and compacted
by the growth of a thousand years, unthinned and unreclaimed by a single stroke of the woodman’s axe. Few and
far between might be found inconsiderable openings, where the ignorant native erected his rude habitation; or,
savage as his patrimonial wilderness, celelebrated his bloody rites, and presented his votive gifts, to demons. Already the late proprietors of the soil had manifested unequivocal symptoms of hostility, and an intention to expel
the strangers, as soon as an opportunity to do so should be presented.
The rainy season, that terrible ordeal of foreign constitutions, was about setting in; the lurid lightning shot its
fiery bolt into the forest around them; the thunder muttered its angry tones over their head; and the frail tene ments, the best which their circumstances would afford, to shield them from a scorching sun by day and drenching
rains at night, had not yet been completed. To suppose that at this time, when all things above and around them
seemed to combine their influences against them, to suppose they did not perceive the full danger and magnitude
of the enterprise they had embarked in, would be to suppose, not that they were heroes, but that they had lost the
sensibility of men.
True courage is equally remote from blind recklessness and unmanning timidity; and true heroism does not
consist in insensibility to danger. He is a hero who calmly meets, and fearlessly grapples the dangers which duty
and honour forbid him to decline. The pilgrims rose to a full perception of all the circumstances of their condition.
But when they looked back to that country from which they had come out, and remembered the degradations in
that house of bondage out of which they had been so fortunate as to escape, they bethought themselves; and, recollecting the high satisfaction with which they knew success would gladden their hearts, the rich inheritance they
would entail upon their children, and the powerful aid it would lend to the cause of universal humanity, they
yielded to the noble inspiration and girded them to the battle, either for doing or for suffering.
Let it not be supposed, because I have laid universal humanity under a tribute of gratitude to the founders of
Liberia, that I have attached to their humble achievements too important an influence, in that grand system of
agencies which is now at work, renovating human society, and purifying and enlarging the sources of its enjoyment. In the system of that Almighty Being, without whose notice not a sparrow falls to the ground:
Who sees with equal eye, as God of all,
A hero perish, or a sparrow fall:
Atoms or systems into ruin hurled,
And now a bubble burst, and now a world.

In the system of the Almighty One, no action of a mortal being is unimportant. Every action of every rational
creature hath its assigned place in his system of operations, and is made to bear, however undesigned by the agent,
with force upon the end which His wisdom and goodness have in view to accomplish.
*
On the morning of the 1st day of December, in the year of Our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Twentytwo; on that morning, just when the gloom of night was retiring before the advancing light of day, the portentous
cloud which had been some time rising upon the horizon of Liberia, increasing and gathering blackness as it ad vanced, filling all hearts with fearful apprehension, burst upon the colony with the force of a tornado. The events
of that day have marked it as the most conspicuous in our annals, and it is the anniversary of that day we are here
assembled to celebrate.
And what, fellow-citizens, are the particular circumstances of that most eventful day which more than others
awaken our exultation? On which one amongst them all is our attention most intensely fixed? Is it on that our fa thers fought, and fought bravely, and strewed the ensanguined plain with the dead bodies of their savage as sailants? Is it on the bloody lesson of their superiority which they taught them in the hoarse thunder of the mur derous cannon? Is it on that greater skill they displayed in the inglorious art of slaughter and death?
I trust not. These trophies of their valour serve not to awaken exultation, but to call up a sigh of regret. It was
as the possessors of far higher and nobler virtues they desired to be remembered ; as such we tenderly cherish the
remembrance of them; and to exult over the fallen foe would be to grieve the pure spirit of those by whose arm
the savage fell. Necessity, stern necessity, unsheathed their sword and forced upon them an alternative from which
all the feelings of their heart turned with instinctive recoil.
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But there is a circumstance connected with the events of that day, with which our hearts cannot be too deeply
impressed, as it will serve, on each appropriate occasion, as a check upon presumption and an antidote against despair. Think upon the number of the assailants, and compare it with the number of the assailed, and then say
whether any scepticism short of downright, unblushing atheism, can doubt the interposition, in the events of that
day, of an overruling Providence.
Most emphatically does the issue of that contest declare,
“The battle is not to the strong.”
The Lord was a shield around them, so that when their foes rose up against them, they stumbled and fell. To
the interposition of an ever-gracious Providence, manifested in no ordinary way, we owe the privileges and pleasure of this day.
At this epoch we date the establishment of the colony. Having sustained and repulsed every external attack,
and maintained its ground against the combined and concentrated forces of the country, it had now to commence
its onward career.
*
If there were any, who, because the colonists had repulsed the natives, supposed they had passed the greatest
danger, and overcome the most formidable obstacles, they gave, in this very supposition, evidence of a deplorable
ignorance of human nature and of human history. It is from within, that the elements of national overthrow have
most commonly evolved: and the weakness under which nations expire, generally results from disease of the national heart.
Luxury and ambition, oppression on the one side and insubordination on the other; these are the fatal elements
which, with more than volcanic force, rend to atoms the fabric of human institutions. A common danger, a danger
equally menacing all, is almost sure to sink every minor and merely personal consideration, and to be met by a
combination of energy, concentration of effort, and unity of action: and in proportion as the pressure of the danger
is great, will there be want of scope for those passions which, in a certain class, possess such fearful and disorgan ising potency.
From the period of their landing, up to the moment of which we have just spoken, all minds had been possessed by an undefined apprehension of impending danger, and the first and the constant lesson which their critical position inculcated upon them was, Union and Subordination. The pressure was now taken off, the angry
cloud had now passed away, the heavens shone bright and clear, the face of nature was calm and placid, and on
every breeze was wafted the fragrance from the surrounding groves.
All breathed freely. Each one had time to look around him, to contemplate with calmness and composure the
circumstances of his condition, and to select that particular mode of operation, and line of conduct, which was
most congenial with his disposition. All were free; all were equal.
Here was unbounded scope for the operation of the passions.
Will they, who have been declared incapable of enjoying liberty without running into the wildest excesses of
anarchy—will they, now the gift is enjoyed in its largest extent, restrain themselves within the bounds of a rational
and virtuous freedom?
Will they connect those two ideas which are at one and the same time the base and the summit of all just politi cal theories, and which can never be separated?
Will their liberty be tempered by just and wholesome law?
Is it to be expected that a people just set free from the chains of the most abject oppression and slavery, can be
otherwise than turbulent, insubordinate, and impatient of the least restraint?
Is it among the things to be hoped, that they into whose minds the idea of political action had not been allowed
to enter, will not, now political power is entrusted to their hands, rush into the wildest extremes of crude legislation?
Fellow citizens! The voice of twenty-four years this day gives the answer; and we are assembled to hear it, and
let those who abuse us hear it; let them hear it and be forever silent, when they hear that Liberty regulated by Law,
and Religion free from Superstition, form the foundation on which rests the cement which unites, and the ornament which beaufies, our political and social edifice.
*
Let us now turn from those who preceded us, and ask, What are the peculiar obligations which rest upon us:
what the particular duties to which we are called?
Let us not suppose, that because we are not called upon to drive the invading native from our door that because
we can lie down at night without fear because the savage war-whoop does not now ring upon the midnight air,
therefore we have nothing to do.
No mistake can be more fatal. Ours is a moral fight. It is a keener warfare, a sharper conflict.
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For, after indulging to the utmost allowed extent in hyperbolical expression and figurative declamation, still we
are forced to confess, the work is but just commenced. The nervous arm of our predecessor marked out the site,
and laid the foundation, and reared the walls, of the edifice. The scaffold is still around it.
It is ours to mount it to commence where they ended, and to conduct it on towards a glorious completion. How
shall we execute our trust; how shall we conduct ourselves so as to stand acquitted before the bar of coming generations, and obtain from them a favourable and an honorable verdict? By what means shall we secure and perpet uate our own prosperity, and transmit it an inheritance to our children?
These are questions which seem peculiarly appropriate to this interesting occasion. And let me congratulate
you, fellow citizens, that you have the experience of others to guide you. The art of government is now elevated to
the dignity of a science. The most gifted minds minds which do honor to human nature, have long been turned to
the subject: and maxims and propositions which, consecrated by time, had grown into the strength of axioms—
maxims which had obtained universal assent and universal application; maxims which would have overwhelmed
him who should have doubted them, with more than sacrilegious turpitude and sent him to atone for his presump tion upon the scaffold, or in the gloomy depths of a dungeon; maxims the legitimate offspring of ignorance and
oppression—have been successfully explored and the human mind disenthralled.
That more than magical phrase, in the hand of the despot, “the divine right of kings,” has lost its power to
charm; and frequent examinations into the foundations of society have at length taught men the interesting truth,
that the duties and rights of magistrate and subject are correlate—that government is made for the people, and not
the people for the government, thus establishing the eternal truth first enunciated in the Declaration of American
Independence:
That all men are free and equal.

The bare utterance of those ever-memorable words, by the immortal Jefferson, whilst it struck the fetters from
the human mind, and sent it bounding on in a career of improvement, wrested the sceptre from the tyrant’s hand
and dissolved his throne beneath him.
Magna est veritas et prgevalebit.\fn{Truth is powerful and will ultimately prevail}

Truth threw a strong and steady light where there was naught but darkness before: man beheld his dignity and
his rights, and prepared to demand the one and sustain the other.
But I return.
By what means shall we advance our prosperity?
The first requisite, to permanent advancement, if I may so speak, is order. Order is heaven’s first law. It is this
which imparts stability to human institutions, because, while like the laws of nature it restrains each one in his
proper sphere, it leaves all to operate freely and without disturbance. Here will be no jostling.
When I say order, I mean not to restrict the term to the ordinary occupations of life; I extend the word to mean,
a strict and conscientious submission to established law. It is said to be the boast of that form of government under
which we live, that no man, however high in office, can violate with impunity the sacred trust committed to his
hand, and long insult the people by trampling upon their rights: that the distinguishing excellence of a republi-can
form of government is, that, under it, oppression can have no place.
This opinion I am not disposed to combat; but as it is a fact, that a safe and constitutional remedy for all grievances of this kind is in the hands of the people, this circumstance alone should dispose every one to submit, for a
time, to some inconvenience rather than apply a rash and violent corrective.
I admit, there are cases in which the minions of office become so intoxicated with a little brief power that, for getting all men are free and possess certain constitutional privileges, and forgetting also that they were elevated to
office not to be oppressors but conservators, their haughty, vexatious, and oppressive conduct becomes intolerable. In such cases as these, let the strong indignation of an outraged public calmly but firmly expressed, awaken
the dreamer from his vision of greatness, and send him back to re-enact his dream in his original obscurity.
*
Another argument for order and subordination lies in the fact, that the laws are in the hands of the people. Leg islators are not elevated to office for their private emolument and honour, but for the nobler purpose of advan-cing
and serving the happiness of their constituents: and they are bound—by the most solemn considerations they are
bound—to enact such laws, and such laws only, as are suited to the genius and circumstances of the people.
If they betray the high trust committed to them, and enact laws either oppressive or partial, the corrective is
equally in the hands of the people. They have only to apply the constitutional remedy.
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Here, then, is no apology for disorder. Order, then, must be our rule; for without subordination, and prompt and
constant and conscientious obedience to wholesome law, there can be no security for person nor property. The
bands of society would be untwisted, and the whole fabric exposed to ruin on the first popular outbreak.
Be it, then, fellow-citizens, our first concern to sustain our officers in the proper discharge of their constitutional duties; to secure obedience to the laws, and to preserve them from violation with the same jealousy with
which we watch the first encroachment of power.
*
I observe, in the second place, that union among ourselves is absolutely necessary to prosperity. The idea of
prosperity and stability where disunion reigns, where the elements of discord are actively at work—the idea of
prosperity and stability, in such circumstances—can only serve to mislead. Can that army, in which faction tri umphs among the soldiers and disunion and jealousy distract the counsels of the officers, hope to succeed in a
campaign?
Where each is afraid of the other, where no one has confidence in any, where everyone regards every other one
with feelings not only of jealousy but of positive hostility, how can there be any hope to bring an unbroken front
to bear with undivided force upon any single point?
I would observe also, that the complexion of the soldiers’ mind will be sure to be tinged by that of their offi cers.
In every community there will be found some few to whom the mass will look up with unenquiring deference.
Mankind, generally, are averse to the labour of thinking. This circumstance separates those who should be very
friends,\fn{Or, verily, be friends} and men file off under different leaders as fancy or caprice may dictate. Each party
ranges itself under the banner of a leader whom it invests with all perfection of political sagacity and political in tegrity. To his semi-brutal followers his word is law; his decisions an oracle. Finding in him every attribute of per fection, they abandon the reins to his hand; yield up the glorious privileges of thinking and examining, and pre pare to follow with a blind and implicit obedience.
This unworthy abandonment of the public interests, this surrender of a privilege to which every man is born,
and which every man should exercise, is the capital of intriguing politicians and unprincipled political demagogues. And, let me ask you, fellow-citizens, what scheme, however mad and absurd, which has been set on foot
by these unprincipled leaders, has not had among the masses its advocates and adherents?
Bad, however, as human nature is, alluring and fascinating as are the glitter and privilege of place and power,
this confidence has not been always abused. We could easily point out instances, in which the influence which this
disposition we have been adverting to has given to men, has been exerted wholly and exclusively for the public
good.
But we must take human nature as we find it; and as we find this disposition everywhere prevalent, the duty
becomes imperative on all who have influence, to exert it for the public good. The root of the jealousies and divi sions among public men will, generally speaking, be found planted in the soil of selfishness and ambition, not in
any real and sincere disagreement as to the proper measures for the public good. This, I admit, is always the
avowed, the ostensible,\fn{The stated, apparent truth} but, I am bold to say, not the real cause.
It is envy of place and emolument, it is ambition of power, that array public men in a hostile attitude, and range
their infatuated followers under their opposing banners. In the infancy of our political existence, let those amongst
us who have credit with the people and influence over them, beware of so great infatuation. Let us recollect, that
all cannot govern: that from the division and order into which society naturally resolves itself, all even of those
who are worthy, cannot stand in the foremost ranks.
Let us remember, that we equally serve our country, whether we sit in the gubernatorial or presidential chair;
whether we deliberate in the Hall of the Legislature or preside in the Sanctuary of Justice; that we equally serve
our country, whether from the shades of cloistered retirement we send forth wholesome maxims for public instructtion, or in the intercourse of our daily life we set an attracting example of obedience to the laws; that we
equally serve our country, whether from the sacred desk we inculcate lessons of celestial wisdom, exhibit the
sanctions of a heaven-descended religion and the thunders of an incensed Jehovah, or in the nursery of learning
unfold the mysteries and display the glories of science, recall and reenact the deeds and the achievements of the
past, and call back upon the stage the heroes, the patriots, and the sages of antiquity, to kindle the ardour, nerve
the virtue, awaken the patriotism, elevate and purify the sentiment, and expand the mind, of the generous and as piring youth.
*
Humble as many of those offices of which I have spoken are esteemed to be, obscure and concealed from vulgar gaze and destitute of the trappings of office and the glitter of fame as most of them actually are, it is, neverthe 7

less, fellow-citizens, not within the reach of our judgment to determine which one of them exerts the greatest in fluence on the destinies of our race.
True dignity, and, I may add, true usefulness, depend not so much upon the circumstance of office as upon the
faithful discharge of appropriate duties.
Honour and fame from no condition rise;
Act well your part there all true honour lies.
He who does the best his circumstances allow,
Does well, acts nobly: angels could do no more.\fn{Alexander Pope, roughly}

It is the false notion of honour which has unhappily possessed the minds of men, placing all dignity in the
pageantry of state and the tinsel of office, which produces those collisions, jostlings, and acrimony of contending
factions which sometimes shake the fabric of society to its very foundations: it is by the maddening influence of
this false notion that men, whose claim to respectful notoriety is inversely as their desire to be conspicuous, are
sometimes urged to abandon their obscure but appropriate position in the line, and to rush into the foremost ranks.
When men shall have learned wherein true honour lies—when men shall have formed correct ideas of true and
sober dignity—then we shall see all the ranks of society united as by a golden chain; then Ephraim shall not envy
Judah, nor Judah vex Ephraim; then the occupant of the palace and of the cottage—then the man in lawn and the
man in rags—will, like the parts of a well-adjusted machine, act in perfect unison.
Considering, then, the influence which in every community a few men are found to possess—considering,
also, that each one of these influential men is sure to be followed by a party—we can hardly appreciate the oblige tion which rests upon them, to abandon all jealousies and suspicions, to merge every private and personal consideration in thoughts for the public good, and to bring a mind untrammelled, and free from every party predilection,
to a solemn deliberation on the great objects of public utility.
*
The education of our youth is the next subject to which I would direct your attention.
“Knowledge is power” is an old proverb but not the less true because it is old. This is the spring that regulates
the movements of society, this is at once the lever and the safety-valve of human institutions. Without it society
will either not move at all, or, like an unbalanced, unhelmed ship, move in a direction and at a rate that must even tually destroy it.
Education corrects vice, cures disorders, abates jealousies, adorns virtue, commands the winds, triumphs over
the waves, scales the heavens. In a word, education lays all nature under tribute, and forces her to administer to
the comfort and happiness of man.
Nor is this all that education does. It ennobles and elevates the mind, and urges the soul upward and animates it
to deeds of high and lasting renown. Education opens sources of pure, refined, and exquisite enjoyment; it un locks the temple of nature, and admits the awe-stricken soul to behold and admire the wondrous work of God.
An ignorant, vicious, idle community has the elements of destruction already in its bosom. On the very first
application of a torch they will explode and lay the whole fabric in ruins.
A virtuous, orderly, educated people, have all the elements of national greatness and national perpetuity.
Would we be happy at home and respected abroad, we must educate our youth.
*
In professing to notice those things which are necessary to our prosperity to the advancement of our prosperity,
and the perpetuity of our prosperity, it is natural that you should expect that agricultural industry will be brought
prominently into view.
I think it may be safely affirmed, that the virtue and independence of a people will be inversely as their attention is wholly given to commerce that their virtue and independence is evermore to be measured by their pursuits
of the wholesome and pleasing and primitive employment of agriculture and husbandry. Go into the countries of
Europe, examine their large manufacturing and commercial towns and cities. Then visit the rural, agricultural dis tricts; compare the quiet, tranquillity, order, virtue, plenty of the latter, with the bustle, confusion, vice, and gen eral dependence and poverty of the other, and you cannot fail to be struck, and deeply affected, by the frightful
contrast.
And wherefore? Is not commerce called the great civilizer of the world? Is it not the means by which nations
become acquainted and hold communion with each other? Is it not by this means that the great and master-minds
of one nation commune with kindred minds of other nations? Is it not the channel through which improvements in
art, in science, in literature, in all that adorns, dignifies, and ennobles human nature, flow as on the wings of the
wind from country to country?
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Grant it. It is not my purpose to pronounce a wholesale anathema upon commerce. I appreciate its high impor tance in improving our race.
It is excess I would discourage—it is the wretched deteriorating influence it will exert upon a people, when, by
absorbing their whole attention, it keeps them looking constantly abroad to the neglect of the improvement of
their own country. It is to this I would call your attention.
Again: let it not be forgotten, that if commerce imports improvements, it imports vices also. It offers the same
facility for the transmission of both. The same vessel that brings us the Book of God brings us also the Age of
Reason and in one and the same ship, we not unfrequently find the devoted self-sacrificing missionary, and that
accursed thing which a celebrated orator with characteristic energy has styled “liquid fire and distilled damnation!”
In the natural, or, more properly, vegetable world, we have sometimes seen exotics outstripping in rapidity of
growth the natural spontaneous productions of the soil. In this we have not a very unhappy illustration of the rank
growth of imported vices. These baneful exotics, grafted on the tree of indigenous corruption, seem to receive and
impart unwonted vigour from the contact: and the result is a fruit of the most disorganising potency.
An examination into the moral state of towns and districts wholly given to commerce and manufactures will
fully sustain this remark. How, let me ask you, can there be order, where the very nature of the pursuits which engross all minds demand ceaseless hurry, bustle, and confusion—where to stop to breathe is to be at once outdone,
and where he who can move the most swiftly amid the greatest confusion is thought to be the smartest man!
In respect of virtue, is it to be thought of, except for the purpose of holding it up to ridicule, in a place where
the vicious of all countries meet; and where females of every class and character, far from the watchful eye of
parental solicitude, are huddled together in one promiscuous throng, and dependent for their daily bread upon the
freaks and fancies of unprincipled employers?
Lowell, in America,\fn{In Massachusetts} is, I believe, the only large manufacturing town where virtue is held in
the least esteem. What shall I say of honesty and integrity, where the lowest, basest arts, are practised for gain;
where all is intrigue and circumvention; where the maxim prevails, “all is fair in trade”; where each regards the
other as lawful game; where one can gain only by the loss of the other; where, in a word, rascality is fair-play, and
villainy systematic—where, fellow-citizens, let me ask you, where, in such a community, is there room for hon esty?
Can the heart fail, in such circumstances, to become deadened to every feeling of humanity, steeled against ev ery kindly, generous, and ennobling impulse?
I will not venture to affirm that the result we have just now noticed is universal. I admit, with pleasure, there
are honourable exceptions: but I do affirm that what I have said forms the general ride.
*
But let us turn from these scenes of noise and smoke and deep depravity, and visit the quiet abode of the
farmer and the husbandman.
What tranquillity reigns here, and order, and peace, and virtue! Behold the farmer, as he goes forth in the
morning to his daily task; how firm and elastic his step; how cheerful his sun-burnt countenance; how active his
athletic arm! Behold how cheerfully he labours; how the fat valleys around him laugh with corn; how the spacious
plains teem with grain, and the ancient forests fall beneath his resounding axe!
Follow him, when the labour of the day is over, follow him to his humble home. See him surrounded by an af fectionate, industrious, frugal wife, unsophisticated by the vices and dissipations of the fashionable world, and by
a prattling progeny blooming in health, and big with promise of future usefulness.
No cankering cares gnaw his peaceful bosom; no uncertain speculation disturbs his quiet slumbers; no revolutions in foreign lands, damming up the channels of trade, cloud the calm serenity of his brow. Oh! if there be a
spot on earth, where true happiness is to be found, here is that spot.
But we take a higher and a more extended view of this subject, and regard it in its bearing on political economy. And my first remark is, that no nation can be independent which subsists wholly by commerce. And here let
it be observed, once for all, that I use the word independent in a sense altogether distinct from sovereignty.
I admit that there may be a temporary prosperity; that so long as peace prevails amongst nations connected by
commercial and diplomatic relations, so long as each acts in perfect faith, and maintains in all their entireness and
in all their integrity his treaty stipulations, there may not be felt a want of the necessaries or even of the luxuries
of life. There may, perhaps, be a large influx of the precious metals.
Nothing, however, could be more fallacious, than to regard this activity as an indication of independence or
permanent prosperity. For I remark, in the second place, that so uncertain are the operations of trade, so suddenly
are its channels and outlets closed by misunderstandings and ruptures between rival nations, so liable is it to
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paralysing shocks from intriguing cabinets and wily politicians, the operations of one year scarcely afford any
ground for conjecture in regard to the operations of the next.
Let us illustrate our position by an humble supposition.
Suppose the surrounding country should suddenly relent, throw wide its doors, and shake its teeming wealth of
gold and ivory and wood and gums into our lap; and the native African, patient of labour and of travel, should
supply us at the most accommodating rates with all the coarser food for our consumption; suppose vessels should
flock (as, under such circumstances, vessels would most assuredly flock) to our shores, offering us in exchange
for the produce thus liberally poured in upon us, the conveniences, elegances, and luxuries of foreign countries.
Suppose every man desert his farm, and betake himself to trading as the more easy and the more speedy road
to wealth, there would certainly be great activity and great prosperity.
But should we be independent?
One more supposition, and the important and interesting problem is solved.
Suppose the paths to the interior are suddenly blocked up by feuds among the tribes; all ingress cut off and
trade suspended. Where, then, are our supplies? Should we be able to return to our farms, and draw thence articles
of exchange with foreign nations?
By no means. In the mania for trade our farms have been deserted, and, like the land on which a curse rests,
have long laid fallow.
Think you, fellow-citizens, that our trade once gone, we should again behold the French, the Bremen, the
American, and the English flag floating to the breeze in our harbour? From that hour you might bid a long adieu
to every white face but that of a missionary.
Fellow-citizens! Our prosperity and independence are to be drawn from the soil. That is the highway to honour, to wealth, to private and national prosperity.
Liberians! Do not disdain the humble occupation! It commends itself to our attention, ennobled and sanctified
by the example of our Creator.
And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden ; and there he put the man whom he had formed. And out of
the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food. … And the Lord God
took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden, to dress it and to keep it.\fn{ Genesis II:8-9a, 15}

Never, never, until this degenerate age, has this simple, primitive, patriarchal occupation been despised.
In ancient times, the sacred plough employed
The kings and awful fathers of mankind:
And some, with whom compared your insect tribes
Are but the beings of a summer’s day,
Have held the scale of empire, ruled the storm
Of mighty war; then, with unwearied hand,
Disdaining little delicacies, seized
The plough, and greatly independent lived.

Thus sings the author of the Seasons, one of Britain’s sweetest bards.\fn{James Thomson (1700-1748), from his poem
The Seasons; he was also responsible for the original lyrics of Rule Britannia:H}

*
The last remark time will allow me to make under this head, is, that
Righteousness exalteth a nation; but sin is a reproach to any people.\fn{ Proverbs XIII:34}

All attempts to correct the depravity of man, to stay the head-long propensity to vice, to abate the madness of
ambition, will be found deplorably inefficient, unless we apply the restrictions and the tremendous sanctions of religion. A profound regard and deference for religion, a constant recognition of our dependence upon God, and of
our obligation and accountability to Him; an ever-present, ever-pressing sense of His universal and all-controlling providence: this, and only this, can give energy to the arm of law, cool the raging fever of the passions, and
abate the lofty pretensions of mad ambition.
In prosperity, let us bring out our thank-offering, and present it with cheerful hearts in orderly, virtuous, and religious conduct.
In adversity, let us consider, confess our sins, and abase ourselves before the throne of God.
In danger, let us go to Him, whoso prerogative it is to deliver; let us go to Him, with the humility and confidence which a deep conviction that the battle is not to the strong nor the race to the swift, is calculated to inspire.
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*
Fellow-citizens! We stand now on ground never occupied by a people before. However insignificant we may
regard ourselves, the eyes of Europe and America are upon us, as a germ, destined to burst from its enclosure in
the earth, unfold its petals to the genial air, rise to the height and swell to the dimensions of the full-grown tree, or
(inglorious fate!) to shrivel, to die, and to be buried in oblivion.
Rise, fellow-citizens, rise to a clear and full perception of your tremendous responsibilities! Upon you, rely
upon it, depends in a measure you can hardly conceive, the future destiny of your race.
You, you are to give the answer, whether the African race is doomed to interminable degradation, a hideous
blot on the fair face of Creation, a libel upon the dignity of human nature, or whether they are incapable to take an
honourable rank amongst the great family of nations! The friends of the colony are trembling; the enemies of the
coloured man are hoping.
Say, fellow-citizens, will you palsy the hands of your friends and sicken their hearts, and gladden the souls of
your enemies, by a base refusal to enter upon the career of glory which is now opening so propitiously before
you?
The genius of universal emancipation, bending from her lofty seat, invites you to accept the wreath of national
independence.
The voice of your friends, swelling upon the breeze, cries to you from afar.
Raise your standard! Assert your independence! Throw out your banners to the wind!
And will the descendants of the mighty Pharaohs, that awed the world; will the sons of him who drove back
the serried legions of Rome and laid siege to the eternal city: will they, the achievements of whose fathers are yet
the wonder and admiration of the world—will they refuse the proffered boon, and basely cling to the chains of
slavery and dependence?
Never! Never! Never!
Shades of the mighty dead! Spirits of departed great ones! Inspire us, animate us to the task nerve us for the
battle! Pour into our bosom a portion of that ardor and patriotism which bore you on to battle, to victory, and to
conquest.
Shall Liberia live? Yes; in the generous emotions now swelling in your bosoms in the high and noble purpose
now fixing itself in your mind, and ripening into the unyieldingness of indomitable principle, we hear the inspiring response:
Liberia shall live before God, and before the nations of the Earth. The night is passing away the dusky shades
are fleeing, and even now
Second day stands tiptoe
On the misty mountain top.\fn{Romeo & Juliet, Act III, Scene 5}

