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To Nyenpu, in memoriam



AUTHOR’S NOTE


I have always been a daughter of two countries, in large part because without America, my adopted country, my native country of Liberia would not exist.

On February 6, 1820, eighty-eight American blacks and freed slaves and three white men boarded the ship Elizabeth in New York Harbor, their destination West Africa. The white men were agents of the American Colonization Society, sent to acquire land that American blacks would be encouraged to settle in America’s sole effort at colonization. Eventually, these men and women ended up in what would become Liberia.

One of them was my great-great-great-great grandfather, Elijah Johnson.

Many of Liberia’s twenty-eight tribes, belonging to sixteen ethnic-linguistic groups and led by the Dey tribe, fought the new colonists. They lost, and the American settlers asserted their control over the country, establishing in Liberia an antebellum way of life similar to that in the American South from which they had fled, except that in Liberia, the American blacks were the rulers and the native Liberians became the ruled.

On July 26, 1847, Liberia declared its independence from America. For almost a century after that, Liberia, along with Ethiopia, could proudly claim that it was one of only two African countries not ruled by whites.

But descendants of the freed American slaves who ruled Liberia behaved, in many ways, like the white colonists who ruled other African countries, setting up a two-tiered system with two very distinct classes. On April 12, 1980, a military coup led by men from the Krahn, Gio, and Vai ethnic groups left Liberia’s rulers dead or on the run.

Nine years after that coup, on December 24, 1989, a civil war erupted. It was a war that introduced the world to the child soldiers of West Africa, as young children were drafted to fight. More than 200,000 people died in Liberia and neighboring Sierra Leone and Ivory Coast. Thousands of women and girls were raped.

In August 2003, the Civil War in Liberia finally ended. But there was no electricity or running water. Schools that had been shuttered for years stayed closed. The capital city of Monrovia had no infrastructure. Social norms had disintegrated. An entire generation had seen nothing but war.

My immediate family had fled Liberia in 1980 after the first military coup, and I had lived in the United States since then, becoming a naturalized American citizen and journalist writing about the world—except Liberia. In September 2003, I finally returned home to Liberia, where I found a shell of the country I had fled twenty-three years before, and a sister, Eunice, whom I had not seen in two decades.

When I returned to the United States, I went back to my daily job as a reporter, covering the presidency of George W. Bush and following his secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, to Jerusalem, Hanoi, and points between. When Barack Obama was elected America’s first black president, I was proud to be one of four New York Times reporters assigned to cover his first term. I traveled the world aboard Air Force One, writing for the most influential of newspapers about the presidency of Barack Obama.

But while I was writing about the seizure that was taking place on the American political landscape, the women in my home country were staging their own power play, one just as dramatic as the toppling of the racial barrier to the U.S. presidency that I was chronicling.

On October 11, 2005, Liberians went to the polls to choose the man who would take on the task of resuscitating the country. Voter turnout was 75 percent of 1.35 million registered voters.

On November 23, 2005, after a runoff, the National Electoral Commission declared the winner of Liberia’s elections. Not a man. A woman.

Her name: Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.

Somehow, while I wasn’t paying attention, the market women of Liberia, along with thousands of other Liberian women, had allied themselves with Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, a Harvard-educated global bureaucrat, to upend centuries of male political dominance in one of Africa’s most devastated places. The women in my native country had managed something that still eluded their female counterparts in my adopted country. Then, those women had simply returned to their tables and stalls and oranges and kola nuts and gone about their business making market, except that now they were a force in politics.

After spending four years writing about a historic presidency in my adopted country of America, it was enough.

It was time to look at my other president, and her historic presidency, an ocean away, in my native-born country of Liberia. It was time to look at Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.



Chapter 1


THE PROPHECY


Monrovia, 1938

In Liberia, a woman’s place is in the market, the church, the kitchen, or the bed. But not for one little girl.

One little girl, delivered in the back bedroom of her family’s house on Benson Street in Monrovia on October 29, 1938, was, her relatives believed, destined for great things. After all, the Old Man, one of the many prophets who wandered through Monrovia spreading their wisdom, predicted it when he showed up at Carney and Martha Johnson’s half-concrete house days after the birth of baby Ellen—nicknamed Red Pumpkin because she was “red like one pumpkin”—to have a look at the baby. “This child will be great,” he said, after peering into the crib. “This child is going to lead.”

