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Humble Beginnings


I am Ishmael Alfred Charles, born on April 14th, 1983, in Sierra Leone during the Easter celebrations. It was in Freetown, the capital city of the country once referred to as the “Athens of West Africa”. My parents were Abu Alfred Charles, hailing from Torwama, a community located in Bo District, Southern Sierra Leone, and Aminata Yomie Tejan from Freetown. Sadly, both have passed away.


My father was born to Catholic parents and was the second child out of two. However, at a very tender age, fate led my father to grow up without the love of his father (my grandfather), who succumbed to death due to some ailments. Additionally, my paternal grandmother died soon after my father‘s birth.


Following the death of his parents, my father‘s only option was to live with his elder brother, Uncle Joseph. Uncle Joseph had a daughter named Theresa, and both lived first in Bo and later in Freetown.


It was difficult to tell the age difference between my father and his niece, as they were often seen doing almost everything together. Their affection for each other could be compared to that of two identical twins, with one cap fitting both. From dawn till dusk, they were always seen together, tending to the tasks that each day presented, including looking after Theresa’s siblings.


Their care for each other continued for years until physical and biological maturity set in. This brought about changes and balances. By then, my father had started making friends extensively and was often playing soccer with his peers in the locality. Football, or soccer, brought immense joy to these two friends.


My father shone like a „shining marble“ on the soccer field and was admired by many. As his fame grew like a volcanic eruption, soccer took him from one community to another. Those who witnessed my father‘s play still tell me that he was a force to be reckoned with when it came to excellent dribbling skills, particularly in the midfield area.


At the age of 18, my father became a masterpiece in the art of soccer. His fame was said to outshine his physical stature. Ishmael Kondeh was my father’s best buddy on and off the pitch. Both were said to be exemplary on the football field, and hardly any match they played was not won in their favor. I called them “the Fantastic Two”.


Legends have it that even those who were not soccer fans fell for their footwork on the football field. As their fame spread, my father and his friend toured the length and breadth of Sierra Leone, playing the country‘s most cherished sport – soccer. The duo played for larger communities and non-division football teams.


Years rolled on, and by the age of 20, my father was known nationwide. This drew the attention of larger football clubs. Eastern Lions Football Club, undoubtedly one of the best teams in the country, secured the services of my father and his playmate.


During a particular Christmas period, my father and his playmate traveled with Eastern Lions to Kono District to participate in a month-long tournament. It was an exciting opportunity as they had always wanted to explore Kono, which is known for having one of the world’s finest deposits of diamonds.


However, my father‘s impression of Kono upon seeing it was quite the opposite of what he had imagined. The district, despite its beautiful deposits, turned out to be extremely underdeveloped. It was quite a disappointment for my father, who had envisioned a well-developed district due to the mining activities. Kono District, even with its valuable resources, always reminded him of Ziggy Marley‘s song with the line “living in the diamond city with a broken heart.”


Nonetheless, the deplorable state of Kono didn‘t deter my father from showcasing his remarkable dribbling skills. The people of Kono nodded in approval of his unique qualities. By the end of the tournament, my father had made acquaintances. One memory that always crossed his mind was the hospitality of the indigenous people.


Kono became a melting pot for my father. He reunited with old friends from various leagues he had played in and made many new friends as well. The tournament ended with Eastern Lions FC defeating Diamond Stars FC (of Kono) with a score of four goals to two (4-2). His team was paraded through the principal streets of Kono in Koidu City. To this day, some who witnessed the grand finale still recount the tale of my father’s excellent dribbling skills. He was “the perfect guy for the perfect moment.”


After Eastern Lions‘ success in Kono, the team decided to stay for a week, unaware that his „shining stars“ would never return to Freetown. The duo (my father and Ishmael Kondeh) harbored a plan to prolong their stay in Kono, especially since Ishmael Kondeh’s family resided in a township called Yormandu.


Exploring the diamond mines in Koidu City became another secret endeavor of my father and Ishmael Kondeh. Koidu City was the heart of diamond mining, attracting youth from all over the nation in search of fortune, as well as international investors. This rush to Kono for mineral exploration played a role in the country‘s brutal civil war that lasted for eleven years.