211.65 Excerpt from Narrative Of A Journey To Musardi, The Capital Of The Western Mandigoes\fn{by
Benjamin Joseph Knight Anderson (1835-1910)} Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A. (M) 28\fn{He and his mother emigrated to Liberia
in 1851 when he was 16, and he grew to maturity in Virginia, Montserrado County, Liberia }
… On the 6th of March, having hired eighteen Congoes, to supply the place of the Kroomen who had deserted
me, we started from Vannswah for Bessa’s town, under the conduct of two of Kaifal’s young men. Bessa’s town
was the place pitched upon as our starting-point for Musardu, since I had refused to go to Boporu.\fn{ The text is
presented in one continuous run; I have inserted asterisks where breaks seemed appropriate: H }
Passing, as rapidly as our burdens would permit, the towns of Vyrmore, Sne, Moah, Weta, and Bambu, we
reached Manneenah on Thursday, the 12 th of March. We had been traveling in a north-eastern direction; halting
here, we saw a large mountain, north-east by east, behind which Boporu is said to lie. We had now to change our
course to westward, in order to go to Bessa’s town. All the towns and villages through which we had passed,
except Weta, Bambu, and Manneenah, belonged to the Deys. This tribe was once numerous and powerful, but is
now scatteringly sprinkled in small and unimportant villages over the face of the country. They have a relic of
their old antipathy against Liberians. Slave-trade, war, and their absorption into other tribes have nearly obliterated everything that distinguished them as a tribe. Old Gatumba’s town, both in appearance and hospitality, is the
only redeeming feature in this part of the country
In this region leopards are numerous, and sometimes dangerous. The female leopard is particularly dangerous
when she has the care of her young. It is said that leopards never attack first, and will always shun you whenever
they can do so. This rule, like many others, has some exceptions, and sometimes some very fatal ones. A female
leopard having her cub with her met a man in a sudden turn of the road; she flew at him, and came nigh breaking
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the rule entirely as to him, but for the strength of his lungs and the speed of his legs, all of which had to be
brought into desperate requisition.
At Weta’s town an enormous leopard was shot by an old man. As soon as he saw the mammoth cat, he was
taken with the trembles; but, remembering that it was only the matter of a few moments which should have the
first chance for life, he leveled his piece at the head of the crouching animal, and in an instant had the satisfaction
to see that the object of his fears was stretched helpless on the earth.
This trophy of the old man’s prowess was borne home in triumph, and divided into many parcels. The chinbone is considered the bone of contention; and, as soon as it is severed from the rest, it is thrown high in the air, in
order that when it comes to the ground,
“Those may take who have the power, and those may keep who can.” A general scramble ensues, in which it is
clearly proved that a part is greater than the whole; for the chin-bone can produce a greater row, and a bigger
fight, than if the whole animal, instinct with its living ferocity, had jumped plump into the middle of the crowd.
The physical features of the country are roughened by hills, valleys, and small plains; and similar inequalities
of surface prevail to what may be seen in the rear of Clay Ashland; indeed, the Clay Ashland hills are a part of
them, and must have been produced by the same physical causes.These hills grow bolder and more conspicuous in
outline as we advance in the interior. Sometimes linked together by gentle depressions, and sometimes entirely
detached from each other, they form no definite range; rising and running toward every point of the compass, they
present all the varieties of figure and direction that hills can assume. Their composition, so far as could be
discerned from their surface, was the ordinary vegetable mould, with boulders of iron ore, granite, white quartz,
and a mixed detritus from these various rocks, charged in many places with thin-leaved mica, similar to that
which is seen in the Clay Ashland hills.
Before we reached the margin of the Boporu, or Boatswain country, we passed through long and almost
unbroken strips of forests, upon a road partaking of the uneven character of the country, and strewn for miles with
sharp pebbles and vitreous quartz, rendering travel painful enough to the unshodden pedestrian. Huge boulders of
granite were dispersed here and there, relieving the gloom and monotony of large, shady forest trees. This region
is intersected with numerous streams flowing over sandy bottoms or granite beds, with a temperature of 58°, 60°,
and 62° Fahrenheit.
*
On Saturday, the 13th of March, we left Manneenab, and after traveling forty miles westward, we reached
Bessa’s town, at six o’clock P.M. Bessa’s town is in latitude 1° 3’ 19”, in the western portion of the Golan country.
It is elevated about four hundred and eighty feet above the level of the sea. This town is located in a small,
irregular plain, studded with palm-trees, and hedged in by hills in nearly every direction. It is strongly fortified
with a double barricade of large wooden stakes; in the space between each barricade sharp-pointed stakes, four
feet long, are set obliquely in the ground, crossing each other; this is to prevent the defenses from being scaled.
The town is of an oval form; the north and south points resting on the edge of swamps; the east and west
points, which are the points of access, are flanked with a strong quadrilateral stockade, with four intervening gates
between the outside gate and the town itself. There are guard-houses to each of these gates, and people constantly
in them night and day. To a force without artillery this town would give some trouble.
It contains about three hundred and fifty clay dwellings, of various sizes, and between eight hundred and one
thousand inhabitants, who may be regarded as the permanent population. Of the transient traders and visitors it
would be difficult to form any estimate.
The houses are huddled together in a close and most uncomfortable proximity; in some parts of the town
scarcely two persons can walk abreast. In matters of cleanliness and health, King Bessa can not be said to have
seriously consulted the interests of his people.
Bessa himself is a personage well known to one of our best citizens, Mr. Gabriel Moore. He is of Mandingo
extraction. I regret, however, to say that he is deplorably wanting in that sedateness and religious cast of feeling
which usually forms the distinguishing characteristic of that tribe. I was informed that he had purchased a
dispensation from the rigid observances of that creed from some of the Mandingo priests, by paying a large
amount of money. This license to do evil so affected our journey to Musardu, that it came nearly breaking up the
expedition altogether.
It was on a Friday we arrived in this town—a day said to be always inauspicious. We introduced ourselves as
being sent to him by one of his own countrymen, Kaifal Kanda, a Mandingo, living at Yannswah, with whom we
were going to Musardu. He affected to listen with great attention; spoke of the commotions of the interior, which,
as he said, was a great obstacle and hinderance to all traveling just at that time. He also informed me that he
would have to consult the other kings behind him before allowing me to pass; and he kept on creating difficulty
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after difficulty, all reasonable and fair enough in argument, but point blank lies in fact. He had no consulting to
do; for he was at that time at variance with the principal neighboring chiefs.
I was not pleased with my first audience, yet I was induced to make Bessa the following presents: three bars of
tobacco, one double barreled pistol, one large brass kettle, one piece of fancy handkerchiefs, and one keg of
powder. This gift was received with satisfaction, but it was hinted that the king was anxious to trade with me for
the rest of my money. I had, therefore, to distinctly state that I did not wish to trade, as that would prevent me
from accomplishing the object for which I had come, namely, to go to Musardu.
Bessa now began to show how much he disrelished the idea of my passing through his country, and carrying so
much money “behind him,” as he expressed it. He offered me his fat bullocks, country cloths, palm oil, ivory, etc.;
but I steadily refused to trade. Finding me inexorable in that respect, he began to grumble about the “dash,” or
gifts, I had made him. Some mischievous persons had told him that the gifts were insignificant to what it was the
custom of Liberians to “dash,” or present, kings; and Jollah, my interpreter, had some difficulty to persuade the
king to the contrary; besides, he had his own reasons for remaining so incredulous.
I had now struck the line of obstruction at this point. It was upon my refusal to go to Boporu that Kaifal had
sent me to Bessa’s town. Bessa, in carrying out this policy of non-intercourse with the interior, which is a
standing, well-known, and agreed-upon thing throughout the whole country, now commenced a series of annoyances, his people acting in concert with him.
He began with my Congoes. Every means that language and signs could produce was used to frighten and
discourage them. They were told of the wars in the path. He also showed some Boozies whom he had in his town,
whose faces were disfigured with hideous tattoo-marks, and whose front teeth were filed sharp and pointed, for
the purpose of eating people; their long bows and poisoned arrows; their broad knives and crooked iron hooks,
with which they caught and hewed to pieces those whom they pursued.
But what more alarmed my Congoes than anything else, was the prospect of being eaten by the Boozies.
Bessa, to make this part more vividly horrible, had brought into our presence several of his man-eaters, who were
said to delight in that business. He then brought in his war-drums, the heads of which were the skins of human
beings, well tanned and corded down, while a dozen grinning human jaw-bones were dangling and rattling against
each other with a noise that reminded my Congoes that their jaw-bones too might perform a similar office on
some country war-drum.
It was by such means that Bessa entirely succeeded in disorganizing the whole expedition. He gave the
Congoes plainly to understand that they had better not hazard their lives in attempting to follow me to Musardu.
My carriers, who had hitherto shown willingness and obedience, now began openly to disobey my orders; and
my difficulty was greatly increased from the fact that I had not been able to get a single civilized person to
accompany me. I had no one, in consequence, to confer with, or to assist me in watching the movements of my
mutinous Congoes. It soon became evident that there was an understanding between my Congoes and Bessa, and
that all hands were conspiring together against me. Several times I had detected Bessa and the Congoes in secret
consultation.
I guessed at once the villainy hatching. I tried every means to induce the Congoes to disregard the idle tales
that were told them by Bessa and his people; but neither advice, persuasion, nor the offer of donations above their
pay could overcome the impression that had been made upon their minds respecting the dangers of the route. Big
Ben, the Krooman, kept himself aloof from the plots of the Congoes, yet he was in favor of returning to Monrovia; and he made my ears ring with,
“‘Spose we no find good path; we go back now.”
The Congoes began to hold secret meetings by themselves, and to talk in a low, muttering tone. Matters were
now brewing to some mischievous point; but what their resolves were, I could never learn. With my Congoes iu
open rupture, Bessa himself drunk, avaricious, and conspiring, I had now to exercise the greatest vigilance.
One night, exasperated at their mutinous language and conduct, we came to a collision, in which all of us had
recourse to our arms, and but for the immediate interference of the town people, things would have certainly
ended seriously. I should have been riddled with their balls, there being fifteen of them.
King Bessa, attended by some of his people, came to allay the disturbance. He could not have been furnished
with a better opportunity of seemingly protecting me from the very mischiefs he had secretly instigated. He reproved the Congoes, and imposed a fine for breaking the peace—a gun and a piece of handkerchief being the cost
of court. He never used his authority to enforce obedience on the part of the Congoes, which he could have easily
done. No; he affected a neutral course, which had many bypaths to his own interest, and through which he
managed to transfer many a bar of my tobacco into his own hands.
Much of Bessa’s conduct arose from the defiant and refractory behavior of Prince Manna toward the government. The moral effect of this man’s conduct has been any thing but beneficial for Liberia. Bessa was continually
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referring, with pride, to a man who could defy the government with impunity. Unless the government shows
energy and control, it will always be difficult to visit these parts—almost within the territorial limits of Liberia—
for any purpose whatever.
The fact was but too plainly humiliating, that we had lost prestige and respect. The policy of too much moderation and forbearance is often abused or misunderstood by warlike barbarians, whose swords are an appendage of
their daily apparel.
Bessa now, in an advisory manner, repeated over and over again the difficulties of the route, adding to it the
determination of my Congo carriers themselves not to go any further. To this he joined a series of petty annoyances—sometimes coming himself, and sometimes sending for me—to talk palavers. Then he would complain that
the Congoes endangered the lives of his people by their hunting; that they would likely set his town on fire by
their smoking-pipe, though his own people indulged in this thing not only to a greater degree, but solely through
my liberality.
But what exasperated me most was his practice of eavesdropping; his boys and people were continually
lurking to hear what was said in my house. I was always expected to conclude his royal visits—which were
frequent, and which he gave me to understand were condescensions on his part—with large bars of my tobacco.
Bessa is naturally avaricious. This vice was unfortunately worked up to its worst resource; he drank night and
day, until he had sufficiently steamed himself up to the courage for downright robbery. Drunk he gets every day;
and after the first two or three hours of excess are over, he finally sobers down to that degree at which his avarice
is greatest, and his regard for other people’s rights least. There he remains.
His couch, upon which he reclines, and which is at once his bed and his chair of state, he never quits, but for a
drunken carousal in the midst of his women. This bed is stacked head and foot with loaded muskets, huge horsepistols, rusty swords and spears, while sundry daggers, with their points stuck in the ground, are ready at hand
“for the occasion sudden.” He seems to live in perpetual dread of assassination.
His people never come in his presence but in an obsequious stoop, and they never recover an erect posture
until they are out of his presence. But when the women came, then you might expect to see humanity go on all
fours. It was difficult to know the height of some of the women on account of this servility.
Bessa is engaged in the slave-trade. Passing one morning through his town, I saw a slave with his right hand
tied up to his neck, and fifty sticks of salt fastened to his back, about to be sent into the interior to be exchanged
for a bullock. Six slaves, chained together, worked on his farms. He has numerous other slaves, but they were
better treated.
I will not relate all the circumstances of his lashing an old slave until his cries drew the tears of all who stood
by, nor his stamping in the breast of one of his slaves until death ensued, on account of some slight offense. His
enormities are too many to recount them all, and would only weary the reader with what they know must be his
habits, from what I have already said of him. He regretted to me the interference of the Liberians with the foreign
slave-trade.
*
It was now the beginning of April, and I had not been able to proceed upon my journey. My Congo carriers
refused to go any further. Kaifal, the Mandingo, still remained at Vannswah. I therefore tried to induce Bessa to
hire me some of his people. I offered to pay him liberally if he would honestly engage in sending me forward. He
accepted the offer, and received an amount of $66.40 in goods. He gave me four persons, to act as interpreters and
guides; but I had no one to carry my luggage, and he took good care that no one should be hired for that purpose.
He was continually telling me that my money “no got feet this time.”
If I could have relied on my Congoes, I would have gone on, despite Bessa’s attempts to prevent me; but their
defection paralyzed all movement forward. I could bethink myself of no other resource than to return to Yannswah in quest of Kaifal. Not having any one in whom I could repose confidence enough to place my effects in their
care until I returned from Vannswah, I had to run the risk of placing them in the hands of the king.
On the 5th of April, 1868, taking two of my Congoes with me, I came to Boporu. There I met Seymoru Syyo;
Kaifal’s relation, a tall, fine-lookingMandingo, but whose very black countenance wore a still blacker cloud of
displeasure because I had not come to him direct, instead of going to Bessa. He scarcely deigned to look at me,
especially as I was in no decent plight, having undertaken the journey barefoot, in order to cross the streams more
readily. He at length gave me to understand that, so far as Kaifal’s going to Musardu was concerned, it depended
entirely upon his (Seymoru Syyo’s) pleasure; muttered something about the war at Musardu; counted his beads,
\fn{His Muslim rosary: H} and then strode off toward the mosque, where they had just been summoned to prayer.
*
On the 6th of April, 1868, I started from Boporu, and arrived at Vannswah on the 9 th. Kaifal affected regret at
having caused me so much delay, telling me that it was owing to his preparation to get ready that he was detained
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so long. He now promised to march immediately. This he made a show of doing by sending his women and
scholars forward, telling me to go on with them, while he should remain behind to pray for our success. I
consented; but he managed to lag behind so long, that I never saw him again until May 8 th, after I had left Bessa’s
and come to Boporu.
I now went back to Bessa’s town, persuaded that Kaifal would soon follow. As soon as I arrived at Bessa’s,
Ben, the Krooman, informed me that the Congoes had tried to induce the king to send them home, telling him that
he might keep all my goods if he would only permit them to go home. I went straight to the king, and requested
him to deliver to me my boxes; he at once hesitated, and I could scarcely get him to consent to let me have the
box containing my clothes.
After much contention and wrangling, he delivered up all the boxes, retaining the powder and guns. He then
declared that I must pay him for all the Congoes I had placed in his hands; that I must pay him a piece of cloth
and a gun for each one of them, as well as for feeding them while I was gone to Yannswah. He then made some
other frivolous demands; which he deemed necessary to justify the robbery he was about to commit.
To make the matter worse, the Congoes themselves now began to gather round me like little children, begging
me to sacrifice all my goods, if it were necessary, to save them.
“Daddy, no lose we this country, no lose we,” was their continual whine.
All spirit for a manly resistance had fled; nothing but the most abject cowardice prevailed. Before I started on
the journey, I had thoroughly armed these Congoes; but the only use they had made of their arms was to resist my
authority. Now a peculiar danger stared them in the face—they had not even courage enough to save themselves
from slavery.
I refused to comply with the demands of the king to pay the boys. I became exasperated; but I was jammed
between the power of the king and the cowardice and unfaithfulness of the Congoes. The king’s Boozies, who
walked the town with their broad knives to fight, and their teeth filed sharp to eat their enemies, confirmed the
poltroonery of the Congoes as a standing and immutable fact. The king advised the Congoes to talk to me, telling
them,
“Your daddy has got the heart of an elephant; you had better talk to him.”
They attempted to talk to me; but I was too much angered at their cowardice and his robbery to listen to any
thing. The king extorted $30; Ben, the Krooman, and Louis, a Congo, negotiating the business. I refused to have
anything to do with it.
After he had taken this amount, Ben and Louis begged him to be satisfied. He told them that he would refer the
matter to his women; if they consented, he would rest satisfied. This female assembly was consulted, and from the
subsequent conduct of the king, they must have resolved that I should pay doubly. The extortions were renewed to
an amount of $25. This occurred on Friday and Saturday, the 23 rd and 24th of April.
The next day I was somewhat able to command my feelings. I resolved to go to Boporu. Nothing was more
contrary to Bessa’s wishes. He now tried his best to induce me to go on my journey through his country. He
declared that unless the Congoes wanted to lose their heads, they should go along with me. He was willing to
furnish guides and interpreters. But my resolution was taken; I was determined to go to Boporu; no blandishments
nor hollow professions of friendship could lead me to trust him after what I had just experienced at his hands.
As he had been visited by some suspicious persons, who even counted the number of my Congo warriors, it
might have been agreed on to finish with murder what had been begun by robbery. We were allowed to depart
without further annoyance.
The Congoes were overjoyed; for they were sure that I was returning home. Bessa even sent six stalwart slaves
to carry me, in order that my feelings might be soothed into some kind of forbearance toward him; for he now
began to fear that I might bring him to account, though it seemed he was willing to run the risk rather than restore
the goods.
I availed myself of the service of his carriers; but I left the king with the bitter intention to do him all the injury
I could as soon as opportunity presented itself.
*
I arrived at Boporu on the 25th of April, 1868. Kaifal had not yet come, and did not arrive until three days
afterward. He now appeared indignant at Bessa’s conduct, and affected the greatest diligence for our setting out
immediately for Musardu. But first, he would go to Bessa and influence him to restore what he had unjustly taken
from me. He induced me to make considerable presents to his friend and relation, Seymoru Syyo, helping himself
also in a manner which nothing but my great anxiety for him to hasten our journey would have allowed me to
permit,
Before he went to Bessa’s, the principal Mandingoes in the town, Kaifal, and myself, held a council, in which
they strove to induce me to return to Bessas with Kaifal; but I utterly refused. I would talk of nothing but soldiers,
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cannon, the burning of Bessa’s town, and other furious things; which so alarmed the Mandingoes, that they
begged me not to write to Monrovia about the matter until Kaifal had gone and tried to get the money. In this
council, the Mandingoes reminded me that, as the Liberians and Mandingoes were one and the same people, I
ought not to act with too great a severity; but I was not inclined to make common stock of my goods on account
of that identity, and in a very impatient and unreasonable manner I gave them to understand that all their relationship to me depended solely on the restoration of my goods. If they failed in that, I was prepared to ignore all ties. I
was in no humor for cant about kindred; I wanted my money; my feelings were sore at my disappointments and
losses.
The expedition was deemed to have fallen in pieces. My interpreter, Jollah, also commenced to show signs of
desertion and treachery. I had always suspected him with being implicated in Bessa’s villainy; I was soon to
discover that he had not been entirely ignorant nor innocent with respect to Bessa’s designs. His connivance, or
rather the assistance he gave Bessa, was so glaring, that the Mandingoes at Boporu did not fail to upbraid him
with it.
In his conversation, he plainly showed that he had gone over to Bessa’s interest, though he still continued to
follow my boxes. The Mandingoes contemptuously asked him in whose service he was, whether mine or Bessa’s?
Bessa, it seemed, had promised him largely if he (Jollah) assisted him successfully in his villainy.
Jollah’s crooked ways were such that I could no longer retain his services. Interpreters began to prove a
dangerous attachment to the expedition. Owing to Jollah’s double-dealing, I was obliged to have recourse to a
Veyman to act as interpreter; and right in the middle of an important conversation which I was holding with
Seymoru Syyo, this man suffered himself to be taken so ill as to become speechless, and he could only be induced
to recover by the promise of a large (dash) present.
Kaifal, it seemed, had greatly offended Seymoru Syyo by sending me to Bessa’s instead of sending me direct
to Boporu; but, as I have before shown, it was not Kaifal’s fault that I did not go directly to Boporu. However, the
fault was imputed to him, and as he could only regain the favor of Seymoru by gifts, it was thought no more than
right that I should bestow them, as it was through my persistence in refusing to go to Boporu that he had got into
the difficulty with Seymoru.
As soon as my boxes arrived at Boporu, Seymoru altered his demeanor toward me. His dark and grumbling
countenance immediately changed into a smiling intimacy and friendship. He would fain have posted me on
wings to Musardu.
*
Though Boporu is the capital of the Boatswain or Condo country, and the usual residence of the king, Momoru
Son, the king was at this time residing at a large town called Totoquella, eight miles north-east of Boporu.
As soon as Kaifal started for Bessa’s town, I resolved to pay my respects to King Momoru. I arrived at Totoquella on May 7th, 1868. I was kindly received, and at once stated to the king that I would have been to see him
much sooner, but that I was a stranger in his country, and had supposed that he resided at his reputed capital,
Boporu; that when I came to that town, I was informed that he had gone elsewhere. He replied that he was
accustomed to divide his time between the two towns; sometimes residing at Boporu and sometimes staying at
Totoquella.
I then informed him of the object of my visit; and had to frame such an account of my former proceedings as to
show that it had always been my intention to come to his country, but that I had been thwarted by many untoward
circumstances. And true it was that I would have preferred, at the first, going direct to Boporu, had it not been for
the reasons already stated. Circumstances now forced me in that direction, and I addressed myself to the task of
repairing the failures or misfortunes into which the expedition had fallen.
The king was intelligent and communicative. He was, however, chagrined that the government—the new
administration of which had just come into power—had not taken any notice of him, and sent him a paper,
expressive of its good feelings toward him, as had been the custom of all incoming administrations. He was
always referring to a treaty that had been made between him and President Benson,\fn{ Stephen Allen Benson, second
President of Liberia (1856-1864)} during the inocmbency of the latter. I had, therefore, to console him with the notion
that, as soon as the administration had got fairly into operation, it would not fail to draw up an instrument similar
to what President Benson had given him; as well as to make such other arrangement as would satisfy his utmost
wishes.
The king informed me that he was at that moment trying to stop a war between the Boozies and Barlines, two
interior tribes; that he had, in order to promote that purpose, sent five hundred sticks of salt into the Barline
country, and the same amount to the Boozies; that he had instructed his messengers to use every argument to
incline the parties to peace; that the war was not only hurtful to themselves, but that it damaged him by interrupting all intercourse between his country and theirs, and even with the natives whose country lay behind them.
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He had sent, therefore, to beg both parties to desist; but if neither would listen, he intended to indemnify himself
for such losses as he sustained by their feuds, by seizing persons and property belonging to them in his country. If
only one party was willing to comply with his requests, he intended to assist that side with his own military
forces.
Thus I had to endure the spectacle of a barbarian king practicing a policy which all intelligent and enterprising
persons must think ought to be practiced by the republic itself. No one suspects that we leave to an untutored
barbarian the quieting and settling of interior difficulties, while we remain ignorant of their very existence. Everyone would suppose that, to a source to which we look for a great part of our interior trade, such as country cloths,
and bullocks, and ivory, a rational solicitude, at least, would be shown that it be not interrupted or broken off.
Yet it is a fact that this royal barbarian, without revenue, and without any of the resources to which we pretend,
by following the policy of interfering in all interior concerns, is better known and has greater influence from
Boporu to Musardu, and even beyond, than the civilized Republic of Liberia; and this is done by sending a few
sticks of salt, accompanied by a friendly request or a threatening mandate.
Salt, in the settling of difficulties, has a peculiar propriety—it is a sign of peace as well as a commodity of
value for traffic. If it was the policy of the government to interfere in these concerns, a hogshead of salt might
pacify the whole country from Boporu to Barline.
The king had also interfered in a matter between the Boozies themselves; in which it seemed that one of their
chiefs, faithless to the common interest, had clandestinely given assistance to the Barlines against his own
countrymen. This treachery being discovered, he had been seized and confined—or put in stick, as they call it
This mode of confinement consists in having the ankle of the right foot bound securely to a heavy log, four or five
feet long, by means of an iron band driven deep into the wood.
The father of this recreant chief, before his death, had placed his children under King Momoru’s protection.
The king was therefore solicitous that this indiscretion should not cost the young prince his liberty, and perhaps
his head; of the former of which he had already been deprived, and the latter was being seriously discussed among
the Boozie chiefs. In this affair the king desired that, as I would have to pass through that country, he wished me
to assist in pleading for the young man. I pledged my best efforts.
There was also a difficulty between the king and the Boondee people, who live north-west of Boporu. These
people hold a nominal fealty to King Momoru, and even this they are slack or remiss in acknowledging.
*
The king now chose to remove his court from Totoquella to Boporu. None was more eager for this change than
myself; for it carried his person and influence just where I wished to make use of them. He left the town May
10th, 1868, accompanied by his courtiers, warriors, women, servants, and musicians of the last of which there
were two kinds: those who performed on horns and drums, and those who sang the praises of the king, timing
their music with a sort of iron cymbal, one part being fitted to the thumb of the left hand, and beaten with a piece
of iron by the right.
When the king and his retinue had passed the outer gates of the barricade, a Mandingo priest came out and
pronounced a benediction on the royal departure. As soon as this was over, we started; the king walking all the
way: he had but to say the word, and they would have carried him. We were preceded by the singing men, who,
with the clang of their iron cymbals and their vociferous vocalisms, nearly deafened me.
After two or three hours spent in traveling, halting, singing, firing muskets, and all sorts of noisy demonstrations, we came to Boporu. The king entered the town and went directly to his own residence. Everybody came to
do homage and welcome his arrival.
But nothing appeared more respectful than the Mandingo priests, who came in a body, habited in their white
and scarlet robes; tall, dignified black men, with countenances solemn and intelligent. It is remarkable how
orderly and sociable these gatherings upon such occasions conduct themselves. Nothing of the rowdyism and
clamor for which communities highly civilized are sometimes notorious.
The day was concluded with dancing, feasting, and warlike exercises.
*
The next day beheld every thing settled down into its usual routine. I was now to discover the character of
Kaifal in its true light. He had always affected piety and uprightness; nothing very material had occurred to alter
my opinion. To be sure, he had lately shown intense craving for my large silver spoon, yet I was inclined to be
charitable to this human weakness.
He went to Bessa’s, solemnly assuring me that he would be gone but two or three days; he stayed three weeks,
which caused my patience, and confidence too, to grow less. I dispatched two of my boys after him.
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Upon the return of my messengers, I was informed that he had been generously entertained by Bessa, that a
sheep had been slain, and other good offices done for him. I became alarmed lest such friendly cheer would lessen
his zeal to recover my goods.
But when I was further informed that Kaifal had been engaged in practicing certain rites, such as the interment
of beef-bones bound round with transcripts from the Qur’an, which was to be efficacious for Bessa in peace or
war, I immediately uuderstood this last act to be directed against myself.
I therefore lost no time in ingratiating myself with the king. And there was scarcely anything I had to propose
that was not favorably entertained and facilitated. I had strengthened my influence by gifts, as well as by the great
amusement my stereoscope afforded him.
I had thoroughly instructed him in the purposes of my mission; and showed him how discreditable it would be
to his name and his honor if anything should befall me and my effects within the precincts of his dominions, so
that I should not be able to carry out the wishes of the promoters of the expedition.
In this part of my affairs I was particularly blessed by Providence in getting in my interest a near relation of the
king’s. He was a Golah man by the civilized name of Chancelor. He had long resided both at Monrovia and Cape
Palmas with one of the best citizens, Dr. S. F. McGrill, and could speak English fluently, besides several native
tongues.
He adhered with unflagging zeal to my interest, and never ceased importuning his royal kinsman night and day
respecting my affairs. He was of mild disposition, full of encouragement and sympathy; having nothing to contradict the universal benevolence of his person and character except a huge, antiquated horse-pistol,\fn{ A flintlockpistol} without which he was never seen, and which became a subject of merriment, as being a burden without a
benefit, perfectly innocent in all things except its weight.
*
I had now determined to use all my influence against Kaifal and Bessa. I had been robbed of one part of my
goods by the one, and inveigled out of another part by the other. The purposes of the expedition had been baffled,
though I had striven to the utmost to accomplish them.
Momoru might be avaricious, but his avarice was a virtue to Bessa’s rapacity and Kaifal’s unprincipled
dealings. If the king wished me to give him anything, his requests were always accompanied with politeness and
desert, arising from the prospect of his facilitating my journey to Musardu.
I made a formal complaint against Kaifal and Bessa; presenting the king a written list of all the goods they had
unfairly gotten from me. He convened the leading Mandingoes of the town and the principal chiefs. The king
himself opened this grand palaver, declaring
that owing to the acts of some of the Mandingoes, many things had been said by the Liberians tending to lessen his
character. Whenever the Liberians lost their money by trade or otherwise, he had always to bear the brunt of their
dishonest actions and to suffer all kinds of disparagement of character.

Nor did he neglect to cite the instances; mentioning as a particular case that of John B. Jordan,\fn{ A Secretary of the
Treasury under President Benson (1856-1864)} who had traded in that country and lost considerable amounts; and then he
went on in detail, until he became angered. The Mandingoes found it necessary to appease him by all sorts of
condescension; even the singing men were called in. It was necessary to adjourn, that the royal displeasure might
cool off.
The next day the business was resumed. It is the custom for everybody taking part in a (palaver) discussion, to
deliver his argument or opinion walking up and down in the presence of his audience with a spear in his hands.
This mode was observed by all the chiefs who spoke on this occasion. Many of them delivered themselves with
such spirit and sense as to draw the frequent acclamations of their hearers. They declared that they not only ought
to be careful about provoking the Americans\fn{ See the note on page 48 concerning Benjamin Knight’s use of the word
“American” as a self-descriptor in its Liberian context:H } against them; but, as the money was for the purpose of (dashing)
presenting the chiefs through whose country I might pass, I ought to be allowed to give it to whom I wished; and
that none ought to accept it unless they were willing to accept the conditions of the gift also.
For the conduct of Bessa and Kaifal, the Mandingoes at Boporu seemed to have been held as sureties; certainly
not by their own will or consent, but by virtue of their being most conveniently at hand for any purpose of indemnifycation that might arise. Kaifal, who was still at Bessa’s town, was summoned to appear. Bessa was ordered to
refund every article according to the list.
The messenger charged with this business went to Bessa’s in the most formal manner, being in complete wardress. It was, therefore, understood that there was to be no trifling.
*
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Things began now to conspire in my favor.
Just about this time a young man by the name of Sanders Washington, from the settlement of Virginia,\fn{ Virginia, Liberia: H} went to Bessa’s town for the purpose of trading. Here he learned what had happened between
Bessa and myself. He at once advised Bessa to restore the money before tbe consequences became serious. Bessa,
becoming more sober than was usual with him, commenced to apprehend a severe chastising from the government, and right upon the heels of what was to be feared from the Americans came Momoru’s no less dreaded
demands.
Bessa quickly gave up the things to Mr. Sanders Washington, and consoled himself in a drunken spree. Mr.
Washington immediately sent the things to Boporu.
Kaifal now made his appearance. It was the 28 th of May, 1868. He came before the king and council dressed in
a dark-blue tobe; a red cap bordered with a white band, the badge of his sacerdotal order, on his head; sandals on
his feet; his prayer-beads in his hands; his face and faculties prepared for the worst.
He was ordered to account for the manner he had conducted my affairs. He commenced defending himself by
declaring that what had happened to me was the result of my own obstinacy; for when he wished to send me
directly to Boporu, I had insisted on going elsewhere. He further said that if I could have passed through the
country anywhere else, they would have never seen my face at Boporu; which was indeed true. He caused
disagreeable questions to be put to me respecting that matter: this was his only advantage, and he clung to it. He
declared that I had absolutely refused to go to Boporu, and that I had maligned the king, and that I had gone to
Bessa’s, where my indiscretion had got me into trouble and made me lose my money; that Bessa had acted in all
things honestly.
His argument was partly true and partly false. All he averred respecting Boporu was indeed true; but borrowing the courage which the truth about Boporu gave him, his assertions about Bessa’s conduct were bold and barefaced lies.
I replied that it was solely upon his advice that I had gone to Bessa’s; that as to my coming to Boporu, he
plainly saw I was there, and that without consulting him. He dwelt incessantly on my refusal to go to Boporu, and
more than once it was convenient for me to rid myself of his vexing questions by placing the whole blame upon
his interpreter.
We now came to that part in which he had taken my money and gone off to Bessa's, where he had staid so long
that it became necessary to send for him. Being questioned why he had done so, his self-possession entirely forsook him, and though he referred the matter to a rapid manipulation of his beads, it brought him no relief. He told
them over and over, but they failed to enlighten his mind so as to furnish prompt replies and ready answers. He
finally stammered out something about his waiting for the new moon. He had not regarded that luminary when he
was getting the goods.
He was made to restore according to the list.
I was now in possession of all my goods again, with the prospect of being able to prosecute the exploration
with success. I was also in a better state of mind to attend to my affairs in that respect, though, as I had all along
apprehended, the season for comfortable traveling, and especially for making astronomical observations, had
nearly passed; indeed, upon every attempt at an observation, clouds and vapor made it a difficult and uncertain
matter.
*
Boporu, the capital of the Boatswain country, is in latitude 7° 45’ 03”. Its elevation above the level of the sea is
about 560 feet. The barometer, in the month of May and June, stands from 29.18 to 29.40; the thermometer ranges
from 78 to 80 Fahrenheit. It is situated in a small plain near the foot of some high hills E.N.E. of it. Very high hills
rise on every side, with an elevation from 300 to 650 feet, coursing along in every direction, some continuing
three or four miles in length before their spurs come down into the valleys or plains.
The soil of the plains is chiefly white and yellow clay; but near the base of the hills, it is generally mixed with
the detritus of granite and other rocks washed down in the rainy season from their sides. Granite boulders of
various sizes are found on the sides and tops of these hills, and, unlike the granite of our cape, which is of a fine,
dark flinty appearance, present many grades of tint and texture.
A large piece of this granitic gneiss forms a part of the grave of King Boatswain,\fn{ Aka King Sabsu, he most
powerful of the kings in what is now Liberia, and by 1820, the overlord of most of the area we now call Liberia and a sizable portion of
eastern Sierra Leone} the present king’s father, broken in such a way as to show the red, white, and gray in beautiful

contrast. A little art might have rendered it more worthy to mark so mighty a grave.
Every tree, flower, and shrub of our cape repeats itself here, not excepting the water-lilies seen in the creeks as
you go to Junk, though not in the same profusion.
At Totoquella, north-east of Boporu, and four hours’ walk south-east from the former, the St. Paul’s Kiver pre19

sents rugged and impassable falls. North-west of Totoquella are beds of specular iron-ore, which the natives break
into fragments and use for shot.
The population of Boporu is of a mixed character, such as war, commerce, and the domestic slave-trade are
calculated to produce; in consequence of which there are as many different languages spoken as there are tribes:
Vey, Golah, Mambomah, Mandingo, Pessy, Boozie, Boondee, and the Hurrah languages. The Vey language is
used for general communication.
The extent and population of these tribes are very variable elements. The population living in the town may be
set down at three thousand; but then there are many outlying villages and hamlets; and considering these as the
suburbs of Boporu, they undoubtedly raise the population to ten thousand. Many of the Mandingoes themselves,
though they reside in the town with their families, have villages of slaves and servants scattered in every
direction, wherever the purposes of agriculture invite or encourage.
*
The Mandingoes possess strong moral influence. Scarcely anything is undertaken without consulting their
priests, whose prayers, blessings, and other rites are supposed to give a propitious turn to all the affairs of peace
and war. They are Mohammedans; but as the ruder tribes do not addict themselves to the intellectual habits of the
Mandingoes, it has been found necessary to adjust that faith to the necessities of the case; and to temper some of
the mummeries of fetishism with the teachings of Islam.
Yet are there to be found individuals who do not prostitute their faith, and who are more scrupulous and sincere. It is believed by many persons that the Arabic learning of our Mandingoes, in reading and writing from the
Qur’an, is merely mechanical, or a mere matter of memory. Kaifal took a small Arabic grammar given to me by
Professor Blyden, and showed himself thoroughly versed in all the distinctions of person, gender; and number,
etc., in the conjugation of a verb. However, all are not equally proficient in this respect.
They have a mosque at Boporu, where nothing enjoined by their religion is omitted. It is attended solely by the
Mandingoes, none of the other tribes visiting it; not because they are prohibited, for the Mandingoes would make
proselytes of them all if they could. It is sufficient for the kaffirs, (unbelievers,) as they are denominated by the
Mandingoes, to buy the amulets, necklaces, and belts containing transcripts from the Qur;an sewed up in them, to
be worn around the neck, arms, or waist as preservatives from the casualties of war, sickness, or ill luck in trade or
love.
The Mandingoes are scrupulously attentive to their worship. They regularly attend their services three times a
day: five o’clock in the morning; three o’clock in the afternoon; and seven o’clock in the evening. In these
services I was particularly attracted by the manner in which they chanted the cardinal article of their creed; and
many a morning have I been reminded of my own duty, by their solemn musical voices reciting:\fn{ And there
follows a small musical sequence of three or four measures which proved impossible computerize: H }
*
The Mandingoes living in the Boatswain country have many slaves. The slave population is supposed to treble
the number of free persons. They are purchased chiefly from the Pessy, Boozie, and other tribes. Many are
reduced to the condition of slaves by being captured in war. Their chief labor is to perform the service of carriers
for their masters in the trade of salt and country cloths carried between Boporu and Vannswah.
Inconveniences and troubles frequently arise from this kind of relationship. Sensible of their numbers and
strength, the slaves sometimes make a struggle for their liberty. In the latter part of 1866, at the death of Torsu,
King Momoru’s uncle, it became necessary to settle some debts pertaining to Torsu’s estate. His relatives, in order
to pay off the claims, attempted to sell some of his slaves. These slaves were staying at a town called Musadalla’s
town, south-west of Boporu. The attempt was resisted; some blood was shed; and a general revolt took place, in
which all the slaves in the town determined to defend each other to the last extremity. They took full possession of
the town, renewed the barricades, seized upon whatever arms were at hand, and made such other preparations as
greatly alarmed their masters.
This rebellion had been long purposed on; the death of Torsu and the attempt to sell some of their number,
served as a favorable opportunity to achieve their freedom.
On the first outbreak, King Momoru sent them word to return to their former obedience, assuring them that he
would overlook all past offenses. But while they were deliberating as to what answer they should return, one of
their women publicly harangued them against listening to any proposals for reconciliation; that King Momoru
only wished to induce them to submit, that he might the more easily punish them; that if their hearts began to
quail, they had better give their spears into the hands of the women.
This speech instantly determined them to stand fast in their first resolutions. Refusing all accommodation, they
sought to strengthen their cause by purchasing the assistance of the Boondee people, who were at that time at
variance with the people at Boporu. But the Boporu people had also managed, despite their difference with the
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Boondee people, to engage their services against the slaves. The Boondee war chief received the gifts of both
parties; and in two weeks’ time repaid the poor slaves with treachery enough to chop off their heads.
Arming himself and his people, he set out for Musadalla’s town, and was admitted by his unsuspecting victims.
After he had rested from his journey, and refreshed himself and his followers on their generosity, he proposed to
review their numbers and their arms. Pretending to be earnestly enlisted in their affairs, he bade them lay their
arms on the ground, or, as we term it, “ground arms,” that he might the better judge of their efficiency. The poor,
credulous fools, by no means suspecting any perfidy, readily did as they were bid. At a given signal from the
Boondee chief, his own people instantly drew their swords and bestrode the weapons of the poor slaves as they
lay on the ground.
Thus disarmed, they were thus again enslaved, seized, bound, and led out of the gates to the town of their
betrayer, who at once sent word to Momoru that he had caught the “slave dogs.” He was rewarded, or rather he
rewarded himself, by keeping all the women and children, sending to Momoru only the men and our heroine who,
by her speech, had so greatly encouraged the matter. It was determined in council that the slaves should suffer the
penalty of death.
On the morning of the execution they were demanded to say who were the chief instigators of the revolt; the
poor creatures had but little to say. They were led out of the eastern gate, two hundred yards from which, and in
the same direction, stands a huge cotton-tree (bombax)—the place of execution. They came down the path naked,
and in single file, with their hands bound behind them. As the first person came on, the executioner with his broad
and gleaming knife ran to meet him, and with dexterous cruelty emasculated him; after allowing him to bleed and
beg awhile, he was snatched down to the foot of the tree, his head hacked off and tossed into a ditch on one side
of the road; while the yet quivering trunk was thrown into a cat-fish pond hard by.
The woman was executed with circumstances shocking to humanity and decency. All the women in Boporu
were compelled to go out and witness her fate.
But to the chief of this revolt it was reserved to be buried alive, heels up and head down, and a sharp stake,
eight feet long, driven through his body level with the ground, and a tree planted over him. Their skulls now form
a ghastly adornment to the eastern gate; and I have seen many persons go up to them and recognize an
acquaintance.
*
It seems to be the practice in every town where the water favors it to have cat-fish pools. The fish are not
allowed to be disturbed; they are not only the consumers of the offal of the town, but from their shark-like and
snappish manner, a more fearful office can well be suspected. They are from one to three feet long, and will lie
with patience and expectation in one spot all day long, their backs raw with scars, which their own ferocity inflicts
on each other in the fierce struggle for food.
Boporu has a small market, held in the north-east suburbs of the town. The bartering is carried on solely by
women. There is no established currency; the exchange takes place of one commodity for another, according to
their mutual necessities. It is generally attended by one hundred and seventy-five to two hundred persons. The
articles are palm-oil, rice, kaffee-seed, shallots—a small species of onion— meat, cotton stripes, tobacco, kola,
earthen pots, etc. A great many country cloths are made at Boporu, every family having a small loom. They would
economize both time and labor if they would employ our large loom, instead of the narrow six-inch loom they
use. I have no doubt they would do so, if any civilized person would interest himself to show them.
These people are very sensible of the superiority of everything that comes from Dru-kau (Monrovia), and they
attempt to practice our civilization of themselves. The king has a frame house at Totoquella, with a piazza
surrounding it, all of native construction. He also uses chairs, tables, beds, bedsteads, looking-glasses, scented
soaps, colognes, etc. He took great interest in examining my sextant, and even the pictures in my books; but that
which afforded him the greatest pleasure was the stereoscope. He entreated me so earnestly to leave it with him,
that I felt myself bound to gratify his wishes in that respect, though I had specially intended it for Musardu.
He was no less satisfied when I flattered him with the prospect of a school for children being established at
Boporu, telling me that when John B. Jordan traded there, he was accustomed to get Jordan to teach him.
The king spells a little, and is somewhat acquainted with numbers. This is the place for the missionary to be of
service; but it seems that, though Mohammed has a small mosque and school at Vannswah, almost in the Virginia
settlement, the Christians have neither church nor school at Boporu.
The king’s authority seems to be of a mixed character. In some things he acts absolutely; while in others, such
as war, he takes the counsel of the subordinate chiefs. He is judge or arbiter of all important differences between
his subjects. He is a most patient hearer of all matters brought before him. I have known him to remain in his
hammock for whole days, listening to what was to be said by either side, and his decisions seemed to be generally
satisfactory.
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A very peculiar but advantageous method obtains in the administration of justice. In order to obviate all further
trouble after the decision is given, both plaintiff and defendant have to advance the cost and expenses before the
suit begins; the very articles in which these charges are to be paid are placed in a conspicuous manner in the sight
of everybody. The presence of the money thereby becomes an incentive and stimulation to strenuous effort. As
soon as the case is decided, nothing remains but for the victor to sweep the stakes. These cases between his
subjects are frequently taxing and vexatious, yet the king is said to always preside with patience and a wellbalanced impartiality.
But the king sometimes takes recreation from the severe affairs of life, at which time he is apt to enliven the
hours of vacation from business with a glass of gin or whisky, and then he goes playfully around the town
attended by his people. It happens that his caprice is as innocent then as his gentle disposition is in his sober
hours; for he hurts no one; only going from house to house, joking with and receiving little presents from his
friends. Sometimes he attempts to dance, or to act some warlike feat; but want of youth and a rather fat body mar
the practice.
One day he insisted on the performance, to his no small discomfiture. He mounted himself upon an earthen
hill, with a spear in each hand, in order to charge down in warlike style; starting in full tilt, he came sprawling to
the ground with such violence as to scarify the royal bosom in a most unseemly manner.
*
Before I left Boporu for the interior, the king informed me that the distance, danger, and hazard were so great,
that he must consult the sand-doctor as to the final issues of such a journey. He declared that, upon all such
important matters, he trusted not to human prudence alone.
This individual, the sand-doctor, by giving his fingers certain motions in a small pile of sand, is supposed to
read the events of the future. We were carried into a thatch hut. Our diviner, spreading out a small pile of sand
with his right hand, began to invoke the demon of the pile. The whole thing was conducted without thunder,
lightning, or anything else, except the rapid, voluble utterances of our diviner himself. Again and again it was
demanded of the flinty wisdoms whether or not the expedition should be successful; the responses indicated by
these sandy hieroglyphics bid us begone and prosper. Thus it was that superstition at this time seconded the
purposes of a rational inquiry. The king not unfrequently chided me because I was indifferent and incredulous
about such matters.
Every effort was made by the Boporu Mandingoes to prevent my going. It was told to Momoru that if any
thing befell me, he alone would be held responsible to the government. Even old Gatumba sent word to Momoru
not to allow me, under any circumstances whatever, to pass and “go behind them;” for he declared that I was
going for no other purpose but to ruin their trade.
It was the first time, I was informed, that the king had set himself in opposition to the advice and counsel of his
chiefs, many of whom were greatly opposed to my passing through their country to go in the interior. I therefore
exerted the greatest industry in purchasing their silence or assistance.
But to the Boporu Mandingoes I held threatening language, in which I informed them that if I did not succeed
in going to their country, I would return and break up all their trade at Vannswah.
Mr. Schieffeliu’s money, however, was the most powerful argument. It prevailed over every obstacle; it
reconciled me to prejudices and persons the most difficult to deal with; invoked the blessings of Mohammed on
my head; caused even the sands to become things of sense in my favor; singularly enlightened minds that before
could not see why I wished to go in the interior; and finally reduced the prospect of my going in the interior to the
most undoubted moral certainty.
*
On the 14th of June, I left Boporu for Totoquella; and on June 16 th, we left Totoquella for the interior, our
company consisting of three Congoes—Jim, Alex, and Pickaninny—as carriers; Chancellor, the Golah, as
interpreter; and Beah, the Mandingo, as guide. The rest of my Congoes, numbering fifteen, had returned to
Monrovia, giving all kinds of false accounts of our proceedings.
I had now again to experience the effects of the jealousy of the Mandingoes. They had determined that I should
not reach Musardu. They therefore gave secret instructions to the Mandingo guide, Beah, who was to accompany
me, to delay and shuffle all along the route, so as to exhaust my means and discourage my perseverance, and thus
to finally thwart the expedition. It was through this man’s tricks that I was compelled to spend six months in going
to Musardu, when only one was necessary.
On Tuesday, the 16th of June, we left Totoquella for the interior, the direction being, with very little deviation,
east. The hilly features of the country became more striking; large granite boulders were scattered here and there;
small creeks, flowing over beds of sand and gravel, drained the country from every direction into the St. Paul’s
Kiver. About half past four o’clock P.M., we reached the north-western edge of the Pessy country, and halted at a
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small hamlet for the night. Here the barometer stood 29.19; thermometer, 84°.
*
Wednesday, the 17th of June, six A.M., barometer, 29.20; thermometer, 78° Fahrenheit. We pushed on, and
passed through another Pessy village. The Pessys seem to have an abundance of poultry, sheep, and rice; here we
halted.
*
Thursday, the 18th of June, we started on our journey, the country bearing the same hilly appearance. We halted
at a considerable village, called Sellayo, about twelve o’clock. The chief was swinging in his hammock in a halffinished shed; he was sullen, and scarcely spoke; he, however, deigned to give us a little palm-wine. We made him
a small (dash) present, at which he was quite displeased; but we cut short all grumbling by starting off soon in the
morning.
*
Friday, the 19th, we passed through Nesebeah (red hill) and Pollamah, Pessy villages, and halted at Zelleki’s
town at half-past three P.M. This village contained 250 houses, built in the usual style; the body being of clay and
of a circular shape, with thatched conical coverings. This village wore an indifferent appearance, showing
scarcely any activity in any species of industry. On account of its sameness, we were glad enough to leave it.
Outside of its barricade was a large creek containing cat-fish, as at Boporu.
The only thing that rendered the idle hours tolerable was King Momoru’s daughter, who had married a
Mandingo residing in the village. She very much resembled her father, and was of the same jovial disposition; and
when I left the village, she marched out before me, with my musket at shoulder-arms, at a military pace, imitating
what she had seen at Monrovia the last time she was down there with her father.
*
Saturday, June 20th, 1868, we reached Barkomah, the largest Pessy town in this direction. King Pato is not
stamped by nature for a king, and his town is neither commendable for cleanliness nor industry. It contains 300
dilapidated houses, half a dozen cows, some large Mandingo dogs, about 800 inhabitants, and is surrounded on all
sides by impenetrable jungle, which is considered a sufficient barrier from all attacks. It is difficult to conceive
whether this plan of defense was suggested by cowardice or laziness.
We were lodged in a miserable little hut, about twelve feet long by eight feet wide, and five feet high. We had
to endure this bamboo cage for ten days, because our guide had friends, who made him as comfortable as we were
wretched. We were delayed under various pretexts, the chief of which was that, as my boys had almost given out,
assistance had to be procured for carrying our luggage.
*
On the 1st of July, we started from Barkomah, and crossed a considerable tributary of the St. Paul’s River,
seventy-five feet wide, running in the direction of south-west between banks of clay, eight feet on one side and
fifteen feet on the other, with a velocity of forty feet in fifteen seconds. The stream is ten feet deep in this place,
and is known to overflow its banks on the eight-foot side in the depths of the rains.
It is crossed on slender poles tied together. Only one person can cross at a time; and just as the burdened
traveler reaches the middle, he is arrested by a ticklish swaying that threatens to unbalance him into the waters
below; here he dares not move until the restive poles regain their quiet. It has blighted many a prospect, or rather
melted many a basket of salt. In days gone by, it was crossed by a suspension-bridge of wicker work, elevated
fifteen feet above the surface, as appeared by the remains of logs and withes. This stream separates the Pessy
country at this point from the Deh country.
The Deh people are a small tribe intervening between the Pessy and Bonsie people. They seem to be a distinct
people, and speak a strong, rough, guttural language, similar to our Kroo tribe on the coast, whom they resemble
in many other particulars. They have more fire in their eyes than the Pessy people, and are said to eat their
enemies in war.
After a half-hour’s walk, we passed through the Dey villages of Mue Zue and Yalah, and halted at Dallazeah.
The Deh people, in proffering their hospitalities, offered us dog for dinner, which was politely declined.
*
On Thursday, the 2nd of July, we started from Dallazeah. Farms of rice, corn, cotton, and tobacco succeeded
each other in an order truly pleasing to look at. The people are very industrious. The women, on seeing me, began
to tremble with fear; and though some of my people, with whom they were well acquainted, tried to assure them,
they could, not be persuaded to approach me.
Keeping the direction east, we passed another Deh village—Malung, (water.) From here we came to the site of
a large Deh town—Grellabonda, (lightning)—which had been completely destroyed by a civil war. It was so
elevated that we had but to look E.S.E.\fn{ East-South-East} to see a large part of the Barline country, and the very
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parts in which war was then raging. Indeed, we had hitherto followed the Barline route; but at two o’clock P.M.
our guide, Beah, changed the direction, remarking, as he did so, powder and ball were in the path he had left.
We halted at Mahfatah, a small Deh village. At night, one of their houses caught on fire, and but for the activity
of our people, the whole of their frail bamboo dwellings would have been consumed. These people travel very
little, and are consequently ruder, and, as I then supposed, less hospitable than the other tribes. We passed the 4th
of July here, the barometer standing at 28.89, thermometer 80°; ten o’clock A.M., weather cloudy.
*
Friday, the 5th of July, we started on our journey, passing through several Deh villages. We also crossed a small
falls called Gawboah, with water rushing over granite beds colored red and gray, with seams of white quartz and
red feldspar ramifying the bed in many directions.
We halted at Zolaghee, the largest and last town of the Deh people. This town contained 300 houses, more or
less in a state of dilapidation. Nothing is more disagreeable than to be obliged to take quarters in these decaying
clay-built towns, especially in the rainy season, when the mud, trash, and all the soil, frogs, and vermin of the
town dissolve, crumble, and creep too near not to annoy sensibilities accustomed to cleanliness. We managed to
tolerate this town one day, in order to rest ourselves.
*
On the 7th, we reached the Bonsie country, or the Domar division of the Bonsies. We passed through Powlazue,
Unzugahzeah, Kaulibodah, and halted at Yahwahzue. These towns are large and densely peopled, surrounded with
high and massive walls of clay and earth. It was here that the Barline people had been lately making reprisals,
capturing the women and slaves on the farms. It was therefore necessary that our Bonsie friends should exercise
constant vigilance, and be ready to sally forth from their walls at a moment’s warning to repel these incursions.
You no sooner arrive in the Bonsie country, than a contrast of cleanliness, order, and industry strikes you. That
tribe, continually represented to us as savage, fierce, and intractable, at once invites you into its large walled
towns with all the hospitalities and courtesy that the minds of this simple, untutored people can think of.
*
I arrived at Zolu’s town on the 8 th of July, 1868, at four o’clock P.M. The walls of this town are from eighteen
to twenty feet high, consisting of clay, and very thick. A regular salvo of musketry announced my entrance, and
quickly a band of music made its appearance, consisting of twelve large and small ivory horns, and a half-dozen
drums of various sizes and sounds. I was conducted to the market space, in the centre of the town, and there
welcomed amidst the blast and flourish of Bonsie music and the firing of muskets.
They were astonished and overjoyed that a Weegee (an American) should come so far to visit them in their own
country. A thousand strange faces, whom I had never before seen, were gazing at me. After their curiosity and
wonder had been satisfied, they gave me spacious and comfortable lodgings, and commenced a series of
hospitalities which, from mere quantity alone, became oppressive.
The next day, my friends would have me put on American cloth; to please them, I did so. I had not shaved for
three months, and when I made my appearance in the ‘Merican cloth, together with an unshaven face, the women
and children fled in every direction from the frightfully-bearded Weegee. Many a Bonsie child was hushed to
silence or sleep by being threatened with the Weegee. I annoyed the women and children at such a rate, that I soon
deemed it necessary to take off the American cloth and the beard also.
This part of Africa likes a clean face, and especially a full-flowing gown, which is not only a more graceful
attire, but more comfortable and healthy than the tightfitting pieces which we call civilized clothing. This town,
like Boporu, has its small daily market; but the large weekly market, which is held every Thursday, and to which
the neighboring towns usually resort, is held at Zow-Zow, a very large town fifteen miles E.N.E. of Zolu.
I visited this market. The hum of voices could be heard in the distance like the noise of a waterfall. It is
attended by five or six thousand people. The bargaining is generally conducted by the women, except the country
cloth trade, which is carried on by the men. The exchange is generally a barter—one article is exchanged for an
other, according to the mutual wants of the buyer and seller. Salt and kola, however, have the character of a
currency, and large bargains are generally valued in these articles. They are the expression of prices in all
important bargains. Kola usually performs the same service our coppers do in small bargains.
These markets also have the character of holiday or pleasure days. Every one appears in his or her best attire.
The women wear blue and colored country cloths girded tastefully around their waists, their heads bound round
with a large three-cornered handkerchief of the same material. Blue beads, intermixed with their favorite pateriki,
(brass buttons) encircle their necks, their faces ornamented with blue pigment and smiles.
In going around the market, and even on the road as you go to the market, you are sure to be loaded with
ground-nuts, bananas, and rice-bread. Rice forms the chief breadstuff; cassavas and potatoes next. Potatoes grow
to an enormous size, and will weigh from six to eight pounds. My Congo carriers were greatly elated when they
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bought a bushel of white rice for four brass buttons and a few needles. Considering the large farms and the
quantities of old rice from the previous crop which must remain unconsumed, rice can never be a source of profit
to these people until they have a road and conveyance to cart it down to some civilized settlement.
The two great farming staples in the Boozie country are rice and cotton. Sometimes the rice and cotton are
planted together, but most of the cotton-farms succeed the rice-farms. The cotton farms bear no proportion in size
to the rice-farms, yet they are large; for they have to clothe a country densely populated, where men, women, and
children all go clothed, and no foreign manufactures scarcely reach them. Cotton-gins would be a blessing to
these people; for the manner in which they are obliged to prepare cotton for spinning is painful and tedious to the
last degree of labor.
This part of the labor is done by the women; the men do the weaving. The spindle is in the hands of every
woman, from the princess to the slave. The dyeing of cloth is also done by the women, at which the Mandingoes
are the most expert; and they know how to impart various shades of blue in a permanent and beautiful manner.
Though they have abundance of camwood, I have never seen them use it for the purposes of dyeing. The chief
colors used are blue and yellow; the latter color is extracted from bark.
Taking into account that these people not only clothe themselves, but furnish the vast number of cloths that are
brought to the coast to be used in the leeward trade, it shows what the cotton-producing power of the country
would become if this primitive, barbarian industry were only assisted by some labor-saving machinery.
*
On the second day after my arrival, I had a musical compliment paid to me. A dozen young ladies, from ten to
eighteen years of age, serenaded me in the following manner: A large mat being spread on the ground before my
door, the young ladies seated themselves and commenced singing one of the songs of their country, marking the
time, as well as accompanying the music, by means of hollow wooden pipes four and a half inches long, through
which the wind is forced by beating one end with the palm of the hand. When this compliment is paid to a friend,
one of the young ladies who has tact and talent improvises a solo as to his good qualities, his bravery, his good
looks, his generosity, etc., at the conclusion of which all join the chorus, repeating the words, “ Emmamow,
emmamow”—Thank you, thank you.
It is also a very delicate way of insinuation, when your liberality does not always satisfy their expectations. My
liberality in some cases “becoming small by degrees and beautifully less,” a young lady revenged herself on me
by singing that I had a “giving face but a stingy heart,” at which they all responded, “Kella? Kella?”—Is it so? Is
it so? Well, thank you; thank you. This is indeed a very delicate way of insinuation; but the ungenerous little
rogue ought to have remembered that it was through my liberality that they were enabled to have all the fine brass
buttons which they sported around their necks at the Zow Zow market. However, I hope it will be considered that
I have done the state some service, when I announce that I have labeled nearly all the pretty women in the Boozie
country as the property of the Republic of Liberia, with its military brass buttons.
The Boozies are a very polite people; the slightest favor is repaid with an “Emmamow”—Thank you. Do you
dance or afford any amusement whatever, you receive the “Emmamow.” Are you engaged in any labor or business
for yourself or others, you are as heartily “thanked” by those whom it does not in the least concern as if it were for
themselves. If you are carrying a heavy burden on the road, and happen to meet a friend, he thanks you as if you
were doing it for him.
My Congo carriers, who were nearly fagged out with the weight of their burdens, used to be annoyed with this
kind of civility, that contained all thanks and no assistance, and the Bonsie “Emmamow” was often exchanged for
the Congo “Konapembo,” (Go to the devil!) an exhortation not unreasonable where misery is prolonged by
politeness, and where one having his back bent, burdened, and almost broke, has to be stopped to be thanked and
to snap fingers half a dozen times.
*
The soil of Zolu is chiefly a red sandstone, and the eastern road, worn down three feet by constant traveling
and the successive washings of the rains, exhibits to this depth its internal peculiarities—red sandstone, consolidated in proportion as the depth increases, but of crude and crumbling consistence at the surface, with ramifications
of clear and distinct veins of white quartz from one to two and a half inches wide. On some of the hills there are
large boulders of granite, and some of them have markings crossing each other nearly in parallels, in a direction
from N.W. to S.E. and N.E. to S.W. The markings seem deeply ingrained, and are not so much sensible to the
touch as visible to the eye.
There is also in this country a stone of a very beautiful green color, capable of receiving a high polish, a large
piece of which was placed at the eastern gate of the town for a stepping-stone, and which, in that position, from
the frequent treadings it receives, had a finely polished surface.
The character of the soil of the plains is principally clay and sand. The red sandstone at Zolu begins in the
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south-western portion of the Pessy country, at the town called Nessebeah (red hill); and it is in this vicinity that
the soil, changing from a mixture of clay and sand and granite pebbles, forms a red clayey and sandy composition.
Nessebeah is located upon a very elevated hill of red clay and sand, which presents every grade of condensation,
from a loose soil to solid rock. In the town were huge granite rocks resting upon elevated beds of this red soil, as
if they had been purposely placed there by human effort; but they owe their position to some former power of
nature and the subsequent washings of the rains. The elevation and position of these rocks serve to show what vast
quantities of soil have been washed down in the plains and valleys below.
Very extensive views are had from this site. The sides of the hills being rather steep, the soil, on this account, is
inclined to shelve down, and to lay bare entirely its color and composition from the top to the bottom. These red
slopes form a curious contrast to the abundant green vegetation with which their summits and the plains below are
clothed.
*
I arrived at Zolu on the 8 th of July. Here it was that the Mandingo guide, Beah, according to the instructions
that had been given to him by King Momoru, was to spend a couple of weeks in trying to reconcile the differences
between the Bonsies and the Barline people. Zolu was also the town belonging to the young chief who had
covertly assisted the Barline people, and who was now suffering the penalty of his perfidy. He was confined at
Salaghee, a large town fifteen miles east of-Zolu, by a chief called Daffahborrah.
Three days after our arrival, Beah went to Salaghee, in order to open negotiations, both for the release of the
young prince, Cavvea, and to stop the war between the Bonsies and Barlines. King Momoru had already sent the
same proposals for reconciliation to the Barline people by some Mandingoes, who were to act in concert with
Beah in bringing about peace. Nor was Daffahborrah disinclined to entertain these proposals for peace. His town
being on the confines of the Boozie and Barline territory, was more subject, on this account, to the incursions of
the latter, and indeed on his town had fallen most of the brunt of the war.
Beah, after two days’ absence at Salaghee, returned. He informed me that Daffahborrah had requested him not
to bring me to his town, as he was afraid of the great war-medicine which his people had told him I had in my
possession. This war-medicine was a bottle of nitric acid, given me by Dr. Dunbar for the purpose of trying gold.
My Congoes having witnessed some of its effects on cloth, metal, etc., had given it a fearful reputation: A tablespoonful scattered in a crowd would kill a hundred men; the least bit on a thatch house would burn up a whole
town; I had but to stand outside the walls and throw it in the air to cause destruction to any town.
This bottle of “medicine” began to give me great inconvenience; everybody refused to carry it. A big bandage
of rags and thatch housed the fiery spirit; great was the ceremony in assigning it its place wherever I happened to
stop.
Dafiahborrak could not be blamed for refusing to see me. Beah returned to Salagbee, and remained three
weeks.
*
It was now about the beginning of August, and the depth of the rains; I therefore determined to shun all
exposure from the weather. What I particularly dreaded was the losing or damaging my instruments in crossing
the creeks, with which a country rugged with every feature of hill and dale is everywhere intersected. In the dries,
many of them scarcely contain water enough to cover the foot; but in the rains, they become torrents, eight and
ten feet deep, with a swift and destructive current, being, in fact, drains or gullies tilted toward the main
reservoirs, the St. Paul’s and Little Cape Mount rivers. The rains had fairly set in; yet the quantity of water is
much less than what I have been accustomed to experience on the seaboard at Monrovia.
The country is every variety of hill, plain, and valley. Standing upon an elevation, it seemed to me that the
people had attempted to cover the whole country with their rice-fields. Toward the west could be seen the ricehills enveloped in showers; succeeding that, whole mountain-sides of rice partly buried in vapor; next to that
could be seen a brilliant sunlight; spread over the brown and ripening plains of rice below.
It would be difficult to describe into how many scenes sunshine, showers, clouds, and vapor can vary a
locality, itself an expression of every variety of change. Only here and there could be seen patches of large foresttrees. So completely had this section of the country been farmed over and over, that only saplings of three or four
years’ growth covered the uncultivated parts. Nor will they be allowed to attain a greater age or size before the
requirements of agriculture will clear them for rice and cotton-fields.
This is the chief reason why all the barricades, or walls of towns, in this section of the country, are formed of
earth and clay, instead of the large stakes that are used by the natives living in the vicinity of Liberia
The Bonsie people have very tractable dispositions, and are wedded to no particular species of error. Fetishism
has no strong hold on them. They believe in that thing most that manifests the greatest visible superiority or
power. They are greatly duped by the fraud and chicanery of the Mohammedan Mandingo priests.
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In general physical appearance the Boozies are well built, generally from five and a half to six feet high in
stature, with stoutly developed bodies, of sufficient muscular strength to hold a United States musket, bayonet
fixed, at full arm’s length in one hand. They are an exceedingly healthy people, and of very clean habits. They
bathe regularly twice a day, night and morning, in warm water, besides the intermediate cold water baths they are
sure to take at whatever creek they happen to cross in their daily walking. For cleaning the teeth, they use a brush
made of ratan, admirably adapted to the purpose.
Paring the finger and toe-nails is carried to excess. And the women at Zolu are foolish enough to pluck away
part of their eyebrows and eyelashes, things which nature had not too lavishly furnished them from the first.
Many of the women are very pretty; and for the many faces with which I am acquainted at Monrovia
resemblances, and close resemblances, are to be found among the Boozies. Most of our people at Monrovia are
fond of deriving themselves from the Mandingoes. I am sorry to say that this Boozie type of resemblance does not
confirm an origin so noble and consoling. We must therefore rest satisfied with humbler antecedents.
*
As soon as the weather permitted traveling, I insisted on Beah resuming the journey. But he framed many
excuses, and finally, to rid himself of my importunities, ran off to Bokkasah, where his family resided.
Thither I dispatched one of my boys, demanding his return; but he refused to come. Beah was trying to carry
out the secret instructions he had received from the Boporu Mandingoes. To trammel and obstruct my going still
more, he sent word to the Boozies at Zolu that they were not to allow me to go anywhere; for if any thing befell
Momoru’s American man, they alone would be held responsible for it.
Three times I endeavored to leave this town; but the people, by entreaties, presents, and every means of
persuasion they could think of, compelled me to relinquish my intentions.
Beah had duped them as to the real reasons of delay. Finally, it was appointed that if Beah should not return in
two weeks, I was to go anywhere I chose. The time expired without Beah’s making his appearance.
*
On Monday, September 21st, 1868, I left Zolu, and went to Fissahbue, a town in latitude 7° 56' 09" N., and
longitude 9° 50' 43" W. I was now entirely abandoned by my Mandingo guide, to grope my way to Musardu by
inquiry or instinct.
Fissahbue is a double town, or a town partitioned into two parts; occupied in one by the Mandingoes, and in
the other by the Boozies. It is well built and clean in appearance, with a population of three thousand inhabitants.
The king, Mullebar, is a fine-looking old gentleman of fifty years, very generous-hearted; and who was the more
interesting to me because he had an equal dislike to Beah.
*
On Saturday, September 26th, we left Fissahbue for Bokkasah. The rough features of the country moderated
into extensive plains of long fields of grass, ferns, and tall palms; the hills were at a short distance, trending along
in a direction west and north-west. They had also changed the character of their formation from red sandstone to
granite, and I was struck to see these round and bossy\fn{ Studded; a fanciful allusion to projecting central bosses on ancient
shields, as if the tops of the hills were studded with them: H } masses, with their water-courses shining and trickling down
their slopes. Some of their tops were thickly wooded, while small tufts or patches of grass were thinly scattered on
their sides; but its brownish appearance showed that the sun had parched it in its stony bed at the first approach of
the dries.\fn{The dry season}
West of Bokkasah, granite hills rose one above another, crowned with a dense forest. Whenever it rained, a
noise resembling distant thunder was always heard. In the months of July and August, these hills are the site of a
roaring cascade.
On the road, we fell in with people from all the neighboring towns, going to market. Sitting on the road-side
were numbers of young women, with baskets of ground-nuts already shelled, offering them for sale. Our pockets
and every other available place were immediately filled, gratis. Such is their custom to strangers; and their gift
was particularly enhanced by the repeated liberality with which both hands went down into the basket, and came
up piling full, to be emptied with a gracious smile into the capacious pockets of our country coats. Then followed
an exchange of compliments; and the three languages—Boozie, Mandingo, and English—got into a confusion
from which smiles and brass buttons alone could deliver us.
On we went, munching ground-nuts and receiving ground-nuts, snapping fingers and making friends, and
occasionally consigning Beah to evil destinies. At last the road suddenly widened, broad and clean; and the din of
human voices assured us that we had come upon the market and the town.
*
Bokkasah is in latitude 8° 10' 02". It is a double town, similar to Fissahbue, one part of which is Boozie, and
the other Mandingo. The walls that contain the Boozie portion of the inhabitants make a circuit completely oval.
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That which comprises the Mandingoes butts up against and flanks the eastern side of the Boozie walls, and is also
half oval in shape.
On entering the town, we were shown Beah’s residence. Astonished at our arrival, he forthwith tried to make
some slight atonement for his former shortcomings by the diligence with which he procured us comfortable
lodgings. We were soon domesticated in the town, kindling up friendships on all sides.
The Mandingoes made it a point to be foremost in all these alliances. Since I was going to their country, they
took me in their special charge. Among the many attentions paid me, I was invited by a young Mandingo lady to
go with her to see her mother. We had no sooner arrived at the house, than she commenced calling out,
“Ma, ma!”
I waited to hear what would follow; but the next words were in musical Mandingo, informing her mother that
she had brought the Tibbabue (American man) to see her. The Mandingoes use the same words in calling mother
that we do. This interview ended satisfactorily in a large bowl of rice, with fried chicken, palm-wine, etc., together
with a standing invitation to come to her house every day while I remained in Bokkasah.
The young lady was married to a young Mandingo by the name of Fatomah, whose father, Phillakahmah,
resided at Boporu, but was then in the Barline country. The kindness and good office of this family were untiring.
I also had many friends in the eastern part of the town, who were constant in their attention to me.
Bokkasah contains about fifteen hundred houses, and about seven thousand inhabitants.\fn{ This is in 1868} It is
very perplexing on the first entrance of a stranger to find his way in these towns; for the houses seem to be
dropped by accident into their places, rather than placed after any organized method. Chancellor, my interpreter,
though well accustomed to these kind of towns, was not at all times assured of his own whereabouts. A woman
gave him water to bathe; after he had performed his ablutions, he found himself naked, lost, and ashamed to ask
where he was. He wandered over the town with the vessel in his hand, until some one, guessing the truth, brought
him home. One does not lose his way on account of the size of these towns, but on account of the manner in
which the houses are sprinkled about. You can march up to your house without knowing it, so completely does
similarity and confusion repeat itself.
The market of Bokkasah, which is held every Saturday, is one of the principal markets in the Domar country. It
is attended by six or seven thousand people. The articles of exchange are numerous. It is also a great country cloth
market. In all these markets throughout the Boozie and Barline countries, the small country cloth known among
us as the trade country cloth is not to be seen. It is owing to the mischievous industry of our friends at Boporu and
its vicinity that these country cloths are reduced to so small a size. It is the business of these interlopers in trade to
take large country cloths to pieces, and make them smaller. Similar is their dealing with every species of trade, to
its great diminution and discouragement.
If the interior trade amounted to millions of dollars in value to the republic, it could never reach our seaport
towns while the border of our influence has been removed by tribal interference and war, and confined to the very
seacoast settlements themselves. These obstructions can only be removed by the energetic action of government.
Bokkasah is a town very convenient and cheap for living. Abundance of vegetables, rice, beans, potatoes,
plantains, bananas, ground-nuts, etc., are to be had at all times at the daily market.
While I was staying here, I dispatched one of my Congoes to Begby, a Mandingo chief, living at a town called
Bokkadu, near the Boondee country, in a westward direction. As he was anxious to see someone who had come
from an American town, and in American dress, I tried to gratify him in that respect. This Congo, before he
reached Bokkadu, crossed the St. Paul’s River on a bridge of wicker-work, and the Cape Mount River, which was
much wider, on a cork-wood float. This journey occupied three days. Both of these rivers flow from the northeast.
Among some of the singular institutions that prevail in this country, is a kind of convent for women, in the
mysteries of which every woman has to be instructed.
What these mysteries are I have never been fully informed. They consist in the main of a peculiar kind of
circumcision and of certain other practices necessary for health. Attached to the outer wall of the town are the
houses, fenced in on all sides from the gaze of passers-by, and especially excluded against the entrance of men. It
is death to any man to be caught within the precincts, which is instantly inflicted without reprieve by the women
themselves.
There are, however, holidays in which the rigid rules of the institution are relaxed, and everybody is permitted
to go in and see their friends without distinction of sex. During my stay here, one of these holidays occurred, and I
was invited to visit the sacred grounds of this female mysticism. It consisted of rows of long huts built low to the
ground, the lodgings of the devotees. Each complement belonging to a hut were seated in a line, in front of their
dwellings, on a mat. Their heads were wound round with enormous turbans, and their bodies decked out in all the
finery their friends in town could afford. They kept their heads hanging down in a solemn manner. Even children,
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six or seven years of age, were included in this moping, surly observance. Their friends from town crowded
around, delighted at the sight, and with unfeigned pleasure asked me if it was not fine.
I should have been more pleased to have heard these women and children laughing and singing in their rice
and cotton-farms, than to have seen them tormenting themselves with a senseless, morose custom. I was carried
into one of their establishments, and made to shake hands with my moody sisters.
*
As I have before related, this was the town in which my Mandingo guide, Beah, and all his family resided.
Three days after my arrival, he disappeared, pretending he had immediate business at Salaghee, leaving word with
the town-people not to allow me to go anywhere until he returned. I was determined to free myself from his tricks,
and I exposed to his friends his dealings with me when I was at Zolu. His friends, and especially his mother and
sisters, besought me to wait for him. After a week had expired, I grew impatient to start; but the whole family of
women came, crossing their hands, and placing themselves in the most suppliant attitudes, crying,
“Ejung, Ejung”—I beg you! I beg you!
These poor women were honest, and knew nothing of their relation’s crooked dealings. They made use of
various ways to reconcile me to further delay.
I had now been at Bokkasah three weeks, and had been foiled in every attempt to get away. The sort of
hindrances through which I had now to struggle were not downright tyrannical opposition; they were of a more
powerful and moral kind; supplications based upon kindness and generosity.
About this time an old Mandingo priest whom I had met at Bessa's town arrived. After he had been in town
two days, he sent for me, and appeared glad to see me. I related to him the difficulties I experienced from Beah's
actions. He advised me to be careful, and not to force my way through the country, as there had been a plot made
to hurt me; and he went on to make many dark and pregnant insinuations. He exhorted me to patience and prayer,
the contraries of which I had been provoked to by the artifices of Beah, and the consequent delays he had
occasioned me.
The next day the Mandingo priest told me that I had better make a “Sallikah,” which is an offering to good
luck. This offering was dictated by the priest himself. It was to be a sheep, a penknife, a white country cloth, and
ten white kola. Not knowing what divinity was to be appeased, I refused to make the sacrifice or oblation; for this
priest was subsisting on a dry vegetable diet, the hospitality of his stingy brethren, and he was poor, very poor.
The sacrifice or offering was to be delivered to him to be buried in the ground.
But who could not see the crafty old priest and his hungry students in a congratulatory chuckle over a fat
sheep, a penknife, a country cloth, and a fool of a Tibbabue?
This sort of priest is numerous, needy, cunning, and mischievous; they distribute themselves in all the towns
between Musardu and Boporu; and they did not fail to present themselves to me throughout the journey as “godmen.” But I gave them plainly to understand that I was not to be gulled by their practices.
I now dissembled my anxiety to depart, putting on a semblance of cheerfulness to abide where I was, and a
perfect indifference about going anywhere. Every afternoon I would dress myself in my Mandingo toga, and go in
the eastern part of the town to visit my friends. Here we would fritter away the time in talking and singing, and I
musically entertained several of my Mandingo friends with the beauties of “Dixie.” We would then clap into our
prayers, they repeating the Fatiha, and I reciting the Lord’s Prayer.
A young lady begged that I would write off this prayer for her, in order that she might have it to wear around
her neck, as well as to have fillets made of it to bind around her temples, as she was sometimes troubled with the
headache. I wrote it off for her; but I made her understand, at the same time, that its efficacy consisted in healing
the ailments of the soul, and not of the body. While we were thus handsomely enjoying ourselves, the terrible
Dowilnyah sent his messengers for me to come and see him.
Dowilnyah is the king of the Wymar Boozies. His messengers were tall black men, with red and restless eyes,
tattooed faces, filed teeth, huge spears, and six feet bows. They also had a reputation which remarkably
corresponded with their appearance.
A discussion arose as to the safety of my going, and it caused a disagreement that ended in the return of the
messengers without me.
In a week’s time the messengers returned again. I had resolved to go with them. But my friends did all they
could to dissuade me. Many of Dowilnyah’s atrocities were repeated to me; how, when he had suspected the
fidelity of one of his wives, he compelled her to pound the child of her supposed illicit connection in a mortar;
how he had wantonly shot one of his wives, remarking, as he did so, that he had only shot a dog; his terrible
cruelty to his prisoners whom he captured in war; and even his cruelty to his own children, one of whom he threw
among the drivers (termites bellicosi) and which was so mutilated by these voracious insects that the child lost
one of its arms.
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He had no peer in cruelty and wickedness except Comma, who was now dead, but who, when living, went
hand in hand with him in evil deeds. Comma's town, it must be remembered, was the place where Seymore had
his right hand nearly slashed off.
*
I, however, left Bokkasah for Dowilnyah’s on Monday, the 2 nd of November, 1868, and arrived at UkbawWavolo, a village at which he was residing, on Thursday, the 5 th of November, 1868.
Before reaching this village, we halted in our journey at Nubbewah’s town. It was well built, clean, and
strongly fortified. We were brought into the presence of Nubbewah, the chief. He was an old man; tall, or rather
long—as he was lying down—thin, and looked to be much emaciated by sickness.
It was difficult to arouse him from the lethargic insensibility into which he had fallen. His attendants, however,
succeeded in awakening him to the fact of our presence; but, as we still seemed to be regarded as a dream, I
thought proper to quicken his consciousness by blazing away with my revolver against his earthen walls. This act
perfectly startled him into a proper regard for our dignity and welfare, and thereupon we were well fed, comfortably lodged, and liberally presented with mats and country cloths, etc.
*
On Wednesday, we traveled until we reached Boe, a very large town belonging to the Wymar Boozies. This
town, with some outlying villages, is the beginning of the Wymar country, which is separated from the Domar by
a narrow creek, acknowledged as a boundary. The village where the king was staying is E.N.E. of Boe, and about
two and a half hours’ walk from that town.
A temporary misunderstanding between the king and some of his chiefs had caused him to reside in this
secluded hamlet. It appears that Boe had been threatened with an attack from the Domar Boozies. Succor was
immediately requested from Dowilnyah, who quickly marched from his capital, Gubbewallah, to the defense of
Boe. He succeeded in defeating the Domars. But, during his residence at Boe, so overshadowing was his influence
and power, that the subordinate chiefs found themselves nearly stripped of the authority they were accustomed to
exercise.
A general dissatisfaction ensued, on which the king became so indignant that he withdrew from Boe, drawing
in his train everything that rendered that town attractive and important. He remained deaf to every solicitation to
return. And here, at this village, he held his court, giving audience to the messengers of interior chiefs, granting
favors, adjusting disputes. The village was alive with the chiefs of other towns, messengers going and coming,
fine-looking women, warriors, etc.
When we drew near the village, we were requested by our guides to discharge our pieces, in order to inform
the king of our arrival. This being done, we entered.
The king, seated on a mat, was dressed in a gaudy-figured country robe; on his head was a large blue and red
cloth cap, stuck all over with the talons of large birds. At his side was seated his chief counselor, whose name was
Jebbue, a man of very large proportions, but of a mild and gentle countenance. The king was surrounded by his
people, all variously dressed in white, blue, striped, and yellow country coats.
His countenance assured us that he had not been misrepresented, notwithstanding his effort to compose it in a
peaceful manner. It was one of the most threatening and the blackest visages I had seen for some time. He bade
me welcome. A mat was then spread, upon which we seated ourselves.
Suddenly his iron horns and drums sounded, his warriors rushed forth from their concealed places, performing
all the evolutions of a savage and barbarous warfare. The thundering plaudits of the people themselves increased
the din. After this tremendous flourish had subsided, the king arose, and stepping forward, he waved his right
hand in all directions, announcing by that gesture the uncontrolled authority with which he reigned in his dominions. Being welcomed again and again to his country, we were shown to our lodgings, which, though just temporarily erected, were comfortable.
*
Friday, 6th of November, 1868, I visited the king. Stating that we had come to see his country, and to make
ourselves well acquainted with him and all his people, we then delivered our presents, which consisted of a piece
of calico; a music-box, with which he was especially pleased; two pocket handkerchiefs, one pair epaulets, two
bottles cologne, one clasped knife, three papers needles, one large brass kettle.
He was delighted; he told me that I should not regret my visit to his country; and come who would after me, I
should always hold the first place in his estimation; that he had been informed of all that had been said against
him to prevent my coming to see him; but as I had disregarded these reports, he would show me that my confidence had not been misplaced.
He was anxious to see my revolvers, the fearful reputation of which preceded me everywhere I went. They
were shown; their use explained, and their effect exaggerated. When he had also seen the astronomical instru30