There was no age limit for engaging in these activities, and even children took part in illegal mining. My father and his friend seized the opportunity. Sadly, the Eastern Lions coach couldn‘t persuade his best players to return with him. With a heavy heart, he departed for Freetown.


Despite being captivated by the prospects of quick wealth, my father and Ishmael Kondeh never lost sight of soccer. Local coaches sought their expertise, and soon they were playing for local teams. These two inseparable friends continued to chase their dream of greatness on the field, aiming to play overseas someday. However, this dream was never realized due to the allure of Kono‘s diamonds, which ultimately ended their hopes for international stardom.


My mother, on the other hand, was born to parents of Yoruba origin with Krio Language as their lingua franca. History holds that the “Yorubas” were from Nigeria, a country located in West Africa. My maternal grandparents are also linked with the “Akus/Fourah Bays/ Frobay” and were descendants of recaptive slaves liberated during the colonial era by the British Naval Patrol on the high waters of Sierra Leone. Upon their liberation, they settled in Freetown as freed slaves together with another batch of freed slaves from Nova Scotia, Canada.


As these freed slaves settled in Freetown, religious tolerance and communal practices were the order of the day. The freed slaves from Nova Scotia were mostly Christians, and the Akus/Fourah Bays were mostly Muslims. The Akus were dubbed as “Muslim Krio,” and this was so because the “Krios” have a typical identity similar to people in Europe or the United States of America – their attitude, dress code, language, and accent speak volumes about the Krios. Names given to Krio children have a blend of both English and African (Yoruba) elements.


To this date, the Akus/Fourah Bays are settled in the Fourah Bay Community situated in the east-end of Freetown, very close to the central business area of the city and Queen Elizabeth II Quay – the third natural harbor in the world, named after Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, during her visit to Sierra Leone in 1961, a year that also marked the country‘s independence on April 27th.


The Fourah Bay Community also boasts the very first college in West Africa – Fourah Bay College (FBC), founded in 1827. The college‘s exceptional academic performance attracted students from far and wide. Sierra Leone became a hub for academia in Africa, earning the country the moniker „Athens of West Africa.“


My maternal grandfather was a foreman in the Sierra Leone Government Railway in the late 1940s. He was among the first Africans to hold such a prestigious position at that time. His service at the railway led him to move from place to place, and he was also engaged in trading activities involving farm products. He was a developmentally-oriented individual, and through his hard work, he built houses in the Wellington Community, also located in the east-end of Freetown, and in Baoya, a township in the Moyamba District, South of Sierra Leone.


Grandpa was a full-blown polygamous man, but my grandma happened to be his precious gem. He was moved by my grandma’s dedication to hard work, and she often bailed him out when he faced financial difficulties. Her profits from small-scale businesses were instrumental in financially supporting my grandpa. Posterity remembers my grandma as a virtuous woman who stood firm to ensure her loving husband‘s success at all costs.


Grandpa was not a perfect human, but he was a devoted Muslim, and his good deeds in the Islamic community are still remembered. His home was a safe haven for the vulnerable. While he rarely spoke on public platforms, when he did, his words carried weight. Grandpa exhibited love and care towards his children, and he welcomed discussions with potential suitors who sought his daughters‘ hands in marriage. He refrained from choosing husbands for his daughters; instead, the decision of choosing the right suitor rested with his daughters themselves. Among his five daughters, my mother was the „apple of his eye.“


My mother followed in her mother‘s footsteps when it came to trade. She was deeply engrossed in business to the extent that she hardly had time for marriage. She traded in foodstuffs, including coconut, sugar, and peppermint. My sweet mama was persuasive with her customers, and she had the unique habit of communicating with them in a language they understood best.


Allow me to vividly describe my mother. She was born a twin but lost her twin shortly after birth. Growing up, she never indulged in trivial conversations, and her peers and community members nicknamed her „Big Woman.“ A quick learner, she mastered six local languages: Mende, Temne, Soso, Fullah, Madingo, and Bambara, a Malian dialect. While her formal education was limited, she possessed exceptional business skills that attracted customers from far and wide. Business was thriving in Freetown until fate steered her toward a new direction in life.