ments, his courage entirely forsook him. He requested me to give him some medicine to prevent his enemies from
poisoning him. I replied that I had no such medicine; that by exercising the proper precaution in eating and
drinking, he might be able to escape the evil intention of his enemies.
He next requested me to fire my muskets, that he might see the mysteries of a cap-gun; and he caused all the
broken pieces of the exploded caps to be gathered and preserved. I had to take some pains to dismiss his apprehensions that I would hurt him in any way.
He celebrated my visit to his country by a war dance. He commenced it with some of his old habits, in which,
however, palm-wine flowed instead of blood. After he had supped off about a quart of that beverage, he retired to
his residence, and in the lapse of fifteen minutes, the clamor of his people and his war-drums signified his
reappearance.
He came forth with wild and prodigious leaps; a war-cap of leopard-skin, plumed with horse-hair, covered his
head; he was naked to the waist, but wore a pair of Turkish-shaped trousers. He had a large spear in his right hand.
His dress and enthusiasm had completely metamorphosed him. His black and lowering countenance had
undergone a terrible change, which was heightened by the savage grin which his white teeth imparted to it. The
most frantic gestures now took place, amid the stunning plaudits of the whole town.
This being ended, the king called upon his women to give the finishing stroke to this happy business.
The ladies of Wymar are fond of dancing, and they spend much of their time in this amusement: they are not
acquainted with the polite and delicate paces of their sisters at Monrovia; but for downright solid-footed dancing,
they can not be surpassed. They are all fine, large, robust women, and have the happiest looking countenances in
the world.
*
African rulers in these parts travel very leisurely from one point to another, and at every intermediate place
where they may halt, are sure to spend as much time as would be necessary to carry them to their final destination.
This careless, lounging habit of wasting time is an incurable one; arguments or persuasion strengthened by gifts
can not overcome it.
The king had informed me of his intention to leave this village for his own town; the very day was appointed
He did not leave, however, until two days afterward.
On Tuesday, 10th November, the king requested me to fire my muskets, in order to announce to the neighboring
towns and villages his departure. He preferred my guns, because their report was louder than the cracking of his
little English fusees, many of which I was assured had come to him by the way of Musardu through the
Mandingoes.
At ten o’clock we started, the king being attended by his friends, bodyguard, musicians, and women. Happily
the town to which we were going lay on the road direct to Musardu. About three o’clock we came to Ziggah
Porrah Zue, the largest town and the capital of the Wymar country.
The king before entering the town made a halt to put on his robes. Everybody dressed themselves. I was even
requested to put on my uniform, which I did. After much firing and music, we entered, amid the applause and
gaze of the whole town.
After we had passed the gate and traversed the town some distance, we found ourselves encountered by
another gate and wall; this contained the middle town. We passed on, and soon arrived at the gate and wall of the
central town. Thus there are three towns, with their walls concentrically arranged. The inner walls were, however,
much dilapidated, and served only to show in what manner the whole town had been successively enlarged; for as
soon as an outside wall had been built around the new outside town, the inner wall was suffered to decay. The
exterior or outside wall, though of great extent, was in good repair.
We were conducted to the market-space in the central town, which was spacious and convenient for holding
large crowds. Some arrangement and order being introduced, a speech of welcome was delivered by the old chief
of the town, Dowilnyah’s uncle. At the conclusion, every trumpet, consisting of forty pieces, sounded. The band
of ivory and wood belonged to the town; and it must be confessed that though the execution was simple, in effect
it was really fine.
Many speeches were made, the end of which was always concluded with music from the bands. These three
bands did not all play at the same time, but successively, one after another, the king’s band being allowed the
precedence.
After speech-making came the war-dances of the principal chiefs, the women cheering them on. Each chief, as
soon as he had performed his part, was immediately saluted by the king’s bodyguard, who, marching forward to
meet him, acknowledged by that act his valor and achievements. Dowilnyah closed the festivities by exhibiting
his own warlike prowess.
We were assigned our lodgings.
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*
Every day we passed in this town was given to festivity and enjoyment. One of their chief amusements was a
“jack upon stilts,” a fellow fantastically dressed, wearing a false face, and mounted upon stilts ten feet high fitted
to the soles of his feet—with which he danced, leaped, and even climbed upon the houses. He was full of
clownish tricks and sayings, and made much sport for the crowds; he belonged to the king’s train, a sort of king’s
fool.
The women are really the industrious part of the population; for while their lords are wholly devoted to
pleasure, palavers, and wars, the women are engaged in numerous domestic duties, and especially in spinning
cotton. Here, also, as in the Domar country, the spindle is in the hands of every woman, from the princess to the
slave.
The women, however, enjoy themselves, particularly on market-days, which at this town takes place every
Sunday. This market is seated on the banks of the St. Paul’s River, and is carried on under the shade of large
cotton (bombax) and acacia-trees. The commodities of exchange are country cloths, cotton stripes, raw cotton ,
iron, soap, palm-oil, palm-butter, ground-nuts, rice, plantains, bananas, dried fish, dried meat, peas, beans, sweet
potatoes, onions (chalots), snuff, tobacco, pipes, salt, earthen pots or vessels for holding water and for cooking
purposes, large quantities of Kola slaves, and bullocks. The bullocks are generally brought by the Mandingoes to
the market. Palm-wine is not allowed to be sold in the market.
Peace and order are secured by persons especially appointed for that purpose. After everybody has assembled
on the ground, these preservers of the peace with long staves in their hands go through the market, ordering every
body to sit down; they then admonish the people to carry on their bargains peacefully and without contention.
This preliminary being gone through with, the market is opened. It is generally attended by six or seven thousand
people. There are several large markets held in the Wymar country; the one at Comma’s town is larger than this.
The daily market held in the central town is very convenient for making small purchases.
On Saturdays, sitting under the shade of large acacia-trees, I have watched the almost uninterrupted stream of
people with their bundles and packs coming from every neighboring town and village to market. The bridge
crossing the St. Paul’s River would be laden or occupied from one end to the other, for hours, but it proved equal
to the purpose for which it was built. When the Mandingoes would arrive with their cattle, they would swim them
across, but always experience difficulty in getting them up this side of the bank, on account of its steepness. No
one seemed to think of remedying this inconvenience by sloping a pathway for the animals.
The bridge is a simple structure of wicker-work. From each side of the river the ends of the bridge depend
from a stout branch of an acacia-tree. The roadway is of plaited rattan, two feet wide, and worked up on both sides
about four and a half feet, to prevent falling over. It is further steadied and supported by a great number of strong
and flexible twigs, which connect the bottom and the sides to every available limb of the trees growing on each
bank. It is ascended by ladders; its elevation is from twenty-three to twenty-five feet from the surface of the river,
and spans a length of eighty-five feet.
Ziggah Porrah Zue, the capital of the Wymar country, is in latitude 8° 14'45"; longitude, 9° 31'. Its elevation is
about 1650 feet above the level of the sea. The barometer standing from 28.08 to 28.12. Thermometer ranging
from 67° to 92° from November 14th to November 30th. It is seated on the St. Paul’s River. The large market is
held between the river and the wall of the town. I am informed that this river runs N.E. by E. into the Mandingo
country, and that it takes its rise at the foot of some hills in that country. The Little Cape Mount River takes a
similar direction; but in point of size, and in the number of its tributary creeks, it is superior to the St. Paul’s.
The highest point of the slope or declivity of land from Monrovia to Ziggah Porrah Zue is from 1600 to 1700
feet above the level of the sea for a distance of latitude 116 miles. It is impossible that rivers thus situated should
be anything else but the drains of a country, and their course a series of cataracts and falls.
Every afternoon the king’s bodyguard performed their military evolutions. They had three war-drums, one of
which was bound around with three tiers of human jaw-bones.
A double-quick was beaten, to which they kept time for about half an hour, without tiring. They would then
enter upon more violent motions, which were more of an athletic than a military kind. They were armed with
English fusees, and heavy iron cutlasses of native manufacture. Their war-dress consisted of leopard-skins.
The Bonsie country is densely populated. The difference between the Domar and Wymar Boozie is, that the
latter marks his face from his temple to his chin with an indelible blue stain, while the former does not practice
tattooing of any kind. This tribe extends from the south-west portion of the Pessy country to the western border of
the Mandingo country.
*
Dowilnyab now proposed to forward me on to Musardu under his protection—and a more powerful protection
could not be obtained. His own nephew was to accompany me.
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We left Ziggah Porrah Zue November 30th, 1868, taking a direction E.N.E. The country was open and covered
with tall grass, canebrake, and wild rice. In an hour’s walk we came to the town where the king formerly resided,
Gubbewallah, meaning Sassa-wood tree, referring to a large old tree that grew in the middle of the town.
We passed on, and halted at Pellezarrah—meaning several paths, because several paths crossed each other near
the town.
Several large cotton-trees grew at the junction of these roads. The features of the country are hilly, but the
slopes are longer and more gentle. One large hill had a gradual slope of nearly two miles, while its opposite side
came down in a perpendicular line. Trees now indeed began to be scarce, the country being covered with canebrake, wild rice, and very tall palm-trees. Some trees of that short, stunted species which grow on our beach at the
Cape, were seen sparsely scattered here and there.
We traveled over a hard soil of red clay, pebbles, and iron ore. The tall grass and treeless slopes, plains, and
hills led my Congoes to declare that I had missed the route, and walked into the Congo country; and they commenced to thank me for returning them into their country Mesumbe.
We halted at Pezarrah at six o’clock P.M. This town had suffered from fire in one part, and was being rebuilt.
The whole direction traveled was E.N.E.
*
Tuesday, 1st December, 1868, we started from Pellazarrah. After a walk of a quarter of an hour, the road led
through a district which was a solid mass of iron ore. A short reddish grass struggled for existence on this
extensive plain of metal. The iron was so pure that the road leading through it was a polished metal pathway,
smoothed over by the constant treading of travelers. It is said to be hardly treadable in the dries, it becomes so
thoroughly heated.
We occupied three and a half hours in passing over these hills and plains of metal. We afterward came to high
grass, through which some elephants had just passed. The palm-trees entirely cease. We halted at Ballatah at three
o’clock P.M.
*
Wednesday, 2nd December, 1868, at Ballatah. This is one of the most pleasantly situated of all the Boozie towns
we had visited. The people insisted on our spending a day with them, that they might have some time to look at
us. They killed a sheep, and furnished rice and other things in abundance.
They then tried to prevail on me to undertake an elephant-hunt with them. Elephants are plentiful and large in
this portion of the country, and every night they could be heard making a noise, while regaling themselves on the
tender cotton-plants growing in the farms of the Ballatah people.
Artemus Ward\fn{1848-1925, American author} declares that “Every man has his fort.” It is not mine to hunt
elephants—especially to hunt elephants going in herds of ten or twelve, and that in an open country like Ballatah.
I therefore declined the invitation to go on an elephant hunt, telling my friends that I would postpone the pleasure
to be derived from such amusements until I returned from Musardu.
Ballatah is in latitude 8° 17' 51". Its approximate elevation is about two thousand feet above the level of the
sea; barometer standing 27.172. It is not so large as the other Boozie towns, but far better laid out. The houses are
not crammed so closely together. It contains about twenty-five hundred people; it is seated in a plain, and is
commanded by very high and abrupt hills on its western side, while the land rolls off in gentle undulations toward
the east. We were carried to some outlying villages northwest of Ballatah, situated at the foot of the same high
hills that overlook that town.
Here they were busy smelting iron. The furnaces were built of clay, and of a conical shape, from five and a half
to six feet high, having clay pipes or vents close to the bottom, arranged in groups of two and three, for the
purpose of draught. The charcoal and iron ore are put in at the top. At the bottom is an opening through which the
slag and other impurities are withdrawn.
*
Thursday, December 3rd, 1868, we started from Ballatah. The direction was N.E., and parallel to a range of
very high hills, called the Vukkah hills. These hills are from seven hundred to one thousand feet high, and are
variously composed of granite, iron ore, and a reddish clay which, from the steep slopes near the top, had shelved
down in many places. The whole country, hill and plain, was covered with long grass and canebrake, interspersed
with a short, dwarfish tree. The bark of this tree is rough and corrugated, the trunk is a foot in circumference,
eight or ten feet high; and has an excessive branching top. The leaves small, and of an oval shape. Clumps of large
trees occupied the sides and knolls of the hills.
These hills are of all sizes, and run in every direction. Toward the N. and N.E., a line of hills towers above the
rest, the ridge of which makes a variety of outline against the sky. These hills are not so ruggedly disposed as
those in the Domar country. The slopes are gentler; only near the summit they sometimes change feature, taper off
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to a point, or go right up perpendicularly.
To these hills and fastnesses the natives resort in time of war, carrying all their effects, their wives and
children, to the most inaccessible parts. Judging from a hill which was shown me as being used for that purpose,
some of them must be very safe retreats.
Agriculture in this country must be a very simple and easy process. No “cutting farm,” as we call it, by felling
trees and cutting undergowth. The soil, though covered with tall grass and canebrake, is one of the highest
fertility. When the sun has sufficiently parched the tall grass, it is sometimes burnt off, sometimes cut down and
hoed in for manure. Farms of hundreds of acres can be prepared in a very short time; and the natives, with their
small hoes, can well afford to have the large plantations of rice, cotton, and millet, which we saw.
*
Friday, 4th of December, 1868, we rested at Vukkah. This town stands at the foot of a range of high hills of the
same name. It is the last Boozie town, and the nearest to the Mandingo country. These hills, called “Vukkah” by
the Boozies, and “Fomah” by the Mandingoes, take a definite direction N.E. They are the highest range, and form
a marked and acknowledged boundary between the Boozie and Mandingo territories. At the foot of this range are
seated a number of towns, Boozie and Mandingo.
The town of Vukkah was overgrown with wild cane and plantain-trees. The houses were dilapidated, presenting a disagreeable contrast to the usual neatness of the Boozie towns. The inhabitants are the most ill-favored
of all the Boozies. This town is also notorious for the mischief and trouble it gives thoroughfarers; and but for our
coming under the protection of Dowilnyah, it soon fell out what would have happened.
We had not been in the town an hour before we had a row with one of the principal men of the place. He
requested me to fire my musket, which I did a number of times, sufficient, as I thought, to please everybody; but
he insisted on several more rounds. I refused; he then told me to go on to Musardu, but when I returned I would
find that my way home would not lie through that town.
I was, however, under too powerful a protection to be disturbed. Dowilnyah was not to be trifled with. To take
a head from a shoulder was mere pastime with him.
Much allowance, however, must be made for these African rulers. Tyrannical and bloodthirsty they sometimes
appear; but this character is artificial, and practiced in many instances to inspire terror and respect, without which
they could not hold their authority a single hour. Beset by rivalships and conspiracies, they are forced, from the
boisterous circumstances of their situation, to employ every means conservative of their authority and their lives.
*
Saturday, 5th of December, we started from Vukkah. We had now crossed the Vukkah hills, and were fairly in
the Mandingo country. Many of the plains of this section of the country are terraced, one above another. Amends
is made for a simple vegetation, by the ever-varying forms of relief the country presents, the farther you advance
into it.
At three o’clock P.M., we were met on the road by several Mandingoes, who accompanied us to their town,
Nu-Somadu, or Mahommadu. The walls of this town are quadrilateral in shape, each side being a series of bastions, which at a distance looks like some old fortified front. The walls, however, are so thin that a four-pounder
could demolish them in a very little time.
We entered the town, and were entertained in a very hospitable manner. A house was given to us, small indeed
in its dimensions to what we had been accustomed to in the Boozie country, but convenient and comfortable.
Being wearied with the journey, I threw myself into a hammock, and commenced surveying alterations and
arrangements which a change in the character of the country had introduced. The house was a circular structure of
clay, with a conical roof made entirely of large canebrake and long grass. In looking around the walls, our eyes
rested on a saddle, stirrups, bridle, with leather leggings, and a tremendous tower gun.
*
Sunday, the 6th of December, we attempted to pursue our journey; but the chief refused to allow us to depart
before he had demonstrated his good will and hospitality. He killed a heifer, and cooked it with onions. We
satisfied our appetites, and made him an appropriate present. We then departed; arrived at Naalah late in the
afternoon.
In the morning, a trooper was at once dispatched to Musardu, to inform them that the Tibbabue (American) had
come. In two hours he returned, telling me that the Musardu people requested that I would remain at Naalab. until
they had made preparations for my reception. I immediately sent them word that I had been so long coming to see
their country that I would rather forego any public demonstration than be delayed any further. I was then
answered to come on; they would gladly receive me.
Accompanied by several Mandingoes from Naalah and Mahommadu, we started for Musardu. Our interest in
the journey was enlivened by the novel features of the country. In passing through the Boozie country, extensive
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views were frequently obstructed by a dense vegetation that hemmed in the sight on each side of a narrow footpath. Here the peculiar features of the country are visible for miles. The towns and villages seated in the plains,
people on foot and people on horseback can be seen at a great distance, and have more the air of light, life, and
activity, than many parts of the Boozie country, where the somber gloom of immense forests conceals all such
things.
The large town of Du Quirlelah lay on our right, in the bosom of some small hills. It lay on our right: but from
our elevated position, it might well be said to lie under us. Going on, we descried a long, whitish border, raised a
little above the height of a gentle slope. On drawing nearer, it proved to be the top of the south-western wall of
Musardu.
*
We fired our muskets, and entered the town. We were led up a street, or narrow lane, that brought us into the
square in which the mosque was situated. Here were gathered the king, Vomfeedolla, and the principal men of the
town, to receive us.
My Mandingo friends from Mahommadu opened the civilities of introduction with an elaborate speech; stating
where I had come from, and for what I had come; the power, learning, and wealth of the Tibbabues. One of my
friends, Barki, from Mahommadu, then engaged to swear for me, that I had come for no ill purpose whatever, but
that I was moved entirely by an intelligent curiosity and friendly intercourse. Dowilnyah’s messengers then spoke
in flattering terms of my demeanor and liberality in their country, and the wishes of the king, in consequence, that
I should be treated in every way befitting an illustrious stranger and his particular guest.
I had never before been so complimented, and I became uneasy at the high importance attached to the Tibbabue visit, fearing that great expectations in the way of dashes or presents might be disappointed. For my bundles,
bulky and pretentious in appearance, contained books, instruments, and clothes, more than the means upon which
many hopes were then founding and growing.
After the speeches were over, the king and his people gave me repeated welcomes, with the peculiar privilege
of doing at Musardu whatever I was accustomed to do at Monrovia, a large liberty, granted only to distinguished
strangers.
An infinite number of salaams and snapping of fingers then followed. I was soon disposed of, with luggage
and carriers, in the king’s courtyard, with a house similar in structure and accommodation to the one at Mahommadu. We had learned the art of domiciling ourselves in these towns, and in fifteen minutes everything wore the
appearance of our having lived there for years. A number of Mandingo girls came to sing and dance for us, and we
wasted some powder by way of returning the compliment.
As soon as night came on, we retired to rest; but our slumbers were disturbed by a harper, who, in a tremulous
minor key, improvised that since Musardu had been founded such a stranger had never visited it. The harp itself
was a huge gourd, and a most unmusical “shell” it proved to be. It had three strings, the thrummings of which
disquieted me on two accounts. First, the noise, intrinsically disagreeable. Secondly, the expectations which that
noise might be raising, as the bard in his nocturne declared my many gracious qualities, my courage, my wealth,
and my liberality; upon the last two he dwelt with loud and repeated effort.
*
King Vomfeedolla in appearance has a mild, gentle countenance. His features would please those who are fond
of a straight nose, broad forehead, thin lips, large and intelligent eyes, and an oval chin. Like all the Mandingoes,
his skin is a smooth, glossy black. In stature he is rather below the general towering height of this tribe. He does
not possess the fiery energy of his royal Boozie brother, Dowilnyah, who, though many years his senior, far excels
him in that respect.
In all councils Vomfeedolla seems to be entirely a listener, and to be directed and influenced by the older
members of the royal family. He is said to be a great warrior; but the evidences around Musardu prove that if he
is, he must belong to the unfortunate class of that profession.
The usual apparel or dress of the Mandingoes consists of four pieces—two pieces as a shirt and vest, and one
large coat or toga worn over all; one pair of Turkish-shaped trousers coming a little below the knees: sandals for
the feet, which are sometimes beautifully worked; and a three-cornered cap for the head. These articles, made and
worn as a Mandingo only can make and wear them, leave nothing to be desired, either as to taste and utility. This
is said so far as the men are concerned. But I must deplore a fashion observed by the women, in wrapping up their
faces and bodies in a manner truly ungraceful, and unhealthy, too.
Musardu is an exceedingly healthy place; there was not one prostrate, sickly person in the town. There is,
however, a disease which sometimes attacks individuals in a peculiar way; it is an affection of the throat, causing
a protuberance almost similar to what is called the “king’s evil.” I inquired the cause, and they imputed it to
something that impregnates the water during the height of the dry season, being the time when it mostly seizes
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persons.
The atmosphere of Musardu is very dry, and had a very favorable effect upon my watches, which were
declared at Monrovia to be out of order; but as soon as I reached Musardu, every one of them began to tick away
in a clear and ringing manner.
Musardu, the capital of the Western Mandingoes, is in latitude 8° 27' 11" K, longitude 8° 24' 30" W.; it is
elevated two thousand feet above the level of the sea, and is situated amid gentle hills and slopes. North and
north-east two very high hills tower above the rest several hundred feet. The population is between seven and
eight thousand, but the many villages and hamlets increase it to a greater proportion. In the days of its prosperity,
and before it had suffered from the damaging effects of war, it had occupied a larger space, and was not
surrounded by any wall.
Though it has lost its former importance, Musardu is still considered as the capital of the Western Mandingoes,
and its name is never mentioned but in terms of patriotism and respect I often heard the old men of the town
regret its past power and wealth. They told me that what I then saw of Musardu was only the ruins of a former
prosperity. The town is laid off irregularly, with very narrow and sometimes winding lanes or streets. These lanes
or streets cross each other in such a way as to give access to any part of the town. The houses are built facing the
lanes, and the rear space is used as a yard for horses and cattle.
In the south-western part of the town is the mosque. The walls having been injured by the weather, they had
commenced to repair it. It is a quadrilateral building, surrounded by an oval-shaped wall, which is carried up eight
feet, and upon which rest the rafters of a large conical thatch roof. The interior space is thirty-two feet long and
twenty-two feet wide, and nine feet high. It is laid off in four compartments, by three intermediate walls running
the length of the building. These separate spaces communicate with each other by three doors or openings in each
intermediate wall. I do not know the purpose of the divisions, unless it is to grade the faithful. It can scarcely
accommodate more than one hundred and twenty persons, and must therefore be devoted to the most pious, or the
leaders or teachers of Islam.
*
On Monday, the 14th of December, 1868, the King Vomfeedolla held a military demonstration. He had
summoned his infantry and cavalry from the nearest towns of Billelah, Yokkadu, Naalah, and Mahommadu. The
exercises commenced about two o’clock P.M., in the large square of the town. The spectators and musicians had
already assembled. All at once a trooper dashed past at full speed, as if he was reconnoitering the enemy. Several
others followed, dispersing in different directions. The position of the enemy seeming to be determined, they soon
returned. The trumpet then sounded, and a grand cavalry charge took place. Riding up in line, with musket in
hand, they would deliver their fire, and canter off to the right and left, in order to allow the rear line to do the
same. As soon as the firing was over, they slung their muskets, and, rising in the saddle, drew their long knives in
one hand and their crooked swords in the other; the horse, now urged to a headlong gallop by the voice, carries his
rider, standing in the stirrups, with furious velocity into the heat of the battle.
Such are the evolutions of the Mandingo cavalry. Their equipment is quite complete. They use saddles and
bridles, and a peculiar and powerful bit; short stirrups; leather leggings, to which iron spurs are attached. The
cavalry from all the towns, according to various reports, ought to amount to fifteen hundred.
In their open country, where the action of cavalry is greatly facilitated by the long, gentle slopes, and wide,
treeless plains, they would be no mean enemy. They often dismount, in order to act on foot. Each horse has a boy
attendant to take care of him while his master is thus engaged. In real action, I have been informed, the little boys
of the defeated party often suffer the penalty of their participation. Yet these dangers do not deter the little fellows
from going; for they are frequently able to ride off the field as soon as any symptoms of defeat are perceived.
The king seems to act for the most part with the infantry, for he rode in front and led them on. They came in
deep array, and with great clamor, but without organization, being directed solely by a flag or ensign of blue cloth.
I was sorry that I had no flag of ours to present them.
After their exercises were over, they requested us to fire our muskets; upon which we delivered regular volleys
with bayonets fixed, both to their astonishment and delight, caused by the quickness with which we loaded our
pieces, our certainty of fire—unlike their fusees, which were continually snapping—and the deeper report of our
guns. As soon as all the exercises were finished, the king then distributed the presents I had given him to the
chiefs of the several military divisions.
*
Tuesday, the 15th of December, 1868. My Mandingo friends began to press me to trade with them. I informed
them that I had nothing to trade with; that my gifts to the king and the principal men of the town had exhausted
my means so closely as to scarcely leave me sufficient to enable me to return home. Nothing could convince them
that I had not pieces of handkerchiefs and calicoes concealed in my bundles.
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They tried every method to induce me to trade; they carried me to their houses and would get out their small
leathern bags; these bags contained from ten to fifteen large twisted gold rings (sannue). They then offered me
horses, and finally concluded by offering to sell me some pretty female slaves.
I informed them that the Tibbabues did not keep slaves; that I had not come to trade, but merely to visit their
country; that upon my return home I would persuade my people to come and trade with them. At the prospect of a
number of Tibbabues coming to their country to trade, they were exceedingly satisfied.
From trade we passed to war and politics, and having satisfied all their inquiries in these two particular points
with respect to the Tibbabues, they made me acquainted with some of their wars and feuds. They had a special
cause of grievance against a certain Mandingo chief whose name was Ibrahima, or Blamer Sissa, and who lived
north-east, and three days’ walk from Musardu, at a large town called Madina.
It appears that Blamer Sissa came from Madina to visit his uncle, Amalah, who was then residing at Musardu,
and that he was treated with great civility and distinction by the Musardu people; that being a powerful young
prince, they solicited his aid against some kaffres, or unbelievers, living over the eastern hills; that in compliance
with their solicitation he went back to Madina, and soon returned to Musardu, bringing with him his cavalry and
infantry, a numerous and formidable mass, who, in the end, came nigh doing their friends at Musardu as much
evil as they had done the kaffres, whom they had mutually agreed to plunder.
Blamer Sissa stripped Musardu of everything valuable, and even carried off nearly all the pretty young women
of that town.
*
On Thursday, the 16th of December, 1868, at seven o’clock P.M., Chancellor came running to my house to
inform me that several suspicious persons, with their horses or jackasses, were lurking about the north-western
side of the town; that they had sought admittance, but it had been refused them; that they had reported themselves
traders, but the town people were on the alert, believing them to be Blamer Sissa’s spies, who were only skulking
around in order to gain all the intelligence they could, and carry it to their friends, who were supposed to be in
strong force behind the north-eastern hills.
*
Next morning, Friday, the 17th of December, the strange people were indeed seen on a hill north-west of the
town, and cold must have been the sleep they had of it the previous night, for the thermometer stood at 52° at four
A.m.
A council was held to decide how to act. Some proposed to send the young men out to kill them. Afterward it
was more wisely determined to go out and order them to take their traffic and depart with it at once.
We accordingly went out, and after the usual salutations, they were given plainly to understand that neither
they nor their trade could enter Musardu, and that they must depart without delay. But our strange merchants were
not to be frightened off in that manner. They insisted that they had come for no evil purpose whatever, but simply
to prosecute their trade. The conferences were prolonged until midday.
While the conversation was going on, I had an opportunity to survey the suspicious group of newcomers. It
consisted of two sturdy little jackasses, with enormous packs, containing what looked like, and afterward proved
to be French blue bast, and five men. The one who acted as guide and interpreter was one of Blamer Sissa’s
people, and he alone served to confirm our suspicions. The other four were tall, black, good-featured people. One
of them had his face and head bound up with a piece of white cotton, after the peculiar manner of some of the
Arabs of the desert.
They were all Mohammedans. I learned that they had come from the Senegal, had been to Futtah, passed
through Kanghkah, and had obtained this guide from Madina, to show them to Musardu. I began to be interested
in them. The Musardu people, however, remained deaf to every argument, and the Senegal merchants were
compelled to pack their bundles on their asses, and go. Nay, the town people, to assure themselves of their going,
followed them some distance.
But the sight of such large bundles in such a time of need and self-interest, had sown the seeds of discord; and
there was much contention now among the Musardu people themselves. Some were for allowing the merchants to
enter the town. Others opposed it, alleging that such were always the artifices of Blamer Sissa when he wished to
take a strong town; that he always sent some of his people ahead, who, under pretext of wishing to trade,
introduced themselves into the town in order to open the gates at night to his forces. The contention grew so warm
that they even came to blows.
*
On Saturday, the 19th of December, about nine o’clock A.M., news came to the town that the merchants had
returned. We went out and found it really so; and when the order was repeated to them to go away, they absolutely refused, declaring that they had come to trade; that having left neither mother nor wife behind, the Musardu
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people might kill them if they wished to do so.
Their firmness overcame the first determination of the Musardu people, who, after nearly having another
quarrel among themselves, gave the merchants leave to trade outside of the town—a permission with which our
Senegal friends seemed to be quite satisfied.
It was difficult at the first to make out who our merchants were. No one could understand their language
except the Mandingo interpreter from Madina, and it was this man who caused them to be seriously suspected, for
he was one of Blamer Sissa’s soldiers. These poor merchants, therefore, might have been subserving Blamer
Sissa’s purposes, without the least knowledge of it themselves. It was solely their interpreter that marked them as
suspected persons.
*
On Monday, the 21st of December, our Musardu friends, after all their blustering determination against the
merchants, admitted them into the town. Interest and avarice overcame all their patriotism and caution. The two
jackass-loads of goods, not unlike the Trojan horse, were dragged into the town, and if Blamer Sissa had any
designs on Musardu, they were accomplished.
Both in policy and energy Blamer Sissa seemed superior to the Musardu people; for in addition to the trouble
he had already given them, and even the recent threats he had made, he knew how to introduce his own people in
the town, who could give any intelligence with respect to Musardu he might desire. He is not the first prince who
has taken a city by means of a jackass-load of merchandise.
The Musardu people sent a thundering message of defiance and insult to Blamer Sissa, making the largest use
of me to back it up. They sent him word that they were not at all dependent on him for trade or anything else; that
the Tibbabues were about to open trade with them, and would be their friends in peace and war; that even then a
Tibbabue was negotiating that particular business in Musardu. They then took pains to exhibit the arms and means
with which the destruction of Madina might sooner or later be accomplished. My muskets with their bayonets, my
revolvers, and my person, were severally shown as designed for that especial object.
I was purposely questioned aloud as to the military resources of the Tibbabues: the little guns that fired any
number of times without loading, and the big guns that burnt up cities at the distance of miles. I gave such
answers as I hope will make Blamer Sissa less troublesome to Musardu for the future.
It might be thought impolitic that I did not refrain from expressing myself as being in either party’s favor. In
this part of Africa, if hostilities are lukewarm, neutrality is possible; but where it burns with the flame of recent
and bitter injuries, you are absorbed by either one side or the other, or torn in pieces by both.
The Musardu people are unfortunately situated. On the north they expect war with Blamer Sissa, and on the
east hostilities have never ceased; the west and south-west are still open to them. It is the latter direction that
opens itself to our enterprise, and promises much to our commercial prosperity. The chief articles of trade are
gold, bullocks, hides, horses, and country cloths of every variety of dye and texture.
Gold is worn extravagantly by the Mandingo ladies of Musardu. Their earrings are so large and weighty as to
require a narrow piece of leather to brace them up to their head-bands, so that the part of the ring in the ear may
not make an unseemly hole, as sometimes happens when this necessary support is neglected.
Gold is certainly abundant, and would form a lucrative trade between Musardu and Liberia. I gave twelve
sheets of writing-paper (kahtahsee) and four yards of calico for a large gold twist ring. Had I came purposely to
trade, and had gone through the usual practice of “jewing down,” I could have purchased it for less.
These rings are perfectly pure, the natives never mixing any kind of alloy in the manufacturing of them. Many
of my friends wondered at my making presents of watches, music-boxes, and calicoes when the articles might
have been exchanged for gold or slaves; but as I was determined that the money should be religiously appropriated to the purpose for which it was sent out, I steadily refused every proffer, excepting such few things as I could
conveniently bring back as samples of the production and industry of the country.
To carry on trade safely, free from the risks and interruptions incident to a country peopled by barbarians and
semi-barbarians, and divided into so many jarring interests, it would be necessary to establish four trading forts—
two in the Boozie and Barline countries, which would purchase country cloths, raw cotton, camwood, rice, palmoil, etc.; and two in the Mandingo country, where gold, bullocks, country cloths, and horses could be purchased at
such rates as would amply remunerate for all the trouble, expense, and consumption of time necessary in such
traffic. The individuals living in the forts would be abundantly supplied with food, as rice is produced in surplus
quantities in the Boozie and Barline countries. Even the expense of clothing would be trifling, if they would use
the cloth of the country.
The natives declare that they would be glad to have such establishments among them. These forts would also
second and strengthen any missionary effort that might be made out there; indeed, the two establishments could
be made to work admirably together. The support, protection, and moral and material influence which would be
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exerted in the respective operations of each, would insure permanence and success.
We would do well to commence the use of jackasses; indeed, it would be indispensable for the portage or
transportation of luggage. The Senegal traders at Musardu carried very large packs of blue cotton on their two
sturdy little animals. Horses and bullocks would form no unimportant part of the trade. Mahommadu is a regular
beef-market.
The auriferous or gold district of this part of Manding is said to be principally at Buley. Upon my first inquiry,
I was told that Buley was a week’s journey eastward; but upon my continuing to prosecute my inquiries
respecting that country, Buley was immediately removed one week’s walk further, making it two weeks’ walk,
and through hostile and dangerous districts, the people of which, as my Musardu friends informed me, would
exact toll from me for passing through their country. Every difficulty was conjured up that was conceived to be
sufficient to extinguish all interest for further inquiry, or to intimidate my going in that direction.
However, my Mandingo cousins have no doubt misrepresented the whole matter; for gold not only exists at
Buley, but right there in their own country—otherwise I do not think it could be so plentiful among themselves,
since they have little or no communication with the east.
At Buley, it is found mixed in fine grains with the superficial deposit. No one is allowed to sweep or pick up
anything in another’s yard. The gold is separated by fanning and washing; it is then smelted and twisted, and
ready for sale or use. They show some skill and taste in the preparation of these rings, and they are really worth
their weight in gold.
Our friends are sometimes equally skillful in preparing counterfeits, as my nitric acid had several occasions to
prove. Impositions of this kind are generally punished by heavy fines.
*
In going to Buley, you pass successively Bendalah—where a very fine species of country cloth is made, of
striped figure, and usually worn by the women—Tangalah, Tutah, and Grehway. Now, if these towns are situated
from each other at the usual distance of Africans—namely, a day’s walk—Buley is but four days’ walk east from
Musardu, which I take to be the fact, despite the industry of my friends to prove to the contrary.
Unlike Musardu, it is a wooded country. This fact may give us some idea of the extent of those treeless hills
and plains eastward. They are said to extend further north than in any other direction, where, indeed, cow-dung is
used for fuel. The population of Buley is Mandingo. Gold is also obtained north of Blamer Sissa’s town, at
Wasalah.
My friends now tried again to provoke me to trade, offering the same articles they had offered before—gold,
horses, and female slaves.
Indeed, this is all the Mandingoes of Musardu had to offer by way of trade. Not a bullock or a country cloth
was to be seen, though, these things are notoriously the articles of merchandise belonging to Musardu. Everything
liable to be seized in war, from its being too bulky to be quickly removed or concealed, sad experience has taught
them to keep out of reach, in some friendly Boozie town in the rear of the Vukkah hills; while nothing but the
war-horse, and articles easy to be hid or carried off, are kept at Musardu. At every house can be seen muskets,
cutlasses, powder-horns, war-belts, and war-coats, a powerful large bow, and four or five large quivers filled with
poisoned arrows.
I have seen them prepare the poison with which the points of the arrows are smeared over. It is a vegetable
poison, consisting of one bulbous root twice as large as an onion, and two different kinds of small vines. It is
boiled in a pot to a thick or gummy consistence, the color of which is black. It is said to be so fatal that if it
wounds so much as the tip end of the fingers, it is certain death.
The preparers of this fearful means of savage warfare but too clearly explained to me its effects before death
completely ensues: the bleeding at the nose and ears; its nauseous attack on the stomach, and consequent spitting;
the final despair of the individual in lying down, with his eyes set in a vacant death-stare—all of which was
imitated with a terrible fidelity to the truth, and as one of the most horrible means of barbarous warfare.
This part of Mandingo is the country of the horse. There are two sizes: the large horse, used for show and
parade, and the small horse, used for war. The latter is a hardy, strong little animal, capable, in his country, of
bearing great fatigue. In battle, I am informed, he kicks and bites in a furious manner, and that when his master
makes a capture of a fine young lady, he willingly receives the additional burden, and gallops off faster than ever.
These horses are certainly well treated and cared for; and if Musardu is not characteristic for cleanliness, it is
because the horse and his master equally occupy and almost equally litter up that capital.
I tried my best to obtain some data by which an approximate notion might be formed of the age of the city; but
in matters of chronology our friends have been sadly careless. None of them could give the least intelligent hint.
They said that the grandfather of the oldest man in the town declared that the town was there when he was born,
and that all the other towns sprang from this one. Its antiquity is an undoubted matter among themselves.
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I was shown their large market-place outside of the town, a few hundred yards from the south-western gate.
From the space it occupied, it would easily have contained eight or ten thousand people. The respective places
where each commodity was exhibited for sale was pointed out: country cloths, cattle, gold (dust and manufactured), slaves, grain, salt, of which there were two kinds—the slab or rock-salt, which came on camels from the
north-east, and our fine salt, gotten from the coast; ostrich feathers; leather, in the beautiful and soft tanning of
which the Mandingoes are particularly expert; ivory, cotton, tobacco, and an infinite variety of domestic articles
were all named, and the different places where they were sold designated.
But war has abolished every sign of this commercial activity and life, and has introduced in its stead a barren
space filled with weeds, grass, and the broken skulls and skeletons of enemies—a desperate battle having been
fought there between the Musardu people, aided by Blamer Sissa, and the eastern Mandingoes.
The soil of the hills of Musardu is composed of reddish clay and sand, with boulders of iron ore intermixed.
On the north-eastern side of the town are some large masses of black and gray granite. The plains are a whitish
clay, and the very soil for a plow, being free from almost every obstruction. The light tillage of the natives never
goes more than four or five inches, with their little short-handled hoes.
About February or March, and sometimes sooner, the high grass and wild cane are cut down, to rot and manure
the soil. Near the planting season, these vegetable fertilizers are turned in with the hoe; and from the crops of rice,
of which there are three kinds, potatoes, ground-nuts, onions, peas and beans, large gourds, corn, pumpkins, etc.,
it must answer abundantly the purposes of agriculture.
Tobacco is grown in plots, wherever a stream of water offers itself for frequent irrigation. The rubbish and
ashes of the town form excellent beds for this plant. They are generally laid out with great care, and watered three
times a day.
The Mandingoes are the great tobacco-raisers and snuff makers of the country. They supply both themselves
and the Booziea
*
Musardu is singularly free from grasshoppers, rats, and mice, owing to the number of hawks that crowd the
limbs of a solitary tree that may be standing here and there. Want of trees compels them to perch themselves on
rocks, and when these are all occupied, they may be seen to cover the ground in dark patches.
There are also large birds that particularly belong to the grassy plains of Musardu. They go in flocks of eight or
twelve. In size, they are as large as American geese, and, on account of their weight, do not fly very high, nor do
they make long passages at a time.
When they alight on the ground, they are enabled, by the length of their necks, to discover you before you can
get within gunshot of them. Their hearing, however, is not very acute; for we have often crept up the brow of the
hill, and come upon them suddenly.
They are a very sagacious and shy bird; and though I and my Congoes tried our marksmanship many times, we
were entirely unable to procure one of them. The Mandingoes are scarcely ever able to kill them.
Their color is white, with a black band across their back and wings; and when flying, their leader never ceases
to make a cawing noise. They are very gawky in their movements when walking on the ground, caused by their
long necks, giving their heads a deliberative nod with every step they take.
The Mandingoes are very attentive to their farming interests. They are, however, more given to trade than to
manual labor. The leading vice of a Mandingo is avarice, which, by however much it is stimulated, the present
state of the country affords him but little means to gratify. Nothing can be accumulated among themselves that
war does not instantly dissipate.
Nevertheless, they are quick and intelligent, easy to be managed by persuasion, and they offer to Liberia a
more speedy prospect of assimilation and union than any other tribe with which I am acquainted.
A strong moral advantage is already gained, from their being a reading and writing people, practicing a
communication of ideas and an interchange of thought by means of the Arabic. They have a natural reverence for
learning and mental superiority, and they never fail to respect it, whether it accords with their belief or not.
No rudeness, no indecent and wrangling intolerance, was ever shown me during my stay among them. No
difference of religion ever made them diminish the respect, attention, and hospitality which they conceived were
due me.
One of my Congo carriers is of the Baptist persuasion, and he used to make himself heard every morning, even
to my own annoyance, by loud orisons. Still, our Mohammedan Mandingoes said nothing. It was respected as a
prayer, and it was known to be a Christian prayer.
*
On the 19th of December, I visited Billelah Kaifal, Kandah’s native town. In size it is nearly as large as Musardu. The houses are in a better condition; but in all other respects it resembles the parent city—the narrow lanes,
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horse stables, gardens, etc. The town seemed densely populated, at least with children.
*
The next day we started from Billelah for our home, Musardu, visiting on our way another town, Yockkadu.
This town is about a quarter of the size of Musardu, and similar in its arrangements, customs, and habits. The
chief of this town, Vawfulla, proved to be very hospitable.
*
On Sunday, the 21st of December, my Boozie attendants grew impatient to return home, and even prepared to
leave me. I gave them full liberty to go if they wished, since I did not intend to make the least move until I had
finished my business.
The sky had been so hazy as to prevent my taking any observations. The fine dust of the Harmattans, together
with the vast volumes of smoke and cinders from the grassy hills and plains that were burning, rendered it a
difficult matter to take observations. This was the cause of my delaying to return, and the consequent dissatisfaction of my Boozies, a people who are not willing to be kept from their homes any length of time. Chancellor,
however, was enabled to appease their impatience by three yards of calico.
Having now exhausted the time, as well as almost all the means which had been assigned to carry out this
expedition, I began to think of returning home; yet I must confess there was nothing more contrary to my wishes.
Had it not been that family responsibilities demanded my return home, I should have still, with or without means,
prosecuted my journey eastward— a direction which I have always had the presentiment contains the prosperity
and welfare of Liberia.
*
On Friday, the 25th of December, at eight A.M., we bade farewell to Musardu …
1920
1.257 The Boy Who Was Wiser Than His Father\fn{by Wilton Gbakolo Sengbe Sankawulo (1937-2009)} Haindii, Bong
County, Liberia (M) 5
Once there was a Chief by the name of Gbor. He had many wives; his wives bore him many sons, and he used
to name each of his sons after himself. This was a breach of tradition, for each child, upon arriving in the world,
had to take its own name. A child could possibly be named for one of its deceased grandparents, but even this was
very rare.
“How could he be so bold and immodest to do such a thing?” the people of the land wondered.
“Is he going mad?”
“It’s a shameless thing for a Chief to do.” Before long, the people grew accustomed to the situation.
“A chief is not supposed to be bound by every traditional practice anyway,” became the popular opinion.
The only embarrassing aspect of it which everyone, including the Chief himself, had to endure was the fact
that whenever you called one of the boys, all of them would come running to you. Many people resolved this
problem by making sure, first of all, that they saw the particular boy they wanted and simply beckoned to him.
But what the Chief enjoyed in spite of the embarrassment was seeing “his heart strings” (as he considered his
sons) come to him in one sweep whenever he called the name, Gbor.
A few die-hard elders, however, took exception to this eccentric behavior on the part of the Chief. They
warned that it might lead to disaster, for one cannot infringe upon a tribal tradition with impunity.
At length, one of the Chief’s wives, the latest he had acquired as a gift of some quarters, bore him another son.
To the amazement of the midwives, the child was born with a small black raffia bag, half the size of a fist,
hanging from his neck. A midwife made an attempt to take the bag off the child’s neck and fling it away, but the
child said,
“Don’t do that!”
The midwives grew frightened and apprehensive. Was this a real human being, they wondered? Was it an evil
spirit turned into a child that had been born? Should they permit it to live?
They consulted the Chief about it; he in turn consulted the Master medicine man of the village who told him,
after consulting his charms, that the child was destined for greatness. He would be a great medicine man and his
life would be a credit to his household.
And so the child was permitted to live. In the evening the midwives brought it from the bush, wrapped up in a
lappa, to the Chief. The Chief took the baby in his arms, watched it smilingly and said:
“At last the ancestors have given me a son.\fn{ The text has: father; the term ancestors is indicated as correct here later in the
41

story.} You,

my dear one, will be a credit to my household. When you grow up, you will take care of my old bones
and lead the family. You will be the greatest of all Gbors.”
“Don’t call me Gbor,” the child protested vehemently.
Although he had been told that the child could speak, this was the first time the Chief witnessed it. He became
frightened but managed to remain composed.
“What should we call you?” he asked the baby with apprehension.
“My name is Wiser Than His Father,” the baby said bluntly.
The Chief gave it back to one of the midwives and walked away quietly, perplexed and agitated. He could
accept the child’s ability to speak and the raffia bag he wore on his neck as normal. Medicine men, as the Master
had testified, were not like other men. From their birth to their death, strange and peculiar circumstances often
surrounded them.
But the idea that his own child could claim to be wiser than he on the very day of his birth and refuse his name
—these were affronts he could not forgive. He was a strong disciplinarian but how could he punish a day-old
child? He kept the baby and its mother in their own house and stayed away from them as much as possible.
*
The years passed and Wiser Than His Father became a full-grown boy. One day the Chief decided to test all his
sons to find out which one of them was truly the wisest.
“Your brother, Wiser Than His Father, claims to be extremely wise; in fact, wiser than I,” he told the other
boys. “I want to give you boys a series of tests to find out which of you is really wise. I don’t want to go by a
claim.”
He told the boys to make bows and arrows and hunt for rats in the forest. He who failed to get a rat would be
considered the unwisest of the lot. He would be dropped. Another test would follow—and so on until it was
determined which was the wisest boy.
Wiser Than His Father brought his father a squirrel while his brothers brought him rats.
“Well done,” the Chief told him. “You have gone beyond my expectations. But I believe the other boys can do
the same. I want all of you to bring me squirrels tomorrow.”
The next day Wiser Than His Father brought his father a monkey while his brothers brought him squirrels.
“Well done,” the Chief told him. “You have again gone beyond my expectations. But I think the other boys can
do the same. I want all of you to bring me monkey corpses tomorrow.”
The next day Wiser Than His Father brought his father an antelope while his brothers brought him nothing.
“Well done,” the Chief told him. “You have proved beyond doubt that you are wiser than your brothers. I’ll
give you one last test and if you pass it, I’ll believe that you are wiser than I myself. Bring me a live boa
constrictor tomorrow.”
Wiser Than His Father accepted the challenge and promised to bring the live boa constrictor the next day. His
mother took him aside and advised him to give up the challenge.
“What’s the use of trying to prove that you are wiser than your father?” she said. “You are all I have in the
world,” she pleaded. “Please don’t give yourself away. A boa constrictor is the most dangerous creature in the
world. It can devour a deer twice your size.”
“Mother, don’t worry,” said Wiser Than His Father. “Take this raffia bag,” he pulled the bag off his neck and
gave it to her. This was the first time he had taken the bag off his neck.
“When I go into the forest, squeeze it often. Liquid will pour out of it. If it’s white, it means I’m still alive. If
it’s red, it means I’m dead. Don’t worry as long as the liquid is white.”
Wiser Than His Father took a long stick and went into the deep forest. He spent nearly the whole day looking
for a boa constrictor. Late in the evening he found one coiled up among the outcropped roots of a beleh tree. The
snake raised its head and gazed at the boy with venom. When it was about to strike him, Wiser Than His Father
said,
“Don’t kill me, Mr. Boa. I’m your good friend. I came to defend your good reputation. Everyone in my village
believes that you are not that long after all, and you claim to be the King of snakes. They told me if I find a boa
constrictor as long as this stick, they’ll give him a big goat to swallow. So come lie beside this stick.” He laid the
stick on the ground.
“I want to tie you to it, and take you to the village for everyone to see with his own eyes that it is not longer
than you,” he continued. “I don’t want them to doubt your right to kingship over all snakes—”
“Aren’t you betraying me?” the snake interrupted.
“No, I’m not. I’ll make sure no one comes close to you. I’ll lay you far from the crowd. As soon as they see
that the stick is not longer than you, I’ll loosen you from it, so you can grab any goat you want and bring it to your
forest home.”
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The boa constrictor lay beside the stick and stretched full-length. The boy pulled some ropes from the bush and
tied it to the stick in many places very firmly. The snake was tied up so well it couldn’t twitch. Wiser Than His
Father took it to the village.
“What a brave and wise boy!” The Chief exclaimed when Wiser Than His Father laid the snake before him.
“You are evidently wiser than I,” he admitted. “I accept the fact, my son. It’s the ancestors who schemed to
humiliate me in my old age—though I don’t know why. I’ve always offered them the yearly peace offering. Thank
you for the snake—what a big feast we’ll have.”
*
The Chief grew more and more resentful towards the boy. For many days he thought of how to get rid of him
without appearing to be a murderer. One day an idea occurred to him.
He told his sons that he felt like eating pangolin. They should get him one that was hibernating in the hollow of
a beleh tree in a familiar place in the forest. The boys knew the location of the tree but had never thought a
pangolin was hibernating in it. Before they left for the forest the next day, the Chief called all his sons, except
Wiser Than His Father, to his house and told them:
“What I really want you boys to do is get rid of your insolent and foolish brother, Wiser Than His Father. A son
should always respect his father. None of you have ever been rude to me … none of you have thrown insult in my
face like that idiotic brother of yours. I don’t want him in the family! He has refused to take my name. He believes
that he is wiser than I and is prepared to go to any extreme to prove it.
“Well, my sons, I don’t want to dwell on this matter any longer. I want you to push Wiser Than His Father into
the hollow of the beleh tree and seal the entrance. Let him suffocate to death! If we let this terrible creature
continue to live, he’ll be a disgrace to the family. He will betray us. Now go and do this thing quickly. I don’t
want to see him with you when you return. Lose him in the jungle.”
The beleh tree that supposedly contained the pangolin stood on the crest of a hill half a day’s walk from the
village. The boys reached it by noon. On the way they elected Wiser Than His Father as their leader. Wiser Than
His Father accepted the offer with reluctance. He said he didn’t have to be their leader just because he was wise.
But the boys were insistent. They said nobody else in their midst was better prepared to lead them.
The tree was tall and dry; many of its boughs had broken off and fallen to the ground. At the bottom of the
trunk, close to the ground, was an entrance to the hollow inside it. The boys gathered sapling branches and built a
smoldering fire before the entrance, so that Wiser Than His Father could blow smoke into the hole in order to get
the pangolin out. As the leader of the group, he had to take the first turn.
When Wiser Than His Father bent down and began blowing the smoke into the hole, the boys violently pushed
him in and sealed the hole with a huge rock. They did such a good job of it that Wiser Than His Father could not
push the rock away in spite of all his efforts. He cried and screamed but no one heard his voice outside. Satisfied
with a job well done, the boys hurried back home to make a report to their father.
Wiser Than His Father had wisely carried a knife in his pocket. He took it out and began whittling the wood,
trying to cut his way through.
“Oh, God, will I ever get out of here?” he cried.
For three days he worked without respite. The area he was whittling grew thinner. On the morning of the fourth
day, a red deer unexpectedly bumped against the whittled area and broke through. Wiser Than His Father jumped
out of the hollowed tree and breathed the fresh air once again. He mustered his ebbing strength and stood erect
several paces from the deer. Though he was weak he was not hungry.
“Do not kill me, little boy,” said the deer. The deer appeared helpless; it was within the very grasp of the boy.
“I will help you,” it continued. “A leopard was chasing me and I was running in a disorderly fashion to escape
him when I bumped headlong into the tree.”
“I won’t kill you, Red Deer,” said Wiser Than His Father. “You saved my life.”
“Now listen,” said the deer. “Get on my back. I know you are too weak to walk.”
The boy obediently sat on the deer’s back. The deer took him to a well-made road in the center of the forest
and told him to get down.
“Go this way,” the deer nodded westwards. “You will reach a large town. The people there will be good to you.
Be good to them, too, and never go home again.” On the outskirts of the town, an old man greeted Wiser Than His
Father.
“Welcome, dear one,” the old man said to him. “I know all your troubles. I’ll take good care of you.”
*
The old man gave Wiser Than His Father food to eat. They lived happily together. Wiser Than His Father
cooked for the old man and himself. He fetched wood and water, hunted and fished, and kept the house clean. He
became a son to the old man. For many years they lived together until Wiser Than His Father became a full-grown
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man and his medical power took effect.
Once while he strolled about the town, he saw a little boy with a broken leg lying by a house, his parents
sitting mournfully beside him. Wiser Than His Father set the broken bone in place and the boy stood up that
instant and ran joyfully about the town.
The boy’s parents gave Wiser Than His Father some money and foodstuffs in gratitude for his service but he
refused the gifts. He went about doing good to everybody without charge. The blind, the deaf, the dumb, the
paralyzed—people with all sorts of trouble came to him for help and he helped them. His fame spread throughout
the land.
The Council of Elders in the land met and decided to make him King.
His reign was one of prosperity and progress. People from the neighboring kingdoms came into his land for
food during times of famine and received an abundance of food.
Once he saw six of his brothers come to his town in search of food. They said they were plagued with famine.
Wiser Than His Father recognized them, though they didn’t recognize him. He gave them all the food they needed
and told them to bring their father along whenever they returned for more food. They brought their father the
second time they came. He was now an old man. Wiser Than His Father provided a decent house for him and his
sons and told them they could live with him. They didn’t have to work and they would be well cared for. The old
man and his sons could not understand this amount of generosity. One day they went to Wiser Than His Father
and asked him,
“Why are you so kind to us, O King?”
Wiser Than His Father introduced himself to them. They fell at his feet and wept, imploring him for mercy and
forgiveness. Wiser Than His Father told them not to be alarmed—he had forgiven them. He told his father to send
for all his wives so that the whole family could be together.
The old man sent for his wives. Wiser Than His Father spotted his mother among them. She looked poor and
haggard as if she had been sick all her life. He embraced her with tears in his eyes. They wept on each other’s
shoulders.
“Did you remember to do what I told you?” Wiser Than His Father told his mother.
“Yes, my son,” she said. “I always squeezed it and the liquid that poured out was always white.”
“Well, then you had nothing to fear.”
“I never thought I would ever see you again, Son.” Tears ran down her cheeks.
“Don’t cry, Mother,” he consoled her. “It’s all over.”
“Be careful with that father of yours, my son.”
Wiser Than His Father took his mother to his own house and told two of his wives to see to it that she took a
bath and got dressed in the best clothes available.
*
Life began again for the Gbor family. They enjoyed the fruits of the great kingdom. Wiser Than His Father did
all he could to make life very pleasant for them. Unexpectedly, one day Old Man Gbor called his sons aside—
except Wiser Than His Father—and told them,
“You fellows made a fool of me. I thought you had really buried the boy in the tree and sealed the hole.”
“We did, Father! We did!” the boys cried in one voice. One of them stepped forward to explain with the utmost
precision how they did it.
“On the way we elected Wiser Than His Father our leader and had him take the first turn to blow the smoke
into the hollowed tree. As soon as he started blowing the smoke, we pushed him inside the hole and sealed it with
a huge rock. Not even ten men could remove that rock from the entrance of the hole. To see him still alive and
ruling as King is a mystery to us.”
“In any case he is still alive,” said Old Man Gbor. “Let us take a decisive step this time. We should lure him
into going back home with us and throw him into the river on the way. Let the alligators devour him and bring an
end to this menace!”
They told Wiser Than His Father in the evening to go with them back home for a brief visit to see what life
was like over there. Their old friends and relatives would certainly be pleased to see them again.
“Regardless of how prosperous you become in the land of others,” the old man added, “don’t forsake your
home. Your ancestors are buried there. You can’t afford to forsake them for they made you what you are today. To
forsake them is to earn a curse.”
The point was well taken. Wiser Than His Father agreed to go with his father and brothers to his native land.
He wanted to carry a large entourage along to take gifts to his relatives and friends, but his father told him the trip
would be a quick one. He shouldn’t bother taking other people along as it was a family affair.
Early one morning they left for home. Now there was a big river on the way within walking distance of their
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home village. When they reached it, Old Man Gbor gave the command and Wiser Than His Father’s brothers
jumped on him, tied him up very well and laid him on the bank.
Wiser Than His Father could not believe it. He could only stare incredulously at his father and brothers over
his shoulders, speechless.
“Well done, boys,” said Old Man Gbor. “Now we’ve finally got him! You thought you were wise, but you’re
now in a trap,” he said to Wiser Than His Father. Jabbing his finger at him, he continued,
“Get yourself out of this trap if you are wise. You foolish boy, don’t you know that a son can never be wiser
than his father? You brought disgrace and humiliation upon me with your wild and false assumption. Today is the
end of all this nonsense. All the wisdom you have or think you have will not save you. We’ll throw you into this
river and the alligators will devour you. I will take your kingdom.
“The ancestors will never blame me for doing this—they’ll never let your blood fall on my head. You brought
this bad end upon yourself: you stood against one of the most sacred traditions of the tribe—a child must always
be humble, obedient, and submissive not only to his father but also to all his elders. Instead, you were rude
enough to claim to be wiser than your own father and you had the audacity to name yourself in that fashion …
boys, take him to the alligators.”
According to the law of the tribe all executions must be done at midnight. The victim has to be left alone for a
day or so to commune with the ancestral spirits before his ordeal. So the boys took Wiser Than His Father half a
dozen yards up the river and tied him to a tree on the river bank. Alligators swam freely in the waters. Wiser Than
His Father spent the whole day on the bank, alone.
His father and brothers went away to return at midnight to execute him. He remembered the deer’s advice:
never go home again. But then it was too late to benefit from it.
*
Almost at sundown a young trader with a huge bundle of cargo on his head arrived at the riverside. He sat
down to rest and wait for the canoe which was on the other side of the river. After a few moments he felt like
relieving himself and went up the river with his bundle for that reason. He almost rushed headlong into Wiser
Than His Father. He flinched and retreated backwards with alarm.
“Don’t be afraid,” said Wiser Than His Father. “Do what you came to do and go about your business. Nothing
will happen to you.”
“You lie!” cried the young trader, shuddering with fear. “You’ll be killed in a ritual murder. That’s why you’re
tied to the tree this night! I don’t want to be part of it! Oh God, what brought me this way?”
“Nothing will happen to you,” Wiser Than His Father maintained. “I’m here because I want to get rich. When I
get out of this situation, I’ll become the richest man in the world.”
The young trader became interested. He placed his bundle down and walked to Wiser Than His Father and
said,
“Are you serious?”
“You see,” said Wiser Than His Father, “if I take this until midnight, the medicine man who is working on me
will perform a certain rite and send me to a strange land. I’m not supposed to return home for two weeks. After
two weeks, I’ll come back to find my house full of money. I’ll also get a special charm in that strange land to give
me more money when the money I’ll meet in my house runs out. So you see, I’ll be rich forever.”
“Now listen,” the young trader pleaded. “You are only a boy and I’m much older than you. Besides, [as] a
trader I know how to handle money. Let me take your place and get the riches. I’ll give you a large portion of it.
Whenever you need more money I’ll give it to you.”
“You are deceiving me,” said Wiser Than His Father.
“I swear! I swear! Believe!”
“Well, I’ll let you take my place. But promise me you’re really in earnest.”
“Take my word for it.”
“All right. Untie me.”
The young trader untied Wiser Than His Father and lay down and Wiser Than His Father tied him up. Then he
tied him to the tree, took his bundle of cargo and disappeared.
At midnight the executioners came. Old Man Gbor gave some last remarks:
“My dear son, this is an unnatural way to end up in life. You took yourself to be wiser than your father and that
automatically denied you the right to live. We’ll now throw you into the river and the alligators will devour you.
Remember, however, we’re not the ones killing you, but you yourself. May the ancestors have mercy on your
spirit.”
The young trader had been listening to the incredible utterance in silence, tongue-tied. As they loosed him
from the tree to throw him into the river, he shook his head with all his might and cried out:
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“Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me! My name is Yorfii! I have never done wrong to anyone. Oh, my people! Oh, my
people!”
“Shut up!” came a harsh reproach. “You’re fond of tricks. But this is the end of your tricks.”
“Oh, no!” the trader cried. “I’m a trader from upriver. I do no wrong.”
The young trader was crying when he was thrown into the river. In no time the alligators tore him to pieces.
*
Old Man Gbor and his other sons took possession of Wiser Than His Father’s kingdom. Wiser Than His Father
roved all over other kingdoms of the world for a whole year. At the end of the year he returned to his father who
had replaced him. He dressed himself in some of the fine clothes he had taken from the young trader and carried
the rest of the bundled cargo in his hand. On entering the porch of the King’s house, he asked,
“Where is the King?” He sat down in a rattan chair and laid the bundle by his feet.
When the King saw him, he winced. He couldn’t believe his eyes.
“Sit down,” Wiser Than His Father told the King. The King sat down.
“Don’t be afraid,” he continued. “I came to bring you these gifts.” He pointed at the bundle. “Your ancestors
sent them to you. I’m surprised the people around here couldn’t recognize me. I hope it isn’t because of these rags
I have on.” He glanced with disdain at the new clothes he wore.
“They’re nothing compared with my good clothes at home. Well, as I said, I came to bring these gifts for you.
Your grandfather and great-great-great-great-grandfathers are still living. They sent me to bring these for you to
know that they are always thinking of you. They sent you their greetings.” He handed the bundle to the King.
The King quickly opened the bundle and found, to his amazement, five sheets of bed-clothes, one big gown,
bottles of perfume, tins of powder, beads, a jug of rum, more than five pounds cash, a mirror, combs, head-ties,
and so on.
“You told people said I should give you these and tell you that they miss you,” continued Wiser Than His
Father.
“They hope to see you some day. They wanted to send a lot more things but I couldn’t take more than these
alone. I personally came to thank you for what you did for me. Had I not been executed, I wouldn’t have gone to
Heaven and possessed the good things I own today. Of course, your ancestors are my ancestors, too. They
received me with great rejoicing—”
“Wait, my son,” the King interrupted. “Can I go there, too?”
“Sure! The place is for everybody . But the only way to go there the first time is by going through what I went
through. Afterwards you can go there and come back at will.” Wiser Than His Father spied his mother who stood
in the doorway with a group of women, staring at him with horror and surprise.
“Why don’t our people like to come to see us, my son?” she asked him.
“Well, they do, but as you know they usually prefer to go to other towns rather than their own. Dead people
don’t like to be identified, you know. It took a great deal of courage for me to come back. Furthermore, many of
them have no desire to leave their wealth and comfortable homes for a place like this. Here, life is short, hard, and
painful. Here you are overwhelmed by disappointment, frustration, injustice, sickness, poverty, witches, and the
hostilities of the world. Here you live in constant fear, for you have no way of knowing what troubles you’ll
encounter tomorrow. Here no pleasure lasts; it’s all too soon replaced by pain.
But there is no place like Heaven. The sun does not shine too hot there. The land there is always well watered,
crops grow abundantly of their own accord there. All one has to do is rejoice and enjoy himself. There are no
quarrels there. So nobody has to go to war there. People live in peace and love each other there. Death has no
dominion there, and so nobody is bound to give it the sort of honor it is given here. There you find no sickness—”
“My son,” the King interrupted again, “do you think I can go there today?”
“I’ve already told you it’s possible. All you need to do is pass through the same channel I passed through.”
“That’s no problem. Kwitaa!” the King called his head-wife, “tell the strong men to come and tie me up.”
The news spread through the town like wildfire. Everyone wanted to be tied up and drowned in the river. But
Wiser Than His Father ordered that the royal household (the King and his sons) go first.
Wiser Than His Father took the King and his sons, accompanied by a large crowd, to the river. He had them
tied up. He told them he was happy they too would see their forefathers and bring back riches. They should not
behave like most people who enjoyed life beyond so well they forgot about those who remained behind. They
should remember their wives and children. He would take care of the kingdom while they were away; when they
returned, he would leave everything with them and go back home. As far as he was concerned, he was through
with this world. As a royal family they didn’t have to be abandoned until midnight to commune with the ancestral
spirits before departing. When he had talked long enough, Wiser Than His Father told his father that his brothers
should go ahead to help prepare a royal reception for him.
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The King agreed.
*
Wiser Than His Father thereupon threw his brothers into the river one by one, and one by one the alligators
consumed them. When he had thrown all of them in, he told the crowd the wicked plot his own father and
brothers had made to kill him and take his kingdom. He was lucky to outwit them with the idea of having been to
Heaven.
Everyone listened to the astonishing story with stupefaction, taking his side in the matter; they said the wicked
plotters deserved death.
Wiser Than His Father made these last remarks to his father before his own ordeal:
“Father, why did you try to kill me for saying I was wiser than you? Every father wants his child to be better
than he, to attain heights he was not able to attain. Instead, you want the best of everything for yourself. Have you
ever heard of one going to Heaven and coming back?
“You said I was wrong in assuming to be wiser than you, but you were foolish enough to believe this
impossible story. I was only lucky to fool a trader to take my place before that midnight ordeal. Otherwise, I
would have been killed.
“It was some of the young trader’s goods I brought to you, and you suddenly believed me when I said I
brought them from Heaven. Well, goodbye. May the ancestors have mercy on your spirit.” Old Man Gbor cried
out,
“Oh, my son, spare me! I’ll never hate you again! Oh, my son! Oh, my son!”
Wiser than His Father paid no attention. He threw his own father into the river and the alligators tore him to
pieces in no time. Then he returned home triumphantly with his people to take command of his kingdom once
again.
261.114 Excerpt from The House At Sugar Beach: In Search Of A Lost African Childhood\fn{by Helene Calista
Esmeralda Esdolores Dennis Cooper (1966- )} Monrovia, Montserrado County, Liberia (F) 28
1
This is a story about rogues.
Burglars are “rogues.” The word burglar is not in the Liberian-English vernacular. I occasionally used “thief,”
though only for two reasons: (1) to impress whoever was listening that I knew proper English, and (2) to amplify
“rogue,” like when yelling out “Rogue! Rogue! Thiefy! Thiefy!” to stop a fleeing rogue. But rogues and thieves were
very different animals.
Rogues broke into your house while you were sleeping and made off with the fine china.
Thieves worked for the government and stole money from the public treasury.
*
Our house at Sugar Beach was plagued by rogues. From the time we moved into the twenty-two-room
behemoth my father had had built overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, they installed themselves as part of daily life. It
wasn’t hard to figure out why: we were a continent away from civilization at eleven miles outside of Monrovia,
my mother was hell-bent on filling up the house with ivory, easily portable if you’re a rogue, and our watchman,
Bolabo, believed that nights were meant for sleeping, not guarding the house.
Bolabo was an old man. His hair, which he kept cut very short, was almost white. He had nine teeth, at alternating
places on the top rim and bottom rim of his mouth, so that when he talked you could see the holes, but when he smiled,
which was a lot, it looked like a perfect set. He didn’t have a gun, he had a nightstick. He walked with a bounce and
always seemed cheerful, even when he was getting reamed out by my mother in the mornings after the discovery that
rogues had once more gotten into Sugar Beach and made off with her ivory.
The first time it happened—within a week of our arrival at Sugar Beach—I woke up and stumbled out of my
bedroom to the sound of my mother yelling at Bolabo outside. Jack was leaning against the wall, enjoying the
proceedings. He winked at me. Jack was technically our houseboy, but none of us ever dared call him that because
he grew up with Daddy.
“Rogues came here last night,” Jack reported.
Mommee had hauled Bolabo to the kitchen porch for his dressing down. She was in the doorway, her arms
punctuating the air with her grievances. She wore her usual early-morning attire: knit shorts that stopped just above
her knees, a T-shirt, and slippers. Her hair, originally piled on top of her head, had come undone as she paced
angrily back and forth on the kitchen porch, arms flailing. Before her stood Bolabo, his en tire demeanor one of
remorse. Bolabo:
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“Aya Ma, na mind ya.” Translation:
“Gosh! How awful! Never you mind, Mrs. Cooper, please accept my apologies.” Mommee:
“You hopeless seacrab! I should sack you!” Translation:
Bluster. “Seacrab” and “damn” were as close as Mommee ever came to cussing. History would show Mommee
sacked Bolabo every month and always rehired him when he came back and “held her foot.” Bolabo:
“I hold your foot, Ma.” Translation:
An exclamation point that punctuates this heartfelt entreaty. When begging a Liberian’s pardon, you can’t get
much lower than telling them you hold their foot.
This went on for about fifteen minutes, until Mommee slammed the door in disgust. Bolabo was extra vigilant for
the next few days, making a big show of closing his bedroom door in the boys’ house during the day so we would
know that he was getting his rest for the night ahead. Then, at around six p.m., he came outside with his nightstick and
strutted around the yard, inspecting the coconut trees that surrounded the estate, presumably for signs of imminent
attack. He peered down the water well near the fence, as if rogues were treading water thirty feet down, waiting for
the family to go to sleep before jet-propelling themselves out like Superman.
Bolabo settled into his chair by the laundry room, then jumped up self-importantly when a car drove into the
yard, as if the rogues might just drive up at seven p.m. for supper. Invariably, he was asleep before my bedtime at
eight p.m.
*
I, on the other hand, was not.
Who could fall asleep way out in the bush like that? I went to bed at night wishing we were back at our old
house in Congo Town.
Liberia is nowhere near the Congo River, but the term Congo is endemic. We are called the Congo people—my
family and the rest of the descendants of the freed American slaves who founded Liberia in 1822. It is a somewhat
derogatory term invented by the native Liberians back in the early nineteenth century, after Britain abolished slave
trade on the high seas.
British patrols seized slave ships leaving the West African coast for America and returned those captured to Liberia and Sierra Leone, whether they came from there or not. Since many of the slave ships entered the Atlantic
from the mouth of the massive Congo River, the native Liberians, many of whom happily engaged in the slave
trade and didn’t like this new business of freeing the slaves and dumping them in Liberia, called the newcomers
Congo People. Because the newly freed captives were released in Liberia at the same time that the freed blacks
arrived in Liberia from America, all newcomers became known as Congo People. Monrovia is full of Congo this
and Congo that. Congo Town, where our old house was, is a suburb of Monrovia. It was filled with Congo People
like us.
We got the native Liberians back by calling them Country People, far more derogatory, in our eyes.\fn{ “Native
Liberians” refers to any of the what W calls the “officially 16 ethnic groups that make up Liberia’s indigenous African population, making
up maybe 95% of the total: Kpelle, the largest group; Bassa, Gio, Kru, often fishermen; Grebo, Mandingo, often in trade and transport;
Mano, Krahn, Gola, Gbandi, Loma, Kissi, Vai [who were the first to develop a system of writing:H], and Bella. There are also more or less
nomadic tribes like the Fula, who engage mostly in trade, and the Fanti, who are often fishermen or traders of fish, usually from Ghana,
living seasonally and more and more often permanently in Liberia.” The author and her family belong to what W calls the AmericoLiberians, who are descendants of free-born and formerly enslaved African Americans who arrived in Liberia from 1822 onward.” Together
with the so-called Congo People—former slaves seized from slave-ships by British naval forces and transported to their colony of Sierra
Leone or to Liberia—they make up “an estimated 5% of the population.” This is why Benjamin Joseph Knight Anderson (the second
representative for Liberia in the 19 th century) calls himself an American, even though he is part of the 5% of the Liberian population who is
part of the Americo-Liberian heritage: certainly he is a Liberian; certainly he does not think of himself as a Country Person: W/H }