At the request of Aunty Nafi, her cherished elder sister, she left for Kono. Aunty Nafi had married and resettled in Kono with her husband. She pleaded with my grandpa and the family to allow my mother to accompany her. This decision marked the beginning of a new chapter in my mother‘s early adult life.


During this time, my father remained in Kono, deeply committed to his football aspirations and exploring mining sites in search of fortune. Music served as his emotional refuge, providing motivation and solace during tough times. My dad‘s heart belonged to reggae and blues music. He immersed himself in songs by artists such as Bob Nesto Marley, Eric Donaldson, Joseph Hills (Joe Hills), Alpha Blonde, Peter Tosh, Jimmy Cliff, Tracy Chapman, and many more.


His passion for music drove him to memorize the songs of his reggae and blues icons. He openly danced and sang along to their tunes. In contrast, my mother wasn‘t easily swayed by music‘s allure and found little pleasure in clubs and dancehalls. She had a fondness for staged dramas (concerts) and comedy. Among the comedy groups she cherished, „The Professionals“ stood out. This group featured performers like Dan Dogo, Baynkutay, and Lord Bongo, who frequently appeared in soap opera radio dramas across the country, consistently bringing laughter to my mother.


Half a year swiftly passed in Kono, during which my mother formed close friendships. Aunty Mboyo (M’bor) was her closest friend, and they took turns braiding each other‘s hair on weekends in their respective homes. Aunty Mboyo lived a few blocks away from the Kondeh residence, a sizable compound where my father lived. According to eyewitness accounts, my father was deeply smitten with my mother. He would sneak to catch glimpses of her when she came to visit her friend, although he lacked the courage to directly express his feelings to her.


Evidently, love was in the air – a palpable sentiment sensed everywhere. On a fateful evening, my father and his friend Ishmeal were returning home after a soccer game when he saw my mother. This time, the shy guy summoned the courage to propose his love to her. My mother was moved by the genuine affection of the young man, and before long, they fell deeply in love. In my wildest imagination, I can only describe their enchanting encounter as a „fairy tale destined for a happy ending.“ The lovebirds dated, married, and within five years, they welcomed their first son, named Ibrahim. My elder brother was followed by my late sister, Memuna, and five years later, I entered the world.


I can genuinely say that my birth brought a stroke of luck for my father. A few hours after I was born, my dad struck a fortunate find – one of the finest diamonds that momentarily lifted our family‘s fortunes. Remarkably, at that juncture, my parents were on the brink of divorcing.


Growing up, the moments I had with my mother were the very best of my life. As a child born into a typical cultured African family, I was always awakened from my bed by my mother very early in the morning as the cock crowed. My mother always knew how to get things done her way. I can still recall the charming names she used to get me out of bed in order to brush my teeth and take my bath – “sweet darling, fatfut lip, daddy …”


Around age three, I used to be an interesting crier. When my mother was dressed to go out, mostly to the city center to buy her marketing goods, I would ask her if I could go with her, and she would reject me, telling me to go and sit. I would tell her that I would cry, and she would spread a mat for me to sit on if I wanted to cry. I would indeed sit and cry for hours until she returned, and I would then ask her, „Are you back? Can I stop crying now?“ She would answer, „Yes, stop crying now, please.“ Then I would stop crying. This is something my aunts still laugh at me about.


At age 6, I had mastered the art of waking up early, and it was all fun doing things without being pampered. I only came to understand the importance of her wake-up calls when I was much older. I can proudly say that I had the best mother in the whole wide world. Every piece of advice she gave me is worth a lot to me today in my social and personal life.


Another moment from my childhood that always crosses my mind is the time when I was learning to read and write. As with most kids, you always start with the basics (ABC…, 1, 2, 3…). Learning at that age in my typical family setting that involved an elder brother, Ibrahim, to guide my schoolwork was truly a difficult moment for me. My parents always had to compel my elder brother to practically hold my hand so that I could learn to write properly. Ibrahim was very strict with me, and I could barely escape the learning session without receiving a couple of knocks or slaps on my hand, especially on account of him being right-handed and me being left-handed. He always compelled me to write with my right hand, and in the process, I did receive some scoldings.
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