Daddy moved us to Sugar Beach because he thought the old house in Congo Town was too small. It only had three
bedrooms, three bathrooms, a TV lounge, a living room, a den, an office, a kitchen, a palaver hut outside, and a huge
lawn, where I learned critical social skills from Tello, my favorite cousin and role-model supreme.
*
“Jus’ kick your foot de same time you jumping!” Tello, short for Ethello, yelled at me one Sunday afternoon on the
Congo Town lawn.
It was a typically heavy, soupy day, and my ponytail, drenched in sweat, glued itself to the back of my neck. Next
door, the Baptist church people, who spent hours in that church singing their holy ghost songs, had quieted down—it
was time for their midafternoon snack of check-rice with crawfish gravy. The sharp, intense smell of the fish gravy
wafted to our yard from the back of the church, making my stomach rumble with hunger.
Tello was teaching me how to play knock-foot, a girls’ game where players hop on one foot and kick toward their
opponents with the other foot. Knock-foot involved intricate maneuvers that need rhythm and balance. The Country
People had thought it up. Knock-foot is sort of like rock, paper, scissors with feet. A good knock-foot session
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between two girls who know what they’re doing looks like dancing, with each girl bobbing, kicking, and clapping to
a precise beat.
There were many variations of knock-foot; one, called Kor, required such precision I knew I’d never be able to
do it. All I wanted was to be able to do basic knock-foot. Hop, hop, kick. Clap, hop, kick. Except the clap was on
a half beat and the kick was on a half beat.
Beads of sweat collected on my forehead as I tried again. Hop, hop, kick.
“Not like that!” instructed Tello. She was four months older than me and very sure of matters of correctness. “You
kicking before you jumping!”
“Aye, I tryin,” I whined.
Hop, hop, kick. I raised my foot slightly higher, and when I kicked, got her full in the knee, good and hard. She
stomped the grass, then turned around, and, with a sucking of her teeth—that social skill I had mastered at last—
walked back to the house. I chased after her. My escort into high society was mad at me.
“Tello!” I said, trailing her into the house.
“Na mind.” She forgave me when we entered the living room and we automatically headed for the black leather
couch to pretend to be our mothers.
“I say, it’s too hard to find good help these days,” Tello said, crossing her legs as she sat on the couch with her
doll propped in her lap.
“I told Gladys to make up the bed, and you know wha’ she did? Cleaned the cupboard instead!” I sighed, in
what I hoped was a long-suffering way.
“Ma people, I got de same problem m’self, I tell you,” I replied, flicking some imaginary dust off my pants. “I
asked Old Man Charlie to cook palm butter and he cooked cassava leaf!”
I loved the Congo Town house. It was close to town and Tello visited all the time. There was always stuff to do
and people to see, even if it was just picking fights with the Baptist people next door.
But Daddy said we were crowded there. I shared a bedroom with my little sister, Marlene, and Marlene’s
nurse, Martha, a tall Kru woman. There were way too many people in my bedroom at night.
“Don’t worry,” Daddy said. “When we build the house at Sugar Beach, you’re going to have your own room.”
My own room! Wouldn’t that show the world how grown I was!
“What color do you want it?” Mommee asked me before we left Congo Town. I thought for days and days
before finally deciding.
“I wan ma room be pink.”
*
And so, bought off with the false notion that I actually wanted my own room, I followed my family to Sugar
Beach and our grand new home.
This was our house at Sugar Beach: a futuristic, three-level verandahed 1970s-era behemoth with a mammoth
glass dome on top, visible as soon as you turned onto the dirt road junction a mile away. The house revealed itself
slowly, like a coquettish Parisian dancer from the 1920s. Emerging from the road’s first major pothole—big enough to
swallow a small European car—your reward was a glimpse of the house’s sloping roof and glass dome, shining in the
equatorial sun.
Rounding the bend between the dense bush of plum trees and vines, you next got a glimpse of the house’s eastern
wraparound second-floor porches, painted creamy butter, with a roasted red pepper trim hand-selected for tropical
contrast. Driving by the two huts that formed the outermost edge of the nearby Bassa village of Bubba Town, you
then caught another tease: the sliding glass doors that formed the perimeter of the second-floor living room.
But nothing could prepare you for the final disrobing as you crested the hill that opened up to the panoramic
view of the house, back-lit by the thunderous waves and pounding surf from the Atlantic as far as the eye could
see.
Shangri-la, Camelot, the Garden of Eden—the Cooper family’s perfect and perfectly grand paradise, where
John and Calista Cooper could raise their perfect family, cosseted by well-paid servants, and protected from the
ravages of West African squalor and poverty by central air-conditioning, strategically placed coconut trees, and a
private water well.
The upper level had five bedrooms and three bathrooms and a TV lounge and an indoor balcony that looked down
onto the children’s toy room on the first floor. The middle level had an enormous kitchen with adjoining dining room,
the two separated by double swing doors. There was a music room with a rock wall on one side, housing a baby grand
piano that overlooked the ocean. There was the sunken living room with its rich velvet couches the color of cognac and
its wraparound glass doors, from which you could view the ocean to the south and the bush to the north.
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The lower level had two bedrooms and three bathrooms and a huge recreation room with a full bar. There was
a playroom and a toy room and my father’s office. And there was a nook under the stairs for storing our plastic
Christmas tree.
With the exception of the bedrooms, all of which had wall-to-wall carpet, all floors were marble. A nine-foot-tall
grandfather clock stood in an atrium halfway down the marble staircase separating the middle level from the lower
level.
The five-acre grounds had a lush green carpet grass ringed by hibiscus and bougainvillea plants, and coconut
trees. The two-car garage housed the favorites of the moment; the older cars and Daddy’s pickup truck were
relegated to a parking area by the boys’ house.
In moving to Sugar Beach, eleven miles out of Monrovia, we were supposed to be suburban pioneers. If the
world had worked out the way it was supposed to, Monrovia would have followed us out there, as housing
developments, businesses, cafés, and restaurants overran the city and pushed its boundaries farther east from
Providence Island, where the first Congo People—the freed black Americans—built their houses and established their
capital city. My parents, especially Mommee, had both grown up in houses in what was now the heart of inner-city
Monrovia. Mama Grand, Mommee’s mother, still lived “across the bridge” on Bushrod Island, an area near the port
that was now completely overtaken by shops and business.
By contrast, Sugar Beach was in the bush on the edge of the sea. Our closest neighbors who weren’t Country
People were the people at the mental hospital Catherine Mills, about five miles away. There were plenty of Country
People living in Bubba Town and other Country villages nearby. Uncle Julius, Daddy’s brother, built his house right
next to ours at Sugar Beach, so we at least had our cousins—Ericka, Jeanine, and Juju—next door. Together, the
two houses made up the Cooper Compound.
*
Our house at Sugar Beach was a source of pride and of pain. It was a testament to the stature of my family in a
country where stature mattered, sometimes above all else. Liberian society rivaled Victorian England when it came to
matters of social correctness.
In Liberia, we cared far more about how we looked outside than about who we were inside. It was crucial to be an
Honorable. Being an “Honorable”—mostly Congo People, though a smattering of Country People were sometimes
pronounced educated enough to get the title—meant you were deemed eligible to hold important government posts.
You could have a Ph.D. from Harvard but if you were a Country man with a tribal affiliation you were still
outranked in Liberian society by an Honorable with a two-bit degree from some community college in Memphis,
Tennessee. Daddy was an Honorable with a proper college bachelor of science, but being Hon. John L. Cooper Jr. was
a hell of a lot more important than whatever degree he got in America.
But the Cooper Compound was far from Monrovia. It didn’t take more than two days out there for me to realize
that I’d been had. Eleven miles is a continent when you are seven years old and all of your friends live in town and
rogues and heartmen\fn{Witch doctors who kidnap people and cut out their hearts while they’re still alive and use them to make medicine} rule the nighttime. Radio Cooper, my grandfather, wired Liberia, but his telephone lines didn’t reach Sugar
Beach, where his two sons had decided to build their houses.
“How much longer until we get a phone?” I whined to Daddy on the first day we moved there.
“You’re seven years old. Who you plannin to call?”
“Tello them.”
In Liberian English, saying “them” after someone’s name is a shortcut for including a whole group. “Tello
them” meant “Tello and her sisters.”
“Ain’t nothing you and Tello got to talk ’bout every day. You can talk to her when your Mommee carry you to
church Sunday.”
I knew not to argue too much with Daddy. He sat at the top of the Sugar Beach hierarchy, with Mommee.
Together, John Lewis Cooper Jr. and Calista Esmeralda Dennis Cooper, represented three Liberian dynasties: the
Coopers, the Dennises, and the Johnsons.
Hon. John L. Cooper’s ancestors dated back to one of the first ships of freed blacks that immigrated to Liberia
from America in the early 1800s. Mommee’s ancestor, on the other hand, was on the first ship. If Elijah Johnson
hadn’t existed, Liberia might not exist. He and sixty-five others survived the trip to Africa back in 1820. The three
white men sent along with the group, along with twenty other blacks, all died within weeks of landing in West
Africa. Elijah Johnson lived, and ostensibly founded Monrovia after disease ravaged the group of freemen settlers.
When native Liberians attacked the newcomers, Elijah Johnson led the fight back. A British gunboat came ashore
and its commander offered to send help if Elijah Johnson would cede to the British flag.
“We want no flagstaff put up here that will cost more to get it down again than it will to whip the na tives,”
Elijah Johnson said, in a phrase we memorized in school.
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Elijah Johnson’s son, Hillary Johnson, became Liberia’s sixth president. His great-great-grandson, my greatuncle Gabriel Dennis, was secretary of state and secretary of treasury. Cecil Dennis, the minister of foreign affairs,
was my cousin, although we called him Uncle Cecil.
Mommee took great pride in the fact that, as one of the heirs to Elijah Johnson, she received a $25 check from
the government every once in a while. It was his pension, divided up among his descendants. Sometimes jealous
people—Country and Congo—complained about why a poor third-world country was still doling out money to Elijah
Johnson’s heirs more than a century after he died. To which Mommee replied,
“Excuse me, there wouldn’t be a country if it weren’t for Elijah Johnson.”
Daddy had clout, but Mommee ruled Sugar Beach. She was tall and thin and light-skinned, and had the ultimate
symbol of beauty in Liberia: long, silky, soft, white people’s hair. She had long legs and a long neck and she never
went out without her Christian Dior sunglasses propped on her nose. She had the first Lincoln Continental Mark IV
ever to show up in Liberia. She could order Old Man Charlie, one of our cooks, to make sure he put enough raisins in
the cinnamon rolls one minute, and then turn around the next minute and give $100 to the market women who came
to the house to beg for school tuition for the children.
*
Daddy’s side of the family, the Coopers, made their mark in business. The four brothers arrived from Virginia
as freemen in 1829—newbies by Mommee’s standards. They bought up land left and right and quickly became
one of the most powerful and wealthy families in Liberia. My great-great-great-granduncle, Reid Cooper, became
a Liberian navy commodore who helped to fight the Country People and rescued one batch of early settlers up in
Maryland County\fn{The former Republic of Maryland, which has its own history:H } from a group of angry native Liberians. Radio Cooper, my grandfather, was chief of the Liberian Telephone Exchange. My uncle Julius was minister
of Action for Development and Progress. My father was deputy postmaster general.
There is a photo of the cabinet of former Liberian president William V. S. Tubman,\fn{William Vacanarat Shadrach
Tubman (1895-1971, President of Liberia from 1944)} taken just after his inauguration in 1944. My great-uncle, Gabriel
Dennis, secretary of state (Mommee’s side), stands next to my grandfather, Radio Cooper. I see my mother’s, and
my own, flat mouth in my uncle Gabriel. I see my father’s, and my own, deep-set eyes in my grandfather Radio
Cooper.
Their pedigrees matched on paper, but in reality, Mommee and Daddy were from different planets. Daddy took
nothing seriously. He drank like a true Cooper—beer with raw eggs for breakfast, gin for lunch, whiskey for supper;
Mommee thought a sip of brandy was deliciously naughty. Mommee went to church religiously; Daddy treated
church like it had a black snake inside. Mommee was hypersensitive and quick to take offense: her college epitath
was
“Calista Dennis, Lah to us; Nice and friendly, willing to fuss.” Daddy was an incorrigible jokester who prized his
wit and whose favorite brag was:
“I lost a million dollars by the time I was thirty.”
Daddy was light-skinned, too, with those big round fat Cooper cheeks. He had a beard and a goatee mustache and
deep-set eyes. Mommee called him a shorty, because they were the exact same height and he was always trying to
stop her from wearing high-heeled shoes when they went out together.
*
After Mommee and Daddy in the family totem pole, at least as far as I was concerned, came me.
“Helene, the great,” I called myself.
“The Joy of my Heart,” Mommee called me.
“Hard-time Biscuit,” my brother, John Bull (same Pa)\fn{ Same father, different mother; see just below in the next note
where there is a greater elaboration:H} said.
“Cracky Cooper,” my cousins said.
I was darker than Mommee and Daddy but still light-skinned by Liberian standards. I weighed eleven pounds
thirteen ounces when I was delivered by cesarean on April 22, 1966, at Cooper Clinic in Monrovia. When the doctor
whacked me to check out my lungs, I growled like Barry White. Mommee, who only weighed 118 pounds at the time,
was too tired to get a good look at me after the operation.
“Is it okay?” she said, then fell asleep. When she woke up, the nurse said:
“Are you ready to see your monster?”
I was living proof that Mommee could conceive. She was thirty-two when she had me, a full two years after she
and Daddy got married. That’s old age in West Africa, where girls are married off as soon as they come back from
the Grebo bush. We were civilized Congo People with American roots, so nobody was sending Mommee off to the
Grebo bush when she was fourteen to get circumcised and to learn how to be one of umpteen wives to some
husband. But even in civilized Congo Liberian society, thirty-two was old to be having your first child.
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She swaddled me in wool before taking me home, bundled warmly to protect my mocha-latte infant skin from the
African sun. And the mosquitoes.
“You are the joy of my heart,” she told me, again and again. No question about it. I was special. Nobody was
more special than me.
But I came out with Mommee’s flat Dennis mouth. That’s what we called white people’s lips: “flat mouths.”
African lips are full and juicy. Daddy had full juicy African lips. His lips wrapped around a forkful of palm butter
and rice, and he chewed, and his lips moved up and down, with moist palm oil oozing out before he licked it back
in with his tongue.
I loved watching him eat. It made me hungry. Nobody would watch me eat like that, because I had a flat
mouth.
Five years after me came Marlene. Marlene and I are same Ma, same Pa, a critical distinction in a country where
men routinely father children by multiple women. If a Liberian asks about your relationship to a sibling, you can
always just answer “same Pa” meaning “we have the same father, not the same mother” or “same Ma.” “Same
Ma, same Pa” implies you share the same blood from both parents.\fn{ See above under “Hard-time Biscuit”:H}
Marlene was a chubby, white, green-eyed, silky soft hair, Chinese-looking Buddha-baby. We were all lined up in
the upstairs TV lounge at the Old House in Congo Town on the day she was born, waiting to hear whether Mommee
had had a baby girl or boy. Daddy came trooping up the steps. I held my breath. I didn’t know what I wanted, a boy or
girl. I already had two sisters through Daddy’s first marriage—Janice and Ora—and one brother, John Bull. Daddy
looked at us and grinned. The suspense was too much and Janice finally yelled.
“What Aunt Lah got?” Daddy looked at me.
“Your Mommee had a baby girl.” We erupted into whoops and cheers and took off out of the house and down the
street, chanting:
“Baby girl again! Baby girl again!”
The original baby girl was me, but now there was another one, who would always be the babiest baby girl. The
people who lived near our house in Congo Town came out into the streets. Some of them danced with us and some
just stood on the side of the road observing our antics.
“You see how these Cooper people crazy?” one woman said. Daddy took us to Cooper Clinic to see Marlene the
day after she was born.
“Wha’ she look like?” I asked him excitedly, as we marched up the steps to the second-floor maternity ward.
“Like a Cooper,” he said. Translation: fat and white. Marlene could easily be taken for white if it wasn’t for her
African features. She had a big wide African nose and Daddy’s lips. Those fun-to-watch-eat-palm-butter lips.
She was always hungry. Marlene ate things that I wouldn’t consider putting in my mouth, like kernels from the
palm trees, which she dug out of the yard. She had two nicknames, both given to her by the servants at Sugar
Beach: one was ‘PlurTorTor,” which meant pepperbird, and the other was “Mrs. Palm Kernel,” except in Liberian
English we don’t say “palm kernel” we say “pam-kana.”
I didn’t immediately adjust well to being usurped as the reigning baby girl. One time Daddy caught me standing
over her crib pinching her fat butt. I got spanked, and was banished from my parents’ room, where Marlene was
sleeping.
Fortunately, there were other distractions at Sugar Beach. Janice (same Pa) was Daddy’s oldest daughter, five
years older than me, from his first marriage. She was the shortest one in the family, with a smile that always
somehow looked fake.
Janice could sit for hours on the floor cross-legged, each leg on top of the opposing knee like some kind of
deranged yoga instructor. Then she smiled that fake smile at you and you knew that whatever had been going on
in her head was a matter best left alone. She spoke with a British accent because she went to board ing school in
England: the Queen’s Park School for girls in Oswestry, Shropshire. She was geeky before she went to boarding
school, but once she started going, she became a “been-to.”
A “been-to” in Liberia meant you’d been to America or Europe. Going to visit for a month or so didn’t count; you
had to have lived there. When longing to be a “been-to,” I never really considered the part about actually living away
from home. It was always much more about arriving back in Liberia, to great fanfare, after an extended stay “abroad.”
In my fantasy, I looked fresh and hip and American or British as I swept off the plane after a year living in the States
or London. Everyone would greet me at Robertsfield airport like I was a celebrity, and I would speak with an
American accent, just like Janice spoke with a British accent whenever she came home from boarding school in
England.
I wrote Janice letters telling her how boring life was at Sugar Beach, so far from town. She wrote me back that
she had a white girl for a best friend, Jane, and how they ate four times a day in England because of tea. We only
ate three times a day at Sugar Beach. How could anyone eat four times, I thought, shaking my head in wonder.
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When Janice came home to Sugar Beach during her summer vacations, Marlene and I followed her around the yard
mimicking her British accent.
“Whatever are you up to!” we said in high-pitched voices. “Bloody hell!”
John Bull (same Pa) was Daddy’s only son, also by his first marriage, and four years older than me. We called
him John Bull because he was thirteen pounds twelve ounces at birth and he ate and ate. His only rival when it came
to eating was Marlene.
John Bull’s favorite game was Boofair. If he said “Boofair,” while you were eating and you didn’t have your fingers crossed then John Bull got your food. John Bull hid cans of corned beef in his room and at night, Marlene went
in and the two of them snacked right out of the can. Marlene was in love with him and wanted to marry him. She
told everyone she could find that she planned to marry her brother.
John Bull was husky and tall and had the Cooper round cheeks. When he went to boarding school at Ricks
Institute up-country, we sent him care packages: cardboard boxes filled with Spam. Eventually he switched to the St.
Patrick’s all-boys Catholic school in Monrovia. He flirted briefly with teenaged cavorting around, before he became
a born-again Christian at age fifteen and stopped going to movies and dancing parties. He started hosting Bible study
classes in the TV lounge at Sugar Beach. I asked if I could attend but after a while I got bored and stopped going.
Victoria Yvette Nadine Dennis added the “Nadine” herself because she liked it. Vicky was Mommee’s niece,
the daughter of Mommee’s oldest brother, whom we all called Bro. Henry, short for Brother Henry. You run the
two words together “BrHenry.”
Vicky’s mother was a Gio woman named Season, who was Bro. Henry’s girlfriend while he worked briefly up in
Sanniquellie, up-country in Nimba County. He didn’t own up to Vicky until she was two years old, when his brother,
Bro. Gabriel, discovered Season and Vicky in a shop in Sanniquellie.
Vicky had the trademark flat Dennis mouth, which quickly gave away what Bro. Henry had been up to while
in Sanniquellie.
Faced with the obvious, Bro. Henry confessed. The whole extended family trooped up to Sanniquellie to ask
Season if they could raise Vicky and send her to school.
Vicky moved to Monrovia to live with my grandmother, Mama Grand. Soon thereafter, Bro. Henry, still a
bachelor, was appointed deputy consul to the Liberian embassy in Rome. The job came with a nanny, so he took
Vicky. When they came back, Vicky went back to live with Mama Grand—a single man in Liberia couldn’t raise a
child. Mommee was living with Mama Grand at the time, rapidly approaching old maid status at thirty. When
Mommee finally got married to Daddy, she brought with her into her marriage a trousseau, a lot of land from her
father, and seven-year-old Vicky.
Vicky was cursed, as far as I was concerned, because she saw spirits. Late one night at the old house, the first
year my parents were married and before I was born, my father was eating dinner by himself in the dining room
downstairs. Vicky and Mommee were upstairs watching TV
“Who’s that man there?” Vicky, seven years old, asked my mother.
My mother looked at the doorway, where Vicky pointed. No one was there. Mommee decided not to answer
Vicky. But Vicky persisted.
“Does he live here?” Mommee started screaming, jumped from her chair, and raced downstairs yelling:
“John! John! The child’s seeing spirits oh!”
Vicky ran behind my mother. Neither of them would go back upstairs until my father accompanied them, and
Vicky spent that night in my parents’ room.
Vicky continued spirit-spotting at Sugar Beach. She saw them playing in my hair. She saw them dancing
outside the dining room. It got to the point that whenever we saw her get ting that faraway look, we’d all jump and
run.
Vicky often wore her hair in an Afro, and platform shoes and bell-bottom pants. Her skin was the deep brown
color of milk candy after you fry the sweetened condensed milk. Sleeping was her favorite hobby.
And that—Mommee, Daddy, Marlene, Janice, John Bull, Vicky, and I—made up the family half of the house
at Sugar Beach.
*
In Liberia, servants are called “boys.”
Occasionally you might call them “old men,” like with Old Man Charlie, the cook. But most of the time,
they’re called boys, no matter how old they are. At Sugar Beach, all the men who served our fam ily lived in the
boys’ house, about two hundred yards from the main house.
Fedeles, the driver, had the most clout because he drove the cars. Mommee and Daddy could both drive so
Fedeles mostly drove us, the kids. He was from Ghana: tall, thin, and always wearing tight jeans. He was my first
crush; I was fascinated with how he looked in his tight jeans. In Liberia we called butts “boneyhinds.”
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Jack was the houseboy, but that was too disrespectful a term for him so he was just Jack. Handsome and from
the Kpelle ethnic group that populated the area around our family farm, Kakata, he grew up with Daddy and had
been with the Cooper family all his life. Jack always wore skinny black pants that stopped right before they got to
his feet, so you could see his white socks.
He looked like Sidney Poitier. He vacationed in Spain with us. Jack nursed me with bottled milk when I was a
baby and cleaned my room and made my bed. He always reminded me not to give him cheek because he “used to
clean my poopoo drawers.” He organized the household and saw to it that Mommee’s orders were carried out by
the other boys.
After Jack came Old Man Charlie and Tommy, our two cooks. Why did we have two cooks? One came from
Daddy’s side of the family (Old Man Charlie) and one came from Mommee’s side (Tommy).
Old Man Charlie, grumpy and irascible, also worked for Uncle Julius, next door. But Uncle Julius’s house was
often empty when my cousins, Ericka, Jeanine, and Juju, went and stayed with their mother, Aunt Millie, since
Uncle Julius and Aunt Millie had divorced. So Old Man Charlie would come and cook for us, which was a good
thing, since Tommy, our other cook, who had worked for Mommee’s family for decades, often disappeared for
weeks at a time.
Tommy’s disappearances usually came after paydays. We never knew where he went, and Mommee always
vowed not to let him come back. But eventually, Tommy would come back and “hold” Mommee’s foot, and he’d
be our cook again.
Old Man Charlie was grumpy and irascible, and was always throwing people out of the kitchen. He made the
best cinnamon rolls. I was the only person he didn’t kick out of the kitchen. He let me help him make biscuits,
dipping the top of the water glasses in flour and making the round biscuit-circles.
After Old Man Charlie came Sammy Cooper, the yardboy. Also Kpelle.
I liked hanging out with Sammy Cooper because he knew, and told, stories about Daddy from when Daddy was
younger. Old Sammy Cooper, who I always thought was Sammy Cooper’s father but who was apparently not technically, used to work for my grandparents. He helped Radio Cooper plant the Cooper family farm up in Kakata, and
believed Radio Cooper should have given the farm to him when Radio Cooper died, instead of leaving it to Daddy
them.\fn{To her father and his relations; this term is explained earlier in the excerpt:H}
It was the common belief in our household that Old Sammy Cooper, who was Kpelle, witched Radio Cooper,
and that’s why Radio Cooper got sick and died. When we first moved to Sugar Beach, Old Sammy Cooper brought
a chicken to the house, and asked Mommee if he could sacrifice it and bury it in the yard so that we’d have good
luck at the new house. Mommee didn’t trust him but was too afraid to antagonize him so she let him do it, but then
spent the next seven years trying to figure out where the chicken was buried so she could have it dug up.
Galway, the washman, was Bassa, and had his own room in the Sugar Beach house, next to the laundry room,
where he slept away from the boys’ house. Galway couldn’t see out of one eye. He was also a grump.
And after Galway came Bolabo, the watchman. Bassa. Asleep by eight p.m.
Unlike me. I had demons to wrestle with.
*
The first night at Sugar Beach, I eagerly reported to my bed at seven forty-five, a full and shocking fifteen
minutes before my scheduled bedtime. I couldn’t wait. It was going to be so great, sleeping in my own room, all
by myself.
Mommee went in with me and closed the curtains. She knelt beside me and we said my nightly prayers:
“Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, I Pray the Lord My Soul to Keep.” I was antsy to rush through and finish so I
could get into bed. We recited,
“If I Should Die Before I Wake, I Pray the Lord My Soul to Take.”
A small shiver of premonition shot through me. If I died, I would be all by myself in that room. I hadn’t
thought about that. I crawled into bed and Mommee leaned over and kissed me.
“Good night, joy of my heart,” she said, and left the room, flipping off the light behind her.
I was immediately engulfed in an impenetrable, malevolent blackness. Vicky’s spirits were in the room with me.
There were three of them, one man and two women. I could feel them; each was standing in a separate corner of my
pink room, looking at me silently. They were trying to decide what they were going to do to me. I started to shake, and
curled tightly in my bed, putting the blanket over my head. But then I couldn’t breathe. Was that how they were going
to get me, by scaring me into suffocating myself? That’s how I would die before I woke?
Slowly, so the spirits wouldn’t notice, I drew the blanket down and stuck out my nose, ever so carefully. Cold
air-conditioned air filled my nostrils. I could breathe again.
But the spirits were still in there, edging closer to me, especially the two women. I clutched myself tighter and
squeezed my eyes even tighter. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.
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This was not a good prayer. I was accepting death as a fait accompli, without appealing up high for a different
outcome. Please God don’t let me die before I wake. Please please. I promise to be a good girl. Please please please.
I’nt want die before I wake.
I was still praying when I finally fell asleep. Every night for two weeks, I prayed myself to sleep in sickly fear.
In those same two weeks, Sugar Beach had three nighttime visits from rogues. They took one of Mommee’s
favorite paintings, a pastoral scene of a Kpelle village by the river, with two women washing clothes, their babies on
their back. Mommee had hung that painting up on the wall next to the music room; it was one of the first things you
saw when you walked into the upstairs part of the house. The rogues took it, along with a giant elephant tusk in the
living room.
They didn’t pick the place clean, only taking a couple of things each visit. In the morning, an empty shelf or
bare wall taunted us: the rogues could come in and do whatever they wanted.
The night after the rogues’ third visit, I realized that the rogues were actually heartmen. That’s why they were
only taking a couple of things at a time; they weren’t really coming for ivory and paintings. They wanted me!
Heartmen are witch doctors who kidnap people and cut out their hearts while they’re still alive and use it to
make medicine. Now that I was sleeping in my own room at night, they had the perfect opportunity to come and
get me and cut out my heart and I would die before I woke.
They floated into the room that night as I slept, two of them, their cutlasses strapped to their waists. Long
gleaming knives that curved at the tip, the better to carve out your heart—a paralysis came over me and woke me
up. I lay on my back with my eyes open but I couldn't move, as the heartmen floated closer.
If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.
They closed in on me, and I tried to scream. Nothing, no sound. I tried and tried, but no sound came from my
locked throat.
If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.
Just as they were about to pounce, a scream burst out of my throat and I almost fell out of my bed as I ran out
the bedroom door as fast as I could, straight in to Mommee and Daddy’s bed, refusing to leave until morning.
*
The next day, the Mandingo men came to sell Mommee more ivory, to replenish her reserves, which were
being rapidly depleted by the nightly visits from the rogues.
Any private detective worth his two cents could have immediately figured out that the Mandingo men who sold
Mommee the ivory had the most to gain from the constant burglaries, but Mommee welcomed them in anyway.
They came, in their customary long white flowing robes and their white pointy slippers. Two tall statuesque
haughty men, with skin the color of a Hershey’s chocolate bar. They walked up the dirt road to Sugar Beach,
carrying barley bags, the sharp end of one of the elephant tusks poking out, gleaming in the sun.
Marlene’s dogs, Happy, Blackie, and Christopher, started barking as soon as the men entered the yard, rousing
themselves from their usual slumber under the kitchen steps and running around the men furiously. They were all
mutts, distinguishable by color: Happy was light brown, Blackie was black, and Christopher was white. Happy, in
particular, was yipping around the Mandingo men’s ankles.
But the Mandingo men didn’t even flinch. They walked right up to the steps and asked for “Ma.”
I didn’t understand how they could wear those long robes in the heat. It was the height of Liberian summer—
January—and there wasn’t the slightest breeze, not even from the ocean right at our backs. I was in shorts and my
favorite Wonder Woman T-shirt, which the men eyed disapprovingly.
“How they looking at people so?” I muttered to Old Man Charlie, standing next to me on the kitchen porch.
“That Muslim people, wha’ you expect?” Old Man Charlie replied, not bothering to whisper.
Old Man Charlie eyed the Mandingo men. He was Kpelle and Kpelle people didn’t really like Mandingos. The
Mandingos had been in Liberia for about as long as anybody else, but somehow Liberians still thought of them as
outsiders. Mandingoes worked hard and saved their money—a definite cause for envy and suspicion.
Just after he became president in 1971, William R. Tol bert, in an attempt to be inclusive, permitted the
Mandingos to celebrate Ramadan at Liberia’s Centennial Pavillion, which set God-fearing Christian Liberians
muttering. It was bad enough the Lebanese people were all flocking to Liberia to take over the shops and stores,
because of the fighting in Beirut, but at least they weren’t pretending to be Liberian. The Mandingo people, on the
other hand, loved reminding everybody that they had been around since way before us Congo People first began
to return from America on ships.
Mommee liked the Mandingo people because her grandmother, Ma Galley, used to hide them in her basement
whenever the police came looking for them to hit them up for bribes. She liked that they knew where to find good
ivory, because she had a house to decorate.
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Mommee took the Mandingo men into the living room to inspect their wares. I trailed behind them, observing
as they visibly blanched upon walking into the cool, air-conditioned house. I sat on the brown velvet love seat in
the corner to watch the proceedings.
One of the men had a glass eye. He put one elephant tusk on the glass coffee table and started to describe it to
my mother.
“This came from a great African elephant from the Serengeti,” he said. “You see how it da’ form like this? If
you put two of them together, one on each side o’ de’ table, it will be fine, so.”
The whole time he talked, his glass eye kept looking at me. I bolted from the living room and locked myself in my
room.
That night there was a thunderstorm, and the electricity went out. The air conditioner rattled and wheezed and
stopped. The porch lights went out. Lightning crackled through the air, and I quickly took off my gold bracelet so I
wouldn’t get struck. I burrowed as deep as I could under the covers, but I was still scared. I knew this was all the doing
of the Mandingo man with the glass eye, who was clearly in cahoots with the rogues, who themselves were actually
heartmen. And they were angry that I had gotten away from them the night before, but they would be back, I knew.
I just knew the elephant tusk was witched. I was whimpering under the covers when the door opened and
Mommee came in with a candle. She already had a crying Marlene in tow. She looked at me and shook her head,
and before she could motion toward her bedroom, I was out the door and climbing into bed with Daddy.
The next morning we had a family meeting. We always had family meetings in the living room, because it was
more formal. I tried to sit in “my” corner by the sliding doors—the same spot I used the day before to watch the
Mandingo men—but Daddy just eyed me and pointed to the love seat.
“She’s too scared to sleep by herself,” Mommee began. This was technically true but not something I, at the
age of seven, wanted discussed so brazenly by the whole family.
“No I’m not!” I said, hotly.
“You’re too old to be sleeping with us,” Daddy said, Marlene on his lap sucking her pacifier.
That was it. I felt my ears get hot with embarrassment and I stomped out of the room—though I stopped in the
kitchen to eavesdrop on Mommee and Daddy. I couldn’t hear all they said because Old Man Charlie was singing
“Old Yellow Woman” in the kitchen.
Old, yellow woman,
You want make trouble for me.
Every day you come to my house.
I don’t want trouble, no:
You are somebody’s wife.
Go away, yellow woman.

It was Old Man Charlie’s fault I didn’t hear Mommee and Daddy making their decision. I didn’t know it at the
time, but the house at Sugar Beach was about to get one more resident.
2
About 150 years before Eunice came to Sugar Beach, two men set in motion the series of events that would
lead to the day that I, a privileged almost-eight-year-old Congo girl, acquired my new sister, Eunice, a not-soprivileged eleven-yearold Bassa girl.
The chain started by those two men would eventually separate me from most black people in America, at the
same time separating me from most black people in Africa. Their names were Elijah Johnson and Randolph Cooper.
They were my great-great-great-great-grandfathers. At the turn of the nineteenth century in pre-Civil War America,
they both belonged to that nebulous class of freed-blacks-once-removed from southern plantations.
When presented the choice between America and Africa, they chose Africa. Because of that choice, I would not
grow up, 150 years later, as an American black girl, weighed down by racial stereotypes about welfare queens.
Nor would I have to deal with the burdens of a sub-Saharan African girl, with a life expectancy of about 40 years,
yanked out of school at the age of eleven so I could fetch water and cook over a coal pot and bear babies barely
younger than myself.
Instead, those two men handed down to me a one-in-amillion lottery ticket: birth into what passed for the landed
gentry upper class of Africa’s first independent country, Liberia. None of that American post-civil war/civil rights
movement baggage to bog me down with any inferiority complex about whether I was as good as white people. No
European garbage to have me wondering whether some British colonial master was somehow better than me. Who
needs to struggle for equality? Let everybody else try to be equal to me.
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Elijah Johnson was born free in New York in 1787; Randolph Cooper in Norfolk, Virginia, in 1796.
Elijah Johnson’s parents are believed to have been mulattos who had been freed from plantations because they
were half-white, which was the case with many people in the growing class of freed blacks in America at the time.
Many of them were light-skinned; some could even pass for white. Southern plantation slave-owners impregnated
their female slaves, and, either out of guilt or some misbegotten sense of paternity, freed the kids, most likely to get
them off the plantation and out of the visual range of the missus.
Elijah Johnson could read and write. When he was twenty-four, he joined the American Army, and fought against
the British in the War of 1812 as part of a regiment of colored and black soldiers. After the war, he married a former
slave from Maryland named Mary.
Not as much is known about the parents of Randolph Cooper and his four brothers, three of whom joined him
in abandoning pre-Civil War America for Liberia. No one has managed to track down the man who fathered the
five Cooper brothers. Many questions remain unanswered, like how they came to be freeborn to the same mother
in Virginia at the turn of the century.
Elijah Johnson and Randolph Cooper, confronted with the same choice—Africa or America—made the same
decision. Elijah Johnson went first.
Elijah Johnson was on Liberia’s version of the Mayflower—\fm{The Elizabeth} the very first ship of freed blacks to
sail from New York Harbor, in 1820. After years of debating the back-to-Africa movement—the notion was that you
couldn’t have both freed blacks and enslaved blacks living in the same country, so the best fix was to send the freed
blacks back to Africa—America’s ruling white men were finally ready to launch their experiment. They designated and
funded the American Colonization Society to send black Americans to Africa to establish a colony.
Since you could only go back to Africa if you were freed, the majority of people who got on those ships were lightskinned. That’s light-skinned by African standards, not American ones. The difference is less distinct today, because
in the ensuing years, Africans as a whole have gotten lighter skinned, courtesy of the Europeans who colonized
Africa. There are still plenty of Africans with that gorgeous deep bark look that can only come from thousands of
years of pigment in the equatorial sun. But today, there are probably just as many Africans who look like Nelson
Mandela.
Many white people don’t notice the difference. They don’t see the difference between Will Smith\fn{ Willard Carroll
Smith, Jr., (1968- ) American actor and producer, born in Philadelphia } and Djimon Hounsou.\fn{Djimon Gaston Hounsou (1964- )
Benin actor and model, born in Cotonou}
But 150 years ago that difference was as distinct as black and white. So on that freezing blustery winter afternoon
of February 6, 1820, when Elijah Johnson boarded the good ship Elizabeth in New York Harbor, it might as well have
been a white man boarding that ship bound for Africa. He was tall with huge eyes that seemed to take up his entire
face. He and his wife, Mary, set sail alongside eighty-six other black Americans. Thousands of people, both white and
black, crowded the wharf to wave good-bye to what would be America’s first, and only, attempt at colonization.
The passengers could smell the oil-soaked timbers of the ship. The quarters were spare, and even on this maiden
voyage to pioneer a new country, class and race lines were observed strictly. The mostly white crew slept in their own
quarters. The three white agents of the American Colonization Society shared a generous-size cabin. The eighty-eight
blacks were back in steerage, sleeping on mildewed mattresses made of corn husks.
Still, the atmosphere as the Elizabeth pulled up its anchors and left the New York port was buoyant and festive. And
God-fearing. The passengers spent a lot of their time praying. Before the Elizabeth pulled away from the port, one of the
white agents, Rev. Samuel Bacon, a Boston Episcopalian minister and lawyer, assembled all the other passengers
before him and read from the Good Book, Deuteronomy 11, the part where Moses gives the Jews the Ten
Commandments to prepare them for the promised land. Reverend Bacon told the settlers they were pilgrims, new
explorers, paving the way for other blacks to follow. They were also missionaries, he told them, going forth to the
dark continent of Africa to convert the heathen Africans.
Elijah Johnson wrote in his journal regularly during the voyage across the Atlantic. Some of his writing was
lyrical, like when he wrote of a tempest that rose one night early on.
“But now there is a long storm in the seas; I hope that it will soon be over,” Elijah Johnson wrote. “After the
raging angels it became calm. In the afternoon we saw a ship which had lost her mast, which caused both Agents
and people to rejoice that it was not us.”
Mostly, though, he wrote about the passengers bickering and fighting with one another. They stabbed each other
with cooking knives, threw pots overboard, whipped their wives, and generally acted the way people do when they’re
scared and stuck at sea for weeks.
There was a big argument with the white agents of the American Colonization Society over how land would be
distributed once the group actually found some land to call home in Africa. Elijah Johnson, in particular, didn’t trust
the agents at first to give the blacks their fair share, and refused to sign a letter saying that he had “full confidence in
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the judgment and sincere friendship of the agents.” He confronted one of the agents, and disliked what he heard,
writing in his journal that
“I saw there was an evil in it.”
But eventually all the adult males on the ship signed the letter, and Elijah Johnson was the only holdout. He
decided to cast his lot with the white agents, for better or worse. That night, he wrote:
“I came out with the Agents and I will stand by them, unless they do something more than they do now.”
*
On the morning of March 9, 1820, they made land at Sierra Leone.
Africa.
Arriving on West African soil for the first time is unlike any other arrival in the world. The first thing that hits
you is the smell: a combination of coal fires, dried fish, humid air, and the sea. After smell comes the feel of the
air. It is heavy, even when the sun is shining and there is not a cloud in the sky. You can never escape the humidity
of the West African coastline, and in the interior, even more so. It is air so heavy that it weighs on your tongue, as
if you can open your mouth and take a sip. It is a soup, a big hot pot of soupy air, fetid under the equatorial sun.
Finally, after air you can taste and smell and feel, the sights before you are almost anticlimactic: dense rain
forest that ends just before the sea. Red earth. Palm trees that gleam, almost roasting, in the sun.
And then, there are the people.
Africans.
For the first time, Elijah Johnson was seeing the people who originally sold his great-great-great-grandparents
into slavery. These were his distant cousins, descended from the women who had wailed into the air when his
ancestors were stolen from them. These were the men who had bartered—who still bartered—with Europeans over
the price they wanted to sell their own brothers and cousins.
Freetown, Sierra Leone, was a bustling mass of people with sheep, pigs, chickens, and dogs adding to the
cacophony. At the market, the new colonists saw all kinds of tropical produce, from plump mangoes to juicy
pineapples to butterpears and breadfruit and pawpaws. The native West Africans stared at the motley group from the
Elizabeth: black men dressed in Western garb, quoting the Scriptures.
In the afternoon, two of the passengers walked up to a group of native West African men playing a game. The
men welcomed the two, and eventually offered them cane juice—a sweetish rum made from fermented sugarcane.
The Americans saw this as the perfect time to start converting the heathens.
“We no drinkey rum,” one colonist replied. Then he pointed his finger toward the sky.
“God no likey dat.”
Britain had recently outlawed the slave trade, establishing Freetown as a haven for slaves who had been captured
and then released. But there was still plenty of trading in human cargo. It was hard for the new colonists from
America to stomach, since they all thought they had left slavery behind for good when they left America. Instead,
they saw captured Spanish and Portuguese slave schooners being hauled in, one after another, by the British. The
captured schooners anchored right next to the Elizabeth, and smelled foul, like a mixture of human waste and oil.
The hold of the ships, where the slaves were kept, looked impossibly small.
This was not what the colonists had come to Africa to see. Why were Africans still selling their brothers and sisters
to European slave traders? The new settlers took this as another sign of their superiority to the native Africans,
which would persist for decades to come.
Within a month of their arrival in West Africa, twenty-five of the passengers from the Elizabeth were dead,
struck by virulent malaria. For the next year, lacking a permanent home because the American Colonization
Society had yet to find a suitable site, the group sailed from one unhealthy malaria-infested swamp to another.
From Sherbro Island, where they were attacked by mosquitoes, parasites, and waterborne diseases, back to
Freetown; to Cape Mount; Cape Montserrado; Grand Bassa, and points between.
The first three white agents sent with the original group of settlers all died within weeks of setting foot in West
Africa. Since the American Colonization Society couldn’t conceive of entrusting black people with the money and
negotiating authority to purchase land, it sent new white agents to do the job.
Elijah Johnson and the other black colonists waited aboard the ship, while the white agents called on various
regional African kings and chiefs. They were turned down left and right. The kings and chiefs didn’t want the new
black colonists interfering with their slave trade. They had already gotten wind that this was a pious, Bible-quoting
bunch, though they had yet to find out that these settlers also had brought guns, cannons, and ammunition with them
from America, and knew how to use them.
One African king, King Peter, point-blank refused to meet with the white agents looking for land, because on the
very day the agents were requesting a meeting in Cape Montserrado, a ship flying the French flag was waiting nearby
to pick up some newly captured slaves, courtesy of King Peter.
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The Americans then traveled up to Grand Bassa, several miles southeast of Montserrado, and traded tobacco,
pipes, and beads with some of the Bassa people, receiving chicken, fish, oysters, and palm oil in return. During
the transaction, the Americans met with Jack Ben, a prominent Bassa slave-trader. They gave him “gifts”—one
gun, some gunpowder, tobacco. He accepted them, but when the Americans stated their objective—to purchase
land for the colonists to settle—he started acting skittish.
The group sailed back to Freetown, exasperated and still landless. One white agent wrote in his journal:
“It indeed requires much patience to deal with these children of the forest.”
*
Still, the colonization movement plowed on. The American Colonization Society sent another ship, with fresh
agents and more settlers. On December 12, 1821, they returned to King Peter for another go, sending him a bottle
of rum as an inducement.
Again, the African chief refused, saying he would not sell Cape Montserrado to the Americans because “his
women would cry aplenty.” But he made the crucial mistake of agreeing to meet with the agents the next day.
The meeting came on December 15, 1821, in a palaver hut in King Peter’s village in Cape Montserrado. There
were several other African kings, representing the Dey, Mambe, and Bassa groups there as well. The African
gathered in the hut, prepared to refuse the Americans again.
Not this time. The white agents walked into the palaver hut, pulled out their pistols, cocked them, and pointed
them at King Peter’s head. The deal was struck twenty-one months and six days after landfall on the African
continent. Cape Montserrado, stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the inland tropical bush, about 130 square
miles in all, was sold to the Americans for guns, gunpowder, beads, mirrors, and tobacco.
The net value was less than $300.
A century and a half later we had a house in Spain, multiple houses and farms in Liberia, and our palace at
Sugar Beach. We were Congo royalty.
And I, princess that I was, could not be allowed to whimper alone in my room all night hiding under my
bedclothes from imaginary spirits and real-life rogues.
And so Mommee and Daddy went to the Country People and found me a sister.
3
Eunice came to Sugar Beach on a hot, muggy afternoon. After Mommee put out the word that her eight-year-old
daughter needed a live-in playmate, Eunice’s mother, a Bassa woman of little means, was quick to respond. The
rickety yellow taxi, its front covered in rust, came clattering down the dirt road to our house, hesitating briefly at
the gate before driving up to the front.
“Wha’ you mean some girl just coming here to stay w’ people?” I had demanded of Mommee earlier, after she let
it drop that I was getting a new sister.
This was not happy news. I did not appreciate, at all, the idea of having my turf invaded by a foreigner. Having
Marlene around was bad enough.
So I was sulking in the TV lounge, with one ear cocked for the sounds of vehicles approaching Sugar Beach,
when I heard the clackety-clack of a car engine as it rattled into the yard. I raced to Marlene’s window. From my
perch there I saw three people getting out of the taxi.
First there was a woman in full Bassa attire: lapa skirt and with a bright red shirt and a head-tie scarf. She
looked nervous. Next was a nondescript man wearing gray wool trousers and a shirt. He reached into the taxi and
pulled out a gangly looking girl also wearing a lapa. Long skinny legs. She looked terrified.
Mommee came out onto the porch to welcome them, and I immediately followed to investigate, peering at the girl. On
the way out, I grabbed an orange, with its top cut off, from the bowl where Old Man Charlie had them. I squeezed the rest
of the orange into my mouth, massaging the skin to coax out the juice. It gave me something to do while I looked at my
new sister.
She stood with one arm behind her back, holding the other arm. She looked to be about eleven years old. She had a
high forehead and huge eyes; between the pair of them you could hardly see anything else on her face. She stood with
her legs slightly apart, but even so I could tell that she was bowlegged, a plus in my mind, since I longed to be
bowlegged, too. She didn’t look happy to be there.
“My name is Helene Calista Esmeralda Esdolores Dennis Cooper,” I announced, finally taking the depleted
orange out of my mouth. I was wearing Wrangler jeans that my father had bought for me in the United States.
“My name is Eu-u-u-u-unice Patrice Bull,” she stuttered.
We inspected each other while Mommee and Eunice’s mother and uncle talked.
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For Eunice’s mother, this was one of those things you did because you love your child. She knew that Eunice
would have a better shot at life with us than she would living in her zinc shack with her, where there was no
electricity, no running water, and no inside toilet. She was struggling to come up with the money every year to
send Eunice to school. She had another son, and numerous adopted children—strays picked up along the way—to
feed.
For all she would miss her daughter, this wasn’t really much of a decision. Native Liberians routinely jumped
at the chance to have their children reared by Congo families. And in Liberia in 1974, it was the chance of a
lifetime to leave a poor Country family and move in with the Coopers. Eventually, Mommee turned to me.
“Show Eunice her room,” she said.
I had no idea what it was like to live in a shack, or even that Sugar Beach’s opulence might be a shock to Eunice,
but I was more than happy to show off our custom-built house. Deciding to start on the lower level, so Eunice could
properly appreciate the scope and grandeur of Sugar Beach, I went around the house to the rarely used front door, on
the ocean side.
The door was locked.
My face burning with embarrassment, I left her standing next to the porch railing and scurried back around the
house to where Mommee and Mrs. Bull were still talking next to the taxi. I raced up the kitchen stairs, ran into the
house and clattered back down the stairwell to the front door, opening the door for Eunice from the inside.
“You can come in now,” I said, standing aside, breathless and feeling foolish.
Eunice trailed after me as I turned and walked through the paneled tunnel that led to our recreation room. She
took in Daddy’s bar, the playroom with our stereo set, and the toy room with all of its dollhouses, teddy bears, and
games.
“Wh-wh-wha’ down deah?” she asked, pointing down the hall.
“Da’ de guest room,” I said.
“Da’ where I sleepin’?”
“No, you upstai’. Ma sister Janice duh sleep there when she come home from England,” I said, adding proudly.
“She’s a been-to.”
This new girl had better be taking note that this was no flim-flack family she was moving in with, I thought.
We had a sister who went to boarding school in England!
Eunice trailed behind me as I glided up the stairs to present to her the middle level of our house, with its
kitchen, dining room, music room, and sunken living room. Finally, we headed to the top level, with the
bedrooms, bathrooms, and TV lounge.
I slid Eunice a sideways glance before I started “talking cullor”—Liberian slang for putting on airs by speaking
with an American accent.
“This is my mommee’s room and my daddy’s room,” I said, walking Eunice by my parents’ bedroom. “That’s my
yucky sister Marlene’s room.” We continued down the hall.
“And this,” I said with a flourish, opening the door to what would be Eunice’s bedroom, “is your room. You’re
across from me. If you get scared at night, you can come sleep in my room.”
Eunice just walked into her room and sat on the bed. She looked like she wanted to cry, so I left her alone.
*
For the first few months, Eunice and I circled each other warily. She was so thin and quiet, and when she did
open her mouth, her stutter was pronounced. The two of us barely talked.
Eunice wasn’t happy to be pulled from her home, however poor, and plopped down at Sugar Beach with strangers.
She ran away twice in those early months. Each time her mother brought her back.
Then after lunch one afternoon, Mommee made a rare appearance in the laundry room downstairs. It was the
domain of Galway, our washman, but that afternoon, Mommee found not Galway in the laundry room, but Eunice.
Galway was outside chatting with Sammy Cooper, the yardboy, under the shade of a palm tree.
“Wha’ you doing?” Mommee asked Eunice.
Eunice was sitting on the chair with a bucket at her feet, washing her clothes by hand. Another bucket of cold
rinse water sat next to her chair. Eunice’s stutter immediately started.
“I-I-I w-w-washing my clothes, Aunt Lah,” she said. She told Mommee that Gal way had been separating her
clothes from our pile and not washing hers.
The servants had issues with Eunice, because she sat at the table with us for dinner and slept in the airconditioned house while they baked in the boys’ house. Galway, our wash-man, was particularly irate about her
arrival, because he belonged to the same Bassa ethnic group as Eunice.
Liberia is a country the size of Ohio, with two million people\fn{ 4,503,000, 2015 estimate; Ohio contained 11.59
million people in 2014 } and twenty-eight different tribes, including the Kru, the Gio, the Kpelle, and the Bassa.
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They all have their own languages and their own customs. For Galway, washing a Bassa girl’s clothes was
unthinkable, and worth fighting over.
Mommee charged outside and ordered Galway to wash Eunice’s clothes. Galway refused.
“No, Ma,” he said. “That one, I can’t do it.” He looked to Sammy Cooper, who shrugged. He wasn’t getting
involved.
“You’ve got dry face,” Mommee told him. Translation: You speak frankly, but without conscience. But, she
added,
“If you don’t wash this girl’s clothes, I sacking you.”
That night when Daddy came home, Galway was waiting for him to hear his appeal.
“How can a man like me wash a Bassa girl’s clothes?” he asked my father. “You’re a man, you understand. Ma
doesn’t understand.”
Daddy was the head of the house at Sugar Beach, but he was no fool. My father told Galway to wait. He came
into the house, grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator, and then went back outside with the decision.
“If you don’t do what the old ma says, she will sack you,” he said. “Small shame better than big shame.”
Galway chose small shame and, after that, he washed Eunice’s clothes.
*
Mommee took a shine to Eunice and lavished attention on her. She gave Eunice the key to her and Daddy’s
bedroom, which she often kept locked when they were out during the day to stop us from raiding her refrigerator
and drinking all her Coca-Cola. Marlene routinely tried to wheedle the key from Eunice, but I wasn’t about to ask
some new girl for the key to my own parents’ bedroom. Let her keep her key.
After three months or so, Marlene began refusing to sleep at night unless Eunice shared her room. Meanwhile, I
remained in my bedroom, scared and hiding from the rogues. If Eunice at least had the decency to sleep in her own
room at night, right across the hallway from mine, she’d likely hear the rogues when they came to get me, and could
save me. Instead, she and Marlene disappeared into Marlene’s room every night, way down the hail from me. I could
hear them laughing. When Eunice ran away the second time and her mother brought her back, I was ready to have
it out.
“Why you’nt like people?” I asked.
“Who say I’nt like you?” she said. She had been crying, the tears had tracked her cheeks. “You de one who
dn’t talk to nobody.” I was taken aback.
“But you s’pose to talk to people first. You only talk to Marlene and Mommee and Vicky. And you da sleep
with Marlene.” Eunice looked at me, and for the first time, she laughed at something I said.
“Who able to sleep by theirself in this big scary house?” she said. I started laughing, too.
“For true. This place is terrible,” I said. “Too far from anywhere.”
“I know,” she said. “That’s why I da’ keep runnin’ way.”
That night, I dragged my mattress down the hail to Marlene's room. Vicky was in there, too, and the three were
playing “Blind Man Can’t See.”
I opened the door, slowly. Someone had blindfolded Marlene, and she was stumbling around the room, her
arms stretched out, while Eunice and Vicky hid. Eunice had wedged herself under the vanity and Vicky was
squeezed into a corner, laughing silently. Marlene walked straight into me.
“You’re it!” she yelled, triumphantly.
The three of them made space on the floor for my mattress and we started jumping around, playing Corner to
Corner and Blind Man Can’t See. The door opened after a few minutes and my mother came in, complaining that
she could hear us yelling and screaming all the way down the hail.
“You sleeping in here, too?” she asked me. I nodded. My mother closed the door, shaking her head. The next
morning I heard her muttering something to my father about why had they spent all that money to build a big
house if all of us were going to sleep in the same room.
“Once upon a time,” Eunice said softly one night, her voice wafting ominously from the mattress on the floor
where she lay next to Vicky.
My stomach clutched in anticipation and dread. It was already full from the hot dogs and mashed potatoes
we’d had for dinner that night. Hot dogs and mashed potatoes were my second favorite food, after palm butter and
fufu.\fn{A thick paste made by boiling starchy root vegetables}
“Time!” Marlene, Vicky, and I all said back to her, in the Liberian tradition of signaling a storyteller that you’re
willing to hear their story. I tried to yell “Time!” in an enthusiastic way to prompt Eunice to tell a happy story and
not a sad one.
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But Eunice hadn’t yelled “Once upon a time!” the way storytellers did when they had a funny story to tell
about the antics of the wily spider, outsmarting the village king into eating as much pepper soup as he wanted.
She’d said it softly and eerily, her voice projecting a malevolence that could only mean one of two things.
Heartmen or neegee.
It was a toss-up which were worse: heartmen cut out your heart when you were still alive, but the truth was, with
all of us in Marlene’s room, I felt relatively safe from heartmen. We could tackle them and protect each other if they
came.
But neegee. … I was far more scared of neegee. I squeezed my eyes shut in the dark, and hoped Eunice wasn’t
going to tell a neegee story. They were bad enough in the light of day, but we were in Marlene’s pitch-black room.
“Once upon a time, there was this little boy, who liked to go swimming,” Eunice said. Marlene, lying on the
bed by herself, started to whimper.
“Somebody plee come hold ma hand.” I scurried quickly into the bed beside her. Eunice continued.
“Anyway, this little boy used to like going swimming right here at Sugar Beach—in the lagoon.” Well, of
course he went in the lagoon, I thought. Liberians hardly ever went in the ocean. Eunice continued:
“Every day, he would tell his ma ’them, ‘I just going swimming lil bit, I coming right back.’
“‘But you lil boy, wha you da be doing every day, every day, in the water so?’ people would ask him. But de
boy wasn’t doing nothing bad, he just used to like swimming. He like splashing in de water, floating ’round. He
just liked to play. He wasn’t hurting nobody.”
Eunice was winding up. She had just marked him for death by presenting him as a good kid who never hurt
anyone. I didn’t want this nice Bassa boy to die at Sugar Beach! Couldn’t she just make the story end so that he
lived?
“His ma ’them should have just stopped him from going swimming by h’self,” I muttered. What kind of parents
were they, letting their kid go to the beach alone?
“So one day—it was just last month, self—de lil boy went back to go swimming again. He was splashing and
playing by h’self. He could swim good, so he went to de d-d-d-d-eep part.”
As the story reached its inevitable dark conclusion, Eunice’s stutter became more pronounced, adding to the
tension in the room. I curled into the pillow in a protective measure.
“Dat’s when he heard dem calling him. Dey said, ‘Lil boy, lil boy, you now come here now to us, you’nt going
back,’” Eunice said, using the singsong voice of the neegees. “‘You’nt going back, oh. You’nt going back.
“H-h-h-he didn’t d-d-drown,” Eunice concluded, as if that made it better. “The neegee took him.”
The only good thing I could think about her awful story was that it was over. There was no way I was going to
sleep after that. I felt a chill, and made a mental note to stay away from the deep part of the Sugar Beach lagoon. But
deep down inside, a thought started to flower.
If I did get attacked by neegee or a heartman or a rogue, I now had someone who would protect me. Eunice, I
somehow knew, would not let anything happen to me.
4
The first six months after Eunice moved in with us were relatively tranquil—other than Eunice’s attempted
escapes—both at Sugar Beach and in the big world outside. Everyone was still playing their assigned parts in the
social structure of Liberia. The land barons and Honorables who made up the Congo People were taking vacations
abroad, visiting their many properties and farms around Liberia, and taking their families to the beach for day
trips. The farm tenants, market women, and “gro-na” boys who made up the Country People were tapping rubber
trees for $40 a month, haggling with customers outside Abijoudi Supermarket, and hanging out in front of Relda
Cinema, looking for work.
My family took its role in this play very seriously. Besides our house at Sugar Beach and the farm at Kakata, we
also had a house in Spain, where we vacationed in July. Daddy and Mommee had bought the house right after they
got married. He called it Bassa Cove, after the place in Liberia where my great-great-great-greatuncle, Reid Cooper,
150 years before, had once sailed to rescue a bunch of settlers pinned down by angry native Africans.
The house was in Calpe, on the Costa Blanca, and we—along with Uncle Julius and my cousins, Dr. Nehemiah
Cooper and Lady Cooper, who also bought houses in Calpe—were the only black people there. The highlight of our
days there was when Daddy took us into the village for chocolate ice cream cones. We’d walk in the clear sun and the
crisp dry air (not like that humid soup we had in Liberia). The scent of flowers from the planted street gardens was
everywhere.
Eunice and Vicky didn’t come to Spain. They went to Liberian schools, and their vacations were at a different time
from our American school, which let us out for June, July, and August. Eunice and Vicky got their vacations during
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the Liberian summer, at Christmastime, from December to March. So they stayed alone with the servants at Sugar
Beach while we went to Spain. For four weeks every July we spent mornings playing in the yard with its fragrant
bougainvillea and midday hours pretending to have siesta in our bedrooms with the gauzy curtains and the fresh
breezes, missing nothing because the whole country was napping, too. It was peaceful, bright, and quiet. During
the evening Daddy took us to the village for ice cream cones or sometimes shopping all the way to Benidorm,
with its outdoor cafés and crowded beaches.
The next day we did it all over again. By the time we returned to Liberia we were dying for news of Monrovia
and Sugar Beach.
*
If Bassa Cove was a villa of tranquillity, the other Cooper property was a plantation of chaos. Kakata was a
three hundred-acre swath of bush anchored by an American plantation house that would have looked right at
home in Virginia in the 1830s. Daddy grew rubber trees, papaya (which we called pawpaw), mangoes (which we
called plums), guavas, and ptanga, a greenish orange fruit that showered your mouth and cheeks with its tartsweet juice.
The farm was Daddy’s domain. Mommee usually stayed home when we visited. We’d pile into Daddy’s white
pickup truck for the one-hour drive to Kakata. Me, Marlene, John Bull, and Eunice squeezed into the cab with
Daddy. Sammy Cooper and Jack got to ride in the back. I wanted to ride in the back, too. But Mommee forbade it.
“Aye, Daddy,” I started to whine one Saturday afternoon. He put his hand up in a “stop” motion.
“Don’t even think about it,” he said.
We stopped at Ma Gene’s house so she and her driver could follow us in her white Toyota. Ma Gene, Daddy’s
mother, always wore her hair in a hairnet. She was very prim and proper and ladylike, with her 1960s librarian glasses.
She wore stockings over her bandaged knee, which she kept wrapped to help with her arthritis.
We cruised along the paved road to Kakata for about forty-five minutes, passing streams of farmers walking their
produce in the opposite direction, back toward Monrovia. On the hot tarmac, they stepped out of our way onto the
road’s dirt shoulder when we passed. Daddy blew his horn when one man didn’t get out of the way fast enough.
“You tiyin’ to get run over?” he leaned across the four of us in the cab and yelled at the man through the
passenger window.
We slowed down as we entered Kakata. Market women, balancing tin buckets of oranges on their heads and
babies on their backs, crowded the main road, which was filled with craters full of muddy rainwater. Daddy was
talking and drove straight into a crater, splashing water on one of the market women, with a bucket of oranges on her
head and her baby on her back. Her hands were free to gesticulate angrily at us.
“Na mind, na mind, my friend,” Daddy said, pulling the pickup truck over to the side of the road.
“Oh, da Mr. Cooper!” the woman came smiling up to Daddy’s side of the pickup. She was wearing a lapa skirt
and white T-shirt, with a matching lapa cloth wrapping her baby around her back. She had on a head-tie scarf
around her hair.
“Good friend, how you doin?” Daddy asked her.
“I trying, Mr. Cooper.”
“Your son fine, oh.”
“Aye-ya, Mr. Cooper.”
The ritual went on for about five minutes. Daddy asked her about her husband; she said he was in Monrovia
looking for work. She peered into the cab at each one of us, then reached over to touch Marlene’s hair.
“But de lil’ girl fine, oh!” she exclaimed. “Look at her hair!”
Eunice and I were getting bored. We started looking for our favorite sign in Kakata.
“Here it is there!” Eunice pointed. In Liberian English, that came out as “Heah it deh.” The accent is on the
“deh.” Her stutter didn’t come out so much anymore. The sign was on the white-washed wall behind the market. It
said:

Do Not Urinate Here! By Order of City Mayor!
We were giggling. “Hee hee.” Over on the other side of the cab, Daddy was reaching the natural close of business
with the woman we splashed.
“Here lil’ something for your son, my friend,” he said, pressing some notes into the woman’s hand.
“Aye, Mr. Cooper, God will bless you,” the woman said. “God will bless you too much.”
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Finally, we pulled away from the curb, back onto the road. This time, Daddy took his time and drove carefully around the
potholes. A left by the market, and another twenty minutes down a dirt road that only passed for a road during dry
season. Daddy drove into the bush to try to avoid the craters.
*
And finally, there it was. The Cooper Family Farm, straight out of Gone With the Wind if Atlanta was deep in the
African bush and Tara was overrun by vines, shrubs, and peeling paint. There were columns supporting the first-floor
porch, giant Spanish moss trees in the front yard, and the ubiquitous smell of coal fires blanketing the entire place.
The farm staff trickled out of the house and from the nearby village to greet us. While at Sugar Beach we were
surrounded by the Bassa people from the Bassa village of Bubba Town, the area around the farm was largely Kpelle. I
couldn’t tell the difference between Bassa people and Kpelle people, except that I associated Kpelle people with Daddy,
because of the farm.
Daddy immediately started carping about why hadn’t anyone fixed the broken window latch yet, hadn’t he told them
to make sure to have it fixed by the time he got back? And where was his factotum, Jacob Doboyu?
Finally, Jacob Doboyu appeared and he and Daddy headed to the house, arguing the whole time. Jacob Doboyu was
Grebo and a dead ringer for Nelson Mandela.\fn{ Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela aka Tata (1918-2013) President of South Africa (19941999)} He was another one who was raised by the Cooper family from birth. He and Daddy used to play together as
children, and he usually went with us to Spain for vacation. He used to spank me when I was a baby, a point of much
pride to him, since not too many Country People got to spank Congo babies. Their voices disappeared behind the
screen door and into Daddy’s office.
“But, John, the man was supposed to come here on Friday with the new latch,” Jacob Doboyu was saying.
Eunice and I surveyed our playground for the weekend. We had one thing, and one thing only, on our minds.
This was our chance to eat all the things Mommee didn’t let us eat at Sugar Beach.
“Sammy Cooper,” I said in a wheedling tone. “You will carry us to get some farina?” I had already picked a
few ptangas from the trees in the yard and was nursing the fruit around my mouth as I contemplated my next
meal.
“I na carrying you’all no where,” Sammy Cooper replied, playing coy.
To get farina, we had to go to the Kpelle village on the farm. Sammy Cooper wasn’t too eager to take me
because he had taught me a few Kpelle cusswords and was worried that I might try to use them. But nobody could
whine like me.
“I hold your foot, Sammy Cooper,” I started, revving myself up even as I adjusted the pitch of my voice to its most
ingratiating bleat. Finally, Sammy Cooper just started walking toward the village, without saying a word. Eunice,
Marlene, and I followed him.
Along the path, I tried not to step over the lizards because that was bad luck. I could hear the Kpelle women
talking in the distance. The combination of hot sun, coal fires, lizards, and voices combined into one, exotic-yetfamiliar sensation. I was up-country! I bounced over to catch up with Eunice.
“I will tell them tene kpollu,” I whispered with a grin. I didn’t know what that meant but Sammy Cooper had told
me it was something bad. Eunice looked at me sideways.
“You do it, I telling Uncle John.” I sucked my teeth.
“I wa jes’ joking! You think people stupid?”
We stepped into the village clearing. There were really only about five mud huts clustered around. One young
woman was giving a little girl a bath. The girl was standing naked in a small yellow plastic tub—the kind Marlene
had in the toy room at Sugar Beach for her dolls. Her fat stomach jutted out over bony legs, knocked knees. She
stared at us curiously.
“I want bath, too!” Marlene squawked out, running over to the little girl.
That broke the ice and the village people started gathering around. They ignored me and Eunice, and clustered
around Marlene, marveling over her general Cooper characteristics.
“That white girl oh!” a toothy old man announced, lifting her up to his shoulders. “Ma people, here Radio
Cooper grandchild!”
We followed him into his dark hut. There were a couple of mattresses on the dirt floor, and an anteroom in
front with a single green plastic chair. I started coughing right away as I always did when I went into the Country
People’s houses. They cooked over coal fires in the back, and the smoke scratched my throat.
The old man shuffled to the kitchen in the back and pulled a large jar of farina out from under a small wooden
table. He shook the farina out into two plastic bags, tied them into neat knots on top, and handed them to Eunice. I
was hopping up and down in anticipation, almost drooling.
“Thank you, old man!” I yelled, tugging on Eunice’s arm and hurrying her out of the hut. Back to the farm, to
prepare and eat our feast in precious solitude.
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*
Ma Gene went to bed early that night and we all hung out on the front porch with Daddy and Uncle Julius as
they systematically went through a bottle of gin, washing it down with cold Club Beers, and worked on a puzzle
by the light of a lantern.
“Which one of y’all gonna scratch my head?” Daddy asked.
“Eunice!” I yelled.
“Helene Cooper!” Eunice yelled at the same time. That was usually the extent of her pushing back—the safe
stuff she directed at me.
“Me!” Marlene came running in from the yard, where she’d been hunting palm kernels with a flashlight.
Daddy let her scratch his head for two minutes before she was fired for ineptitude. He reached around behind him
and pulled her onto his lap.
“Come on, Helene, your sister too young to know how to do it.” He picked up the bottle of his hair tonic from
the table next to him, and waved it at me.
“Okay,” I said, “but not for long time co’ ma stomach hurting.”
It was a typically pitch-black night in the bush, with the only light coming from the lamp in the farmhouse and a
couple of dying coal fires from the villagers nearby. The sounds of the bush at night wafted through the air—monkeys
and crickets in a chorus of howling.
In the distance I could hear drums beating. What were those Country People up to out there? They’d better just
be dancing. I felt a chill going up my spine. We were deep in the territory of witch doctors and heartmen and neegees and country devils.
I thought about the story Mommee told me about the first time she ever went up-country. She was only about
eight months old, and Grandpa and Mama Grand were living up in Zegedah, where Grandpa at the time was the
commanding officer of the frontier force.
Mommee’s nurse was a Loma woman named Kit, who lived with the family. One day, the country devil came
to Zegedah.
There are two types of country devils: harmless ones and sinister ones. The one that came to Zegedah that day
was the sinister kind. Upon his arrival, accompanied by the usual drums, dancers, and various hangers-on, the
women were immediately ordered into their houses and huts and told to stay away from the windows. It was
forbidden, forbidden, forbidden for any woman to watch the country devil dance.
All the men went outside into the street. But Mommee’s nurse, Kit, wanted to see, too. She crept to the
window, with Mommee in her arms, and peeked out.
Within a month Kit got sick and died.
“A-ya,” everyone said. “But she asked for it. She know she not supposed to look at the country devil.”
Mommee peeked, too, but she was a baby so the country devil spared her. She had a lot of nightmares immediately after, my grandparents said, but she didn’t get sick. Whenever she started crying during her nightmares,
Mama Grand and Grandpa would look at each other and say,
“She crying because she saw that country devil with Kit.”
I could never get my head around what Kit saw that was so forbidden. Something unimaginably evil, I knew.
Maybe the country devil had brandished a still-beating heart, or carried somebody’s head under his arm.
I’d seen country devils—usually at Christmastime, when they sang and danced for money—but the only ones I
saw were the harmless kind women were allowed to see.
At the farm that night, the drums in the distance got louder. My mind was swallowed up by stories of African
magic. Voodoo. The secret societies. Medicine business.
In Liberia, you don’t die of natural causes. You die because somebody witched you. You die because your father
slept around with a woman who then had a witch doctor get rid of all of your father’s official, “legitimate” children
so her children could get his money. You die because your husband’s brother was jealous of you. You die because
your wife was tired of you. You die because, like my grandfather Radio Cooper, you didn’t give the farm to Old
Sammy Cooper after he worked there all those years.
Radio Cooper had left his farm to his children, Daddy, Uncle Julius, and Tante Ora. And now here we all were,
in the middle of the night, singularly close to the lair of the Country People, and the drums were beating.
All those stories that Eunice told me from the safety of our air-conditioned bedroom at Sugar Beach … they were all
played out here out in the bush. This was where heartmen actually performed the black magic with the body parts they
collected in Monrovia. This was where the witch doctors and medicine men brewed their concoctions. This, so they
said, was where the neegees brought the poor swimmers they sucked out of the Sugar Beach lagoons, who were never
heard from again.
65

The fear surged through me. But I knew they couldn’t get all of us at once. They only kill you one at a time.
The closer I stuck to my family, the better.
Eunice sat on the porch swing, reading; I abandoned my post scratching Daddy’s head and sidled over to her.
She made space for me. I immediately felt safer.
*
But my fear of neegees and heartmen was getting worse.
A week later, on Saturday, Mommee’s brother, Bro. Henry, showed up unexpectedly at Sugar Beach. Eunice and I
were in my room reading Nancy Drew books when we heard the sound of a car at the top of the hill, heading toward
the gate. Somebody was visiting! We dropped our books on the floor and ran to Marlene’s bedroom window, from
where we spotted Bro. Henry's brown Lincoln Town Car cruising into the yard.
“Bro. Henry here!” I yelled excitedly, skipping and jumping through the hallway, around the corner, through the
kitchen, and onto the kitchen porch. Eunice was hot at my heels. Vicky had been braiding Marlene’s hair, but as soon
as Marlene heard me, she bolted for the porch, too, as fast as her short legs could take her. Vicky, never one to get
flustered even though it was her father, trailed behind sedately.
Bro. Henry, looking like a movie star with his sunglasses on, opened the car door, got out, and struck a pose
against the side of the car. He had on long walking shorts and a collarless shirt. In the backseat of his car were my
cousins Bridget and Gabriel, looking smug.
“Ya’ll go get your swimming suits,” Bro. Henry said. “We going to Caesar’s Beach.”
About thirty minutes later, Eunice, Vicky, Marlene, Bridget, Gabriel, and I were all packed in Bro. Henry’s car
as he turned onto the dirt road to Caesar’s Beach. We lived at Sugar Beach, but Caesar’s Beach was a destination.
As we pulled into the parking area, I noted with excitement the cars parked in the grass. There were two
Mercedes-Benzes, one Peugeot, and a Lincoln Mercury Cougar: Monrovia’s landed gentry were spending a day at
the beach.
Climbing out of Bro. Henry’s car, I felt a twinge of disquiet. Like Sugar Beach, the lagoon at Caesar’s Beach
was full of neegees. I had to figure out a way to look as if I was having fun, frolicking in the lagoon pretending to
swim without actually getting close to that deep end where they were hanging out.
The white people—Americans from the United States embassy, a smattering of Lebanese, a few French people—
were all spread out on the sand on the ocean side of the beach. The Liberians were on the lagoon side.
This was segregation based on fear. The undertow in the ocean was fierce, and we tended to stick closer to the
lagoon, which—albeit filled with neegees who sucked you in and took you God-knew-where—at least didn’t carry
you off to be eaten by sharks. The Americans and French and Lebanese, unburdened by such knowledge, took one
look at the miles of white sand along our gorgeous oceanfront and headed straight for the crashing waves.
Marlene was already running toward the lagoon, kicking her beach ball in front of her, her shovel and pail
jiggling against her legs. Eunice pulled off her flip-flop sandals and took off behind her. I tried to walk sedately
for a few moments, and then gave up, running behind them.
“Wait for people!” I yelled. “Wait for people!”
I was torn between joy and fear. As I ran behind Marlene and Eunice, I resolved to myself that this was the day I
would shed my water wings (at eight, the fact that I still needed them was a deep source of shame) and swim like a
fish. I looked behind me at Bro. Henry, who was just arriving behind us at the spot we picked next to a thatched
palaver hut near the lagoon.
“Bro. Henry, I will swim today!” I announced. He looked at me and laughed.
“For true? You will do it today?” He had been down this road with me before.
“For true, Bro. Henry. I can do it.”
I waded into the water, gingerly, after Bro. Henry. It felt cool against my legs, but immediately my toes scrunched
up as they touched foreign-feeling objects in there—rocks, sand, leaves, twigs. I stopped when the water reached my
waist. Bro. Henry was still moving. If he thought I was going in any deeper, he was nuts. I cleared my throat
loudly.
“Uhhmm!” He stopped, turned, and grinned at me.
“Okay, I’m waiting.”
I could hear the voices of Marlene, Eunice, and Vicky splashing and laughing in the distance. High-pitched
peals of laughter, mixed in with the calls of the pepper birds—plur-tor-tor … plur-tor-tor … plur-tor-tor. And
then they all faded away, as I took a huge, deep breath, squeezed my eyes shut, sealed my mouth full of air, and
plunged in.
A mistake of monumental proportions. I had just given the underwater spirits the chance they’d been waiting
for. I could hear them talking to themselves, their voices low and camouflaged by a droning sound, so the people
above couldn’t hear them.
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“Lil girl, lil girl, we now come for you oh.”
My hair swirled around me, but that was the only part of my body that could move.
“Lil girl, lil girl, we now come for you oh.”
Something slimy touched my hand. And I kicked. I pumped my feet and stretched out my arms as far as I could
trying to get to Bro. Henry. I pumped and kicked and suddenly my feet touched the sand, and I realized I could stand. I
came up with a terrified surge, gulping in deep breaths of air.
I had moved a few feet. Bro. Henry was standing in exactly the same spot, looking at me resignedly.
“You using too much energy,” he said. “You just splashing water and tiring yourself out. And it’s too shallow here
—let’s go in lil bit deeper so I can teach you to float.”
My cousins were already way out in the deep end, closing in on the monkey bridge that connected two makeshift
lean-tos in the lagoon to each other. Eunice and Vicky were in deeper, too, though they could still stand up. They were
keeping an eye on Marlene, who was paddling around with her water wings.
But I knew that the neegee wanted me that day, not Eunice, Vicky, or Marlene. I wanted to learn to swim, to at
least get to the deeper part where Eunice and Vicky were, but they were too close to the really deep part. If the
neegee came after me over there, I wouldn’t get away.
“I comin’, Bro. Henry,” I lied. “You go, I will jes go to the bathroom first, then I will come.”
“You in the water. Peepee right here.”
“Aye, Bro. Henry; I’nt want peepee here.”
Giving up, Bro. Henry turned and struck off toward Eunice and Vicky. I walked out of the lagoon. When I
finally left the bathroom, I went directly to the thatched palaver hut and sat with a Nancy Drew book in my lap,
watching them frolick.
*
Eunice was apparently having a successful day. She was now floating on her back. How had she learned to do
that? I wondered. Bro. Henry was working on Vicky, talking her through lying flat, putting her head back. My
cousins, Bridget and Gabriel, needed no instruction; they were already great swimmers. Probably because their
mother, Aunt Jeanette, was American, and Americans all could swim, I thought.
Finally, they all came out of the water. I quickly stuck my face in my book—The Mystery at Lilac Inn. Marlene
and Eunice both fell asleep in the sand—on the sunny part, outside the palaver hut. I was still stinging with
humiliation from my performance in the lagoon. I somehow felt betrayed by Eunice. She was the one who was
always telling neegee stories and then she had the nerve to go into the deep part of the lagoon and learn to swim?
Marlene woke up and started crying. She had red splotches all over her back and down her legs.
“Poke your finger in her back,” I whispered to Eunice. I had seen the white children at the American school do that
when they stayed in the sun too long. Eunice poked Marlene, and the spot turned white, then red again. Bro. Henry
yelled at Eunice.
“How you just sat there and let the child get burned?” he said. “You know she white.”
Eunice looked at her own dark skin, free of burns, and shrugged. It was easy to see what she was thinking: How was she
supposed to know Marlene was too white to be in the sun long? While Bro. Henry tended to the still crying Marlene,
Eunice and I started packing up our stuff.
“I can burn, too,” I informed Eunice, self-importantly. “Look at my skin. I’m light, too.”
“G-g-g-ood for you,” Eunice said.
I felt my own anger with her burbling up. Didn’t she see that I had delicate white skin, too? That’s why the
neegee were trying to get me. That’s why they didn’t want her.
“You can’t burn,” I told her. “You’re too black.”
*
Eunice and I remained on the outs for about a week after that. I knew I should apologize. But apologize and
say what? “Na mind, Eunice, I was scared of de neegee.” She wouldn’t believe me. She knew the neegee waited
in the deep part for you to come to them.
I kept quiet.
Since we weren’t playing together, Eunice started taking Marlene to Bubba Town, the Bassa village just up the
dirt road from Sugar Beach. I didn’t want to go with them anyway, because the Bassa people in Bubba Town had
eaten my dog Tracks, a brown-andwhite flea-ridden keke, which is what we called mutts. When the dog first came to us
as a gift from my maternal grandmother, Mama Grand, I had just read a book about an American girl who got a dog
that left mud tracks in the house, and named her dog Tracks. She lived on What-a-Jolly-Street, USA. Mommee
wouldn’t let Tracks come into our house, so he spent most of his time sleeping on the kitchen porch, or running around
the yard with me when I got my roller skates. He was fast, but he had wanderlust, and was always disappearing,
sometimes for days. One day I overheard Mommee whispering something to Eunice. She said:
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“Don’t tell Helene what happened.”
“Don’t tell Helene what?” I said.
“Oh, we had to give Tracks away because there was a sick little girl who needed a dog.” She just gave my dog
away? I cornered Old Man Charlie.
“What happened to my dog?” I demanded to know. He shrugged.
“Those Bassa people in Bubba Town ate him,” he told me.
So I boycotted Bubba Town. But there wasn’t much to do at Sugar Beach, and given that me and Eunice were
still mad at each other, Eunice took Marlene.
The women in Bubba Town weren’t immediately friendly when the two first showed up. Eunice, tall and skinny
with bowlegs, a Bassa girl, holding the hand of Marlene: a short, chubby, Congo cherub. Eunice had taught Marlene
a few words of Bassa, which she promptly used to try to charm palm kernels out of the women in Bubba Town.
“Mom, eh,” Marlene called out to the women, standing just outside the first hut in the village.
“Eh, mom” came the reply.
“Ahwe nee buea?” She was a spoiled brat, but it was impossible not to like her when she turned on the charm.
By now the Bassa women were laughing at the fat Congo girl trying to speak Bassa.
“Eh pehne eh.” Having used up her entire Bassa repertoire, Marlene switched to Liberian English.
“Y’all got anything to eat?”
Years later, the irony of the cosseted youngest child of the rich family across the way going to poor villagers to beg
for food would dawn on me. At the time, it seemed perfectly natural that the Bassa women would share ground nuts,
farina, and the beloved palm kernels with Marlene and Eunice.
The two of them came back giggling from their trip to Bubba Town, with Marlene’s new friend, Palma, in tow.
Palma was the young daughter of one of the Bassa women. She lived in the nicest mud hut in Bubba Town, one with
two rooms, though both were dark since Bubba Town had no electricity.
Marlene took Palma to her bedroom and locked her in her closet, allegedly playing a game called “elevator shaft.”
The two were supposed to be pretending to take turns in the elevator, though Palma had never seen an elevator and so
couldn’t have possibly understood what Marlene was up to. On Eunice and Marlene’s return from Bubba Town, I
glared at them.
“Did you enjoy eating my dog? What did he taste like?” Eunice looked at me.
“Don’t make me shamed,” she said.
She went upstairs into the house. I never knew who she was ashamed of: the Bassa people for eating Tracks, or
me, her new sister, for begrudging them the food.
5
Eunice and I, busy thespians, were hard at work preparing for our roles in the re-enactment of the Battle of
Crown Hill, part of our drama group’s play taking place during the annual Matilda Newport Day festivities. The
play was scheduled for the upcoming weekend, a few days after the actual holiday. Our drama teacher had told us to
divide into two groups.
“Who wants to be the Country People and who wants to be the Congo People?” she said.
It’s always so hard to choose, because while the Congo People got to win the battle and shoot the Country
People, the Country People were a better stretch for our acting ability because they got to die, and we had been
practicing dying for a month now.
Our inspiration was Juliet Capulet. Our stage was the yard in the back of the house at Sugar Beach.
“Oh hap-pay dagga!” Eunice said, holding a kitchen knife in front of her stomach, with her back to Mommee’s
hibiscus bush.
“Hap-pee, Eunice! Not hap-pay! You gotta speak cullor!”
“Look, lemme hear my ear! I thought de people s’posed to be Italian self?”
“Da’ your business, then.” She started again.
“Oh happeeee dagger! This is my sheeef! There rust, and let ME die!”
With a bloodcurdling scream, Eunice plunged the back of the kitchen knife into her stomach before lurching around
the grass like a drunk. She stumbled toward the dogs, who yelped and scurried out of the way. Then she flailed around and
around in a circle before collapsing onto the grass. She jumped up again like someone possessed by demons, let out
another scream before falling back to the ground, resting flat and spread-eagled next to a scattering of palm kernels.
“Ma people, look at trouble?” Jack muttered, shaking his head.
“That ma time now!” I yelled, running to the lawn-stage. “Watch me die!”
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Clearly, our acting abilities demanded that we play the parts of dying Country People in the Battle of Crown
Hill re-enactment. When we informed Mommee, she snorted.
“That’s your business,” she said. “You all want to go get shot up by a cannon, it’s no skin off my back.”
*
In the years since Elijah Johnson and the other colonists first arrived in what would become Liberia, tales had been
told and retold of the Battle of Crown Hill. It all started with the purchase, for $300, of their new home in West Africa.
Elijah Johnson and the remaining colonists who hadn’t died of malaria arrived by ship to Bushrod Island, a fertile
tract between the St. Paul River and Montserrado Bay, determined to build their houses before the rainy season came.
It was not to be.
Members of the Dey ethnic group, angry that their king, Long Peter, had signed onto the $300 sale just a month
before, gathered in front of the boat and forbade the group from landing. Brandishing swords, knives, and guns, they
drove Elijah Johnson and the other colonists back across the river. There, the colonists regrouped, on Providence
Island, an unhealthy, malaria-infested swampland, about two acres large.
Dr. Ayres, the white agent who negotiated the original contract at gunpoint, went back to Bushrod Island to try
to talk to the Deys. He was promptly kidnapped, and hauled upcountry, to Long Peter’s village. Long Peter kept
him for several days, until the terrified Dr. Ayres finally agreed to take his $300 in guns and tobacco back in
exchange for the land. That transaction, however, never went through.
The Deys let Dr. Ayres go, and he returned to Providence Island, where the colonists waited. Providence Island
was not somewhere they wanted to stay for any length of time. The only shelter it offered were decaying thatch
leaves from palm trees, woven together in a pitiful attempt at warding off the encroaching rains. There was no fresh
water on the island. Dysentery joined malaria as a common malady.
Frustrated and scared, Dr. Ayres told the settlers about his three-day ordeal up-country. He suggested they
abandon the whole place and head back to Sierra Leone. The malaria was slowly eating away at them. He couldn’t
see the small band of settlers surviving, and the native Africans seemed hellbent against letting them build on
Cape Monterrado. The choice seemed simple to Dr. Ayres: give up, go back to Sierra Leone, and look for another
patch of land to buy.
Elijah Johnson said no. He, too, was frustrated and scared, but he had had it with trolling from place to place
up the West African coast looking for somewhere to settle.
“Two years long have I sought a home,” he said, in a stirring speech before the rest of the tattered group. “Here
I have found one, here I remain.”
Elijah Johnson’s words moved others in the group to agree. But for all of their bravado in deciding to stay, the small
band of settlers wouldn’t have made it if they hadn’t received aid from a crucial, although unlikely, source: the fearsome
King Boatswain, king of the equally fearsome group called the Condoes.
Almost seven feet tall, handsome, and muscular, King Boatswain’s name garnered respect along the West African
coast. He got it from English seamen, who hired him as a youth to work on a British merchant vessel.
“To a stature approaching seven feet in height, perfectly erect, muscular and finely proportioned—a countenance
noble, intelligent and full of animation—he unites great comprehension and activity of mind, and, what is still more
imposing, a savage loftiness and even grandeur of sentiment,” described one agent of the American Colonization
Society.
Boatswain was often at war with the maritime tribes; he always won. He practiced the doctrine of overwhelming force, never showing up for a meeting or palaver without bringing a large number of his warriors with him.
West African protocol dictates that the meek go to the strong to judge their palavers. So the Deys and the other
groups whose chiefs had signed the agreement selling their land to the Americans called in King Boatswain to
pronounce his sentence on what they should do.
They met on Cape Montserrado. Boatswain, as usual, brought along enough Condo warriors to immediately carry
out whatever decision he made. The chiefs of the mutinous Deys, along with chiefs of the Bassa, Mambas, and a
handful of other ethnic groups assembled in the palaver hut. The agent, Dr. Ayres, was there to represent the
American Colonization Society. Elijah Johnson was there to represent the settlers.
Jehudi Ashmun,\fn{1794-1828, born in Champlain, Clinton County, New York State, probably from his History of the American Colony
in Liberia from December 1821 to 1823. Some of his work is included under the New York State contribution to the literature from the United
States of America in the Protocol for World Peace:H} yet another new agent from the American Colonization Society, would

later chronicle the meeting in the palaver hut. The “savage umpire” is King Boatswain:
A desultory and noisy discussion followed, in which the savage umpire disdained to take any part whatever. But
having ascertained the prominent facts of the case, he at length rose, and put an end to the assembly by laconically
remarking to the Deys, “That having sold their country, and accepted the payment in part, they must take the conse-

69

quences. Their refusal of the balance of the purchase money, did not annul, or affect the bargain. Let the Americans
have their lands immediately. Whoever is not satisfied with my decision, let them tell me so!” Then, turning to the
Agents, “I promise you protection. If these people give you further disturbance, send for me. And I swear, if they oblige
me to come again to quiet them, I will do it to purpose, by taking their heads from their shoulders.”

Boatswain’s decision gave Elijah Johnson and the other settlers the backbone they needed to start building their
houses. But no one, not the settlers, not the Deys, not the agents, actually believed this was the end of the conflict.
All Boatswain had done was buy the settlers some time to prepare for the war that was inevitable.
In June 1822, Elijah Johnson and the rest who chose to stay headed to the inland region of the Montserrado
promontory To the disgust of the native West Africans, they started cutting down trees and building houses and
fortifications.
And so was born Monrovia.
Elijah Johnson remained distrustful of the native Africans. When he wasn’t working on building his house, he was
teaching the men, and a handful of women, how to fight. He had fought in America’s War of 1812 against the British,
in the colored soldiers’ regiment. He put the settlers on double duty: building houses during the day, patrolling the
settlement with their guns at night.
It was now the heart of the rainy season. Huge, flooding bursts of rain punctuated each day. The Deys began
sniper attacks on the colonists. Elijah Johnson responded by shooting back, killing a number of Deys. A British
gunboat showed up on the coast looking for fresh water to supply the crew. The captain came ashore and offered to
help the colonists fight the Deys if Elijah Johnson would cede a small piece of land to the British Empire and hoist the
Union Jack flag. It was then that Elijah Johnson gave that point-blank refusal memorized by Liberian schoolchildren.
“We want no flagstaff put up here that will cost more to get it down again than it will to whip the natives,” he said.
For both sides, it was clear that war was coming. It was just a question of when.
Elijah Johnson threw himself completely into preparations for war. He drilled the men daily. He drafted thirteen Kru
youths into his lieutenants’ corps. Then he taught them how to use the colony’s cannons, which they took up the river,
positioning them around the settlement.
It soon became clear that the bush circling the colony had to be cleared; as it was, an attack could be staged
from as close as a hundred yards away. So settlers, along with their Kru allies, cleared as much space between the
colony and the bush as possible.
Meanwhile, over on the other side of the bush, the Africans were holding a war council. They wanted the
colonists gone. The time to attack was now. They were sick of Boatswain telling them what to do. A variety of
points were made at the war-council meeting. King Peter and King Bristol opposed an attack. The colonists were
black people, they contended. They had a right to live in Africa.
But they were in a minority. King George contended that if the black colonists really wanted to reside in
Africa, they should place themselves under the protection of the African kings. If left alone, he argued, the
colonists would, in a few years, try to master the whole country.
According to the spies sent by the colonists to listen in at the war council, King George’s argument was
eloquent. The armed schooners were gone. The white agents had fled, were sick, or had died. Now was the time.
King Peter shrugged. King Bristol went home. Messengers were dispatched in every direction to solicit aid
from the neighboring tribes. The king of Junk refused to take any active part, and sent word to the colonists telling
them he was neutral. But he didn’t prohibit his people from following, and a number came to the war. King Tom
of Little Bassa declined to join the war. But King Ben, Bromley, Todo, Governor, Konko, Jimmy, Gray, Long
Peter, George, and Willy all joined.
Through a mediator, the new white agent with the colonists, Jehudi Ashmun, sent a message to the assembling
Africans. He said he was
perfectly apprised of their hostile deliberations, notwithstanding their pains to conceal them, and that, if they proceeded to
bring war upon the Americans, without even asking to settle their differences in a friendly manner, they would dearly learn
what it was to fight white men.

Black men, actually.
There was no reply to Ashmun’s threat.
Elijah Johnson ordered picket guards of four men each to assume posts one hundred yards apart. No male colonist
was allowed to sleep at night. During the day, the men caught a few hours of sleep, sending their African allies on
patrol in the bush. The families in outlying houses were ordered to stay away from the windows.
*
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The attack came at dawn on November 11. Some eight hundred African warriors advanced on the picket guards
posted at the outskirts of the settlement. They opened fire before the guards could get behind their cannons, which
were never fired. Several of the guards were killed, the rest ran back to the settlement, yelling.
Quickly, the African force seized control of the western part of the settlement. They swarmed four houses on
the outskirts. There were no men in the houses, only twelve women and children. One woman was stabbed thirteen
times and thrown aside for dead. Another woman, running from her house with her two infant children, was hit in
the head with a cutlass; soldiers took both of her babies. A third woman, the mother of five children, barricaded her
door, which kept the warriors at bay for a few minutes. Eventually they forced the door open. She then grabbed an
ax, and swung it futilely around her before the warriors were upon her, stabbing her in the heart.
But then, instead of pressing ahead with their advantage, the African army gave the colonists a crucial break.
They began looting the four houses they had attacked. The colonists seized the advantage, grabbing two cannons
and swinging them into force. Meanwhile, five musketeers, led by Elijah Johnson, circled around to the African
warriors’ flank and opened fire.
The African warriors were now the victims of their own formation. Crowded together, they were easy prey for
the guns of Elijah Johnson and the other musketeers.
Eight hundred men were here pressed shoulder to shoulder, in so compact a form that a child might easily walk upon
their heads from one end of the mass to the other, presenting in their rear a breadth of rank equal to twenty or thirty men,
and all exposed to a gun of great power, raised on a platform, at only thirty to sixty yards distance! … Every shot
literally spent its force in a solid mass of living human flesh! A savage yell, was raised, which filled the dismal forest
with a momentary horror.

The dead: one hundred African warriors; twelve American colonists. The battle was over. The colonists had won.
Not satisfied with their victory, the colonists and their descendants made up stories of a fantastical heroic
colonial woman, Matilda Newport, who, they said, lit a cannon with her pipe and blew up the native soldiers. That
myth became legend, and eventually Liberia would officially recognize December 1 as a day of thanksgiving,
Matilda Newport Day.
The descendants of the colonists—the Congo People—would have parties and feasts to celebrate Matilda
Newport Day.
The rest of Liberia’s population, who descended from the Deys, the Bassas, the Kpelles, and the Krahns, would
not join in those festivities.
It never occurred to me at that time that all across Liberia, native Liberians were getting more and more upset
about the things I took for granted; things that, for me, were as normal as the crow of the rooster every morning.
This was life in Liberia, and who questioned daily life?
Who questioned the redness of the dirt, the smell of palm oil and dried fish at lunchtime, the sudden descent of
the night sky that covered the country with an impenetrable blackness?
Who questioned Matilda Newport Day?
6
Mommee’s latest set of American wheels was a two-toned green Pontiac Grand Prix. She wore leather driving
gloves and big Jackie-O sunglasses and she blew her horn and yelled at other drivers, passing everybody, her
eight-track tape player blasting José Feliciano. Mommee always had to rev herself up before going to see Mama
Grand. I was just happy to get the day off from school, even if it meant visiting Mama Grand.
It was Matilda Newport Day, a national holiday.
Vicky sat in the front seat, staring out the window. Marlene, Eunice, and I sat in the backseat. Eunice and I
wore big glasses, too, but ours were not stylish sunglasses, oh no. Two weeks earlier, Mommee had come into
Marlene’s room one night and discovered both Eunice and I on the floor peering at our respective Nancy Drew books
by the dim light of Marlene’s lamp. I was reading The Hidden Staircase and it was so close to my face Mommee
couldn’t see my eyes. Eunice, her back against the wall mirror, was holding her book equally close. Mommee just
looked at us and sighed.
The next day, we were hauled off to the eye doctor. Our prescriptions were so similar we could switch and
wear each other’s glasses. Marlene, who had emerged from the eye doctor beaming at his pronouncement that
she had 20-10 vision, scrambled from one end of the backseat of the car to the other, climb ing over Eunice and
me, waving at passersby, keeping a steady monologue of rubbish going.

71

“Car coming, oh … Car coming oh,” she chanted, as Mommee accelerated to pass a listing Holy Holy
mammy bus full of Country People. “Whoosh!”
I put my face to the window hoping the wind would drown out Marlene. I loved driving to town. How could a nineyear-old exist living light years from civilization at Sugar Beach?
We passed Catherine Mills, the crazy hospital. As if on cue, a woman wove her way into the middle of the
main road. Mommee swerved to miss her. The woman’s hair was loose and her dress was dokafleh, from a “Bend
Down Boutique,” hand-me-down clothes bought from street-sellers at the market down Waterside. Glancing down
the road to Catherine Mills, Eunice announced:
“When wartime come, I will go hide at Catherine Mills.”
This was a favorite game, talking about what we’d do if Liberia ever got a war. We didn’t really think Liberia
would get a war—that was for all those other postcolonial African countries who never could get their act
together. But we loved playing our “when wartime come” game.
“Yee! You crazy? Wha’ you want go hide wi’ those crazy people for?”
“Who will look for me there?”
“No way. When wartime come, ma part, I will go hide in the well.”
“How you will hide in the well you can’t even swim?”
“I will wear my water wings.”
“Old woman like you, you will still be wearing water wings?”
“Shut up.” Mommee hissed from the driver’s seat. “If you two don’t hush up, I putting both of your ten toes on
the ground.” Marlene piped up.
“Car coming oh.”
“Why Marlene can talk and we can’t talk?” I demanded. Eunice whispered at me.
“But you got big mouth, oh.” Mommee:
“You talking back to me, Helene?” My burst of sass disappeared immediately.
“No.”
I was sulking when we slowed down to pass Daddy and Uncle Julius’s gas station on the left: John L. Cooper
Enterprises, named after grandpa Radio Cooper. There was rarely any gas there, but Daddy and Uncle Julius also
had two shops. One sold toys and the other sold chocolate milk and ground peas and beer.
“I better not see John sitting under the tree drinking,” Mommee muttered.
If Daddy was drinking, he wasn’t doing it under the big mango tree in front of the shop today. The only person
lounging under the tree, with a nice frosty bottle of Club Beer, was Jacob Doboyu, Daddy’s factotum, who also
ran the gas station. Jacob Doboyu waved at us cheerfully from under the tree.
We rounded the ELWA corner, home to the Christian missionaries, and then the construction zone, where
Mommee slowed down to smile at the good-looking white foreman with strong tanned arms. He had crinkly eyes
because he was always smiling and dimpling at us when we passed him. As usual, he was wearing khaki shorts and
hiking boots, with a short-sleeved shirt tucked in. He flicked his cigarette and beamed at us as we drove by, before
tipping his finger at his hat in a salute. All of us in the car, even Vicky, erupted into catcalls and shrieks, and Mommee
laughed and played with her sunglasses. I forgot I was supposed to be sulking.
Then we were at Paynesville Junction, where we had to turn left at the Shell gas station to connect with the
main road to Monrovia, called Tubman Boulevard. Once in Paynesville, the advertising signs started in earnest:
(from the government).
(from Philip Morris).
TOTAL INVOLVEMENT FOR HIGHER HEIGHTS (government again).
AFRO SHEEN FOR THE BLACK AND BEAUTIFUL (Johnson Products).
PAY YOUR LIGHT BILL!!!

WELCOME TO MARLBORO COUNTRY

Eunice pinched me. I looked at her and grinned. We were getting closer to town!
We drove through Congo Town, the unofficial beginning of civilization, and we started paying close attention to
the road, because you never knew when you’d see someone you knew. The potholes were fewer and farther
between now. State-of-the-art seventies glamour homes sat side by side with squatter encampments. We started
passing the houses of our various relatives.
First was Uncle Waldron’s rambling ranch-style bachelor pad, where he had a waterbed and a video player.
Whenever we visited him, Eunice, Vickie, Marlene, and I headed straight for his bedroom and rolled around his
waterbed, with its lizard-print bedspread, listening to the water slosh around. Then we collected up his videos of
American TV shows to take back to the bush with us. Going to Uncle Waldron’s house was like going to the store.
Next, we passed Sophie’s Ice Cream Parlor. Wheee!
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“Mommee, can we—“ I started to say before she cut me off short.
“On the way home. Not now.”
I sighed, thinking that the cool kids were there now. I could see my classmate Richard Parker (not cool) and his
older brother Philip (extremely cool) sitting at one of the booths outside with a bunch of other boys. Two of the boys
wore berets.
We passed the road to Uncle Cecil’s house. He was our cousin, though I called him Uncle Cecil. He was
currently the highest-ranking member of our family in the government, because he was Minister of Foreign Affairs.
Uncle Julius, who was Minister of Action for Development and Progress, was the next highest, but he didn’t stay in
that post for very long.\fn{None of the titles mentioned in this section of the text are capitalized:H}
We passed Bro. Henry’s house in Sinkor, behind a big piece of vacant land left to Mommee by Grandpa. It was
prime property.
“You and Marlene will inherit that one day,” Mommee said, nodding toward it. “Don’t ever sell. Remember
that.”
Bro. Henry was the next highest-ranking government official in the family: Deputy Minister of State for
Presidential Affairs. His office was in the Executive Mansion, Liberia’s version of the White House.
When we got to the first traffic light in Monrovia, across from Sinkor Supermarket, Mommee stopped, tapping
her foot impatiently. Young barefooted boys in dokafleh ran up to the car, carrying trays of hard-boiled eggs on
their heads.
“Boiled egg here! Boiled egg here!” they yelled. In the car, we all dug into our pockets. Eunice handed over a dime;
Mommee gave a dollar to the oldest one and told him to share.
Then we were skirting past the Executive Mansion, home to President Tolbert. When he took over after President
Tubman died, he promised that the era of top hats was over among the Congo People, and drove to his inauguration in
a Volkswagen Beetle to show he could be a man of the Country People, too. He insisted his ministers follow his lead
and wear the open-necked, short-sleeved cotton safari jacket and pants that he wore to his swearing-in: heretofore
known as “swearing-in suits” and scorned by Congo People who preferred top hats and tails for festive occasions.
And ain’t no way anybody in my family was going to be driving no Volkswagen, except for Mommee’s father,
Grandpa Henry W. Dennis, who had been a career soldier and therefore had weird common-man tendencies.
We bypassed Broad Street, Monrovia’s “Main Street” and veered instead for Waterside, the marketplace at the
bottom of the bridge that led to Bushrod Island, where Elijah Johnson and the settlers first built their houses in 1822.
Waterside was the usual teeming stinky mass of people and vendors and shops and stray dogs and Mandingo tailors.
It smelled like body odor—not body odor because people don’t bathe, but body odor because people don’t use
deodorant and sweat all day—and palm oil and dried fish. Eunice and I loved Waterside. All those people! It was the
perfect contrast to Sugar Beach, with its air-conditioning and scented soaps and marble floors.
“Wind up the windows,” Mommee ordered, turning on the air-conditioning.
“Aye, Mommee! Supposed we see somebody we know, how we will say hello?” I whined.
“Don’t give me none of that ashtray. Wind up the windows.”
I looked at Eunice and rolled my eyes. She shrugged, pushed her gigantic glasses up against her face, and
rolled up the windows.
We crossed the bridge and were on Bushrod Island, home to Lebanese merchants. Every store was selling cloth
or electrical products: alarm clocks, radios, cassette decks, record players.
And then, finally, we turned right, into Mama Grand’s yard. She was sitting on the back porch, and waved
down at us.
*
My life was full of women. Besides Mommee, Vicky, Eunice, Marlene, and Janice, most of my cousins were
girls. Both of my grandfathers were dead, but my grandmothers …
“My dear! You have got it on both sides!” was a common refrain, whenever people realized who my grandmothers were. On Mommee’s side was Mama Grand: Ethel Cecilia Benedict Dunbar: formidable capitalist,
onetime market woman, self-made millionaire, motorcycle-rider, member of the Liberian legislature.
Mama Grand started off as the ultimate African entrepreneur: a market woman. During the 1940s, she cobbled together enough money to buy five hundred acres of farmland up-country. She didn’t have a car, but did have a
motorcycle, which she rode around the streets of Monrovia. She rented trucks to drive to Firestone Rubber
Plantation where she purchased high-yielding rubber stumps, which she planted on her farm, selling the produce
back to Firestone. The rubber launched her, and grapefruits and cassavas also helped send her on her way. She sold
her wares in Monrovia, and with the cash, went on a land-buying binge. She bought property at the Freeport—just
before development there took off. She bought property up-countly. She bought property downtown.
“Never sell,” she instructed her children.
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She called native Liberians “country” to their faces, while the rest of us just whispered it behind their backs. She
bragged to others about her beautiful grandchildren, with their light skin and long hair.
But to our faces, she was meaner than a Black Mamba. She could wake up cussing you out in the morning and
still be cussing you out when she went to bed that night. She was fierce and dramatic-looking and had clearly
been beautiful during her youth, with slanty eyes and impossibly high cheekbones. She could act really vulnerable
one minute, like a frail old lady, and then turn on you the next with a hard wallop across your cheek.
Once I made the mistake of taking an American friend to her house to visit. My cousins were there, too; we were
all out in the yard, paying homage to Mama Grand while she sat under a coconut tree. In the middle of one of
her diatribes about how she had just cussed out a Lebanese merchant, she got out of her chair and walked about
three feet, and pulled up her dress. Then she squatted down in the yard and started peeing. She kept talking while she
peed.
“That damn Lebanese asshole thought he was going to cheat me out of my rent. I told him,
“‘You must be on a contact high. Who do you think you’re messing with? Nobody cheats Ethel Dunbar. I am
the rock from which this country was built. You Lebanese asshole. You’re sitting here with no country. Your country is
all shot up to hell. You’re a damn refugee. That’s why we’re never gonna let you damn Lebanese asses own
property in Liberia. You’ll be renting from me till the day you die … your children will be renting from me.’”
My American friend, Alyson, just stood there, paralyzed, as Mama Grand finished peeing, got up, and pulled
up her panties. My cousin CeRue was standing next to me. Every muscle in CeRue’s body was clenched as she
fought the raging, physical need to laugh. Her lips were white from where her teeth were biting down on them.
Mommee stood next to her sister, Aunt Momsie (same Ma). The two of them were caught between horror, humor, and
the overwhelming need to shield their mother. Finally, Mommee said:
“Wow! Look at the sky! You can already see the stars coming out!” This was a fat lie. It was only about four p.m.,
but I guess that was the best she could come up with.
Mama Grand was the only child of an only child, Ma Galley. Ma Galley’s real name was Helene Elizabeth Clark,
but everyone called her Galley Clark. I was named after Ma Galley, thank God, and not Mama Grand; that dubious
honor went to my cousin Ethello, the apple of Mama Grand’s eye, although that didn’t ever stop her from getting
verbally abused like the rest of us.
Trips to visit Mama Grand were always fraught: you just never knew what mood you’d catch her in. Sometimes she would love-bomb us, showering us with money. The first time Mama Grand met Eunice, she ordered
Eunice to sit down, and inspected her from head to toe.
“Who’ your ma?” she asked. “Who’ your pa?” Eunice, terrified, started stuttering.
“M-m-m-my m-m-mrn-ma name i-i-is …” and I held my breath, waiting for the explosion. But after her crossexamination, Mama Grand simply handed Eunice twenty dollars. Eunice, who had heard the stories but still
hadn’t witnessed Mama Grand at full throttle, was cocky as we got out of the car that day.
The red-tiled house sat right up against the road and always smelled like mothballs. Mama Grand lived
upstairs; Uncle Waldron ran his gas company out of the first floor.
“Hello Mama Grand,” we all sang out dutifully, filing onto the screened porch.
“Look at my beautiful grandchildren,” Mama Grand said.
We each trooped over to her and kissed her on both cheeks, first Marlene, then me, then Eunice, then Vicky, finally
Mommee. We talked about various people Mama Grand had recently cussed out. We ate some fufu and soup, which
her cook had prepared: a large fermented cassava dumpling, sitting in a bowl of Liberian-style pepper soup, with
dried fish, chicken, and beef, and even some sweet crawfish. I tried to make my fufu and soup last as long as possible,
an elaborate ritual that involved cutting my fufu into tiny pieces, layering it with slimy okra, then mashing beneseed—a
sesame-seed paste—on top of each piece before flooding the spoon with soup.
When I finished my soup, I looked at Mama Grand. Everybody was sitting with an empty bowl. She eyed Eunice.
“What, you starving? Why you just sitting there like that? You think I some kind of mean bitch, where you can’t get
some mo food if you want? Pass from here go help y’self to some more!”
Eunice and I darted out back into the kitchen, and scarfed down two more bowls. By the time we went back
onto the porch, our stomachs were swollen.
*
The afternoon grew stiller and quieter. Even the usually boisterous Freeport, not far from Mama Grand’s house, was
silent in honor of Matilda Newport. An occasional dog barked. It was so hot and after all that hot soup I could feel
beads of sweat collecting on my back. Eunice sat in a rocking chair, her back upright, straining to look attentive.
Marlene had crawled into Mama Grand’s hammock and gone to sleep. I was bored.
“Mama Grand,” I said, “tell us about Matilda Newport.”
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Eunice sat up even straighter, and turned and looked at me with an expression of betrayal. I tried to mouth “I’m
sorry,” but it was too late. Mama Grand was off to the races.
“Oh Matilda Newport was a great woman,” she said. “She whipped those country asses … bam bam—blew
them all up.” With that, she launched into a screed about how a single old lady had tricked the native Liberians
and saved the Congo People from the hordes. Marlene, supposedly asleep in the hammock, opened one eye, cased
the situation, and went back to playing possum.
“Those damn country asses. They got what they deserved,” she said, referring to the hundred native Liberians
who were killed in the long-ago battle that spawned Matilda Newport Day. She looked at Eunice.
“Those were your ancestors, girl. Stupid people. Now they’re trying to tell us we shouldn’t celebrate Matilda
Newport Day. Where the hell do they think this country would be without Matilda Newport? Damn Country
People.”
On and on she went, whipping herself into a fury that the native Liberians were finally starting to complain
that the country should not celebrate a woman for blowing up a hundred native Liberians. Eunice sat absolutely
still in her chair, her legs crossed at the ankles in silence as Mama Grand ranted. Finally, Mommee got up.
“Mama, we have to go,” she said.
We all, Eunice included, kissed Mama Grand on her cheek and trooped out. In the car on the way home, I was too
ashamed to look at Eunice. I wanted to say “I’m sorry,” but that would be acknowledging the grave insult that had just
been done her, and I didn’t want to do that. The car was quiet. Even Marlene wasn’t doing her silly “car coming
oh,” spiel as we headed back through Sinkor, passing Sophie’s Ice Cream Parlor without stopping. Through
Congo Town, Paynesville, then ELWA.
Back to the bush.
It took almost forty-five minutes to reach the turnoff for Sugar Beach, and finally, Eunice broke the silence that
had hung over the dar all the way home.
“That woman is something else,” she said. …

The Church of the Holy Innocents, Monrovia, Liberia
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The Provident Baptist Church, Monrovia, Liberia

The Lutheran Church of St. Peter, Monrovia, Liberia
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The Protestant Cathedral, Monrovia, Liberia

The James E. Marshall United Methodist Church, Gardnersville, Greater Monrovia, Liberia
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The Episcopal Church of St. John and The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa
County, Liberia

The United Methodist Church, Buchannan City, Grand Bassa County, Liberia
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The First Baptist Church, Edina, Grand Bassa County, Liberia: two views
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The Open Bible Standard Church, Buchanan, Grand Bassa County, Liberia

The Potter Memorial Methodist Church (1927), apparently in or near Sasstown, Grand Kru County,
Liberia
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The First United Methodist Church, Sanniquellie, Nimba County, Liberia

Christ the King Lutheran Church, Yekepa, Nimba County, Liberia
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The United Methodist Church, Ganta, Nimba County, Liberia: two views
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The Roabertsport Episcopal Church in Robertsport, Grand Cape Mount County, Liberia: two views
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The Grace Baptist Church, Gbarnga, Bong County, Liberia

The Wordsower Bible Institute, Gbarnga, Bong County, Liberia
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The United Methodist Church, Gbarnga Theological Seminary, Gbarnga, Bong County, Liberia

The Balama Mission, Balama, Bong County, Liberia
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A mosque in Salayea, Lofa County, Liberia

The Free Pentacostal Church in Voinjama, Lofa County, Liberia
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The Church of St. Mary, Bolahun, Lofa County, Liberia: two views
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The Church of St. John, Zorzor, Lofa County, Liberia

The Episcopal Chapel of St. Michael and All Angels (1928), Gbaigbon, Bomi County
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The First Presbyterian Church, Careysburg City, Montserrado County, Liberia

An otherwise unidentified church in or near Logan Town, Montserrado County, Liberia
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The Church of St. Peter, Caldwell, Montserrado County, Liberia

The Image of Christ Deliverance Center, Kakata, Margibi County, Liberia
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The Church of St. Francis, Pleebo, Maryland County, Liberia

The Protestant Cathedral, Harper, Maryland County, Liberia
91

The Mount Scott United Methodist Church, Harper, Mayland County, Liberia

An otherwise unnamed church in Zwedru, Grand Gedeh County, Liberia
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The First United Methodist Church in Greenville, Sinoe County, Liberia: two views
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The Open Bible Standard Church, Rivercess, Rivercess County, Liberia

The Open Bible Standard Church, Charles Town, Rivercess County, Liberia
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The Eric Scott Memorial School at the Bopolu Mission Station of the United Methodist Church, Gbarpolu
County, Liberia

The Eric Scott Memorial Clinic at the Bopolu Mission Station of the United Methodist Church, Gbarpolu
County, Liberia
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A church in Podroken, River Gee County, Liberia

The Lutheran Church of St. Peter, Sinkor, Liberia
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