Actually, that is not what he said—no Liberian talks like that. Decades later, when Ellen Johnson Sirleaf wrote her own autobiography, she titled it This Child Will Be Great, referencing the Old Man’s prophecy.

She was anglicizing it, assuming an international audience wouldn’t understand Liberian English, which can be perfectly transparent one moment and perfectly impenetrable the next. It is not pidgin, the West African English that evolved from England’s colonial efforts at communicating with Africans. But there is pidgin in Liberian English. Nor is it Creole (see above; insert French). But there is Creole in Liberian English as well.

Instead, Liberian English is a wonderful hodgepodge of all of the above, an international language that borrows freely from British phrasings and American slang, with the added seasoning of the American South, courtesy of the freed American slaves who settled the country, the twenty-eight different ethnic groups who met the slaves when they arrived, and the African parables that are part of daily life.

In Liberia, people talk in continuous parable. Most of the time it makes sense.

“Crab baby die, crab don’t cry, da big-eye bumpy here crying?” (Translation: Why is Marcia more upset about Jan’s ugly afro than Jan is?)

“Fanti man won’t say his fish rotten.” (Do you seriously expect a Chelsea fan to admit they are an awful football club?)

“Me and monkey ain’t make no palaver.” (Why would I turn my nose up at eating the nice monkey meat you put in that palm butter? I’ve got nothing against monkeys.)

“Ehn you know book?” (You’re the one with the Ph.D. You figure it out.)

“I going walkabout.” (I’m going out to visit people, probably a secret boyfriend, and it’s none of your business who, so leave me alone.)

“Monkey work, Baboon draws.” (I do the work, you relax and enjoy yourself.

“Ma, de pekin wa’ na easy oh.” (This child will be great.)

Armed with that prophecy, which her family repeated to her throughout her childhood, Ellen set out to create what would become an extraordinary life. Because before she even uttered her first word, certain things had already been put in place that determined she would be no ordinary Liberian woman.

For this, blame America.

In the early nineteenth century, America found itself with a growing class of freed blacks, many of them the children of slaves who had somehow found themselves freed, for reasons ranging from happenstance to, in many cases, interracial rape. White slave owners had impregnated their slaves, who then had mixed-raced children whose skin color was a daily reminder of the hypocrisy that infused antebellum life. Many of these mixed-race children were eventually freed.

The rising number of freed blacks worried the white slave owners, who believed they served as a beacon to enslaved blacks who might rebel and seek their own freedom. And so began the “back to Africa” movement, centered around the thought that the best way to prevent slave rebellions was to send free blacks back to Africa.

In 1820 the first of many shiploads of mixed-race freed slaves and blacks headed to West Africa. Mulatto, Quadroon, Quintoon, Octaroon—these new colonists were, for the most part, lighter-skinned than the native Liberian population; they could read and write; and they were ostentatiously Christian. The colonists were met by locals who suspected—rightly—that their land and way of life (many of them still actively engaged in the slave trade themselves) were under threat. This was not as morally complicated as it sounds. The Europeans did have to purchase their human cargo from someone, and that someone was usually Africans who had caught and enslaved other Africans. So, many locals in Liberia were worried that this practice would be stopped by the newly arrived former slaves.

And thus was born Liberia, a country of almost impossible social, religious, and political complexity.

The American Colonization Society, a group made up of an unholy combination of white antislavery Quakers and evangelicals and slave owners who wanted to rid their South of freed blacks, purchased land from the native Africans. The Society did this at gunpoint and named the new country Liberia. The freed slaves who colonized Liberia were now the ruling class, and the native Africans largely became the laborers, household help, and underclass.

Liberia is three thousand miles from the Congo, but the black American settlers became known derisively as “Congo people” because native Liberians associated the Congo River with the slave trade. The Congo people controlled the government and owned most of the land. They quickly outlawed the slave trade that had provided income to many of the native Liberians, whom the Congo people referred to insultingly as “country people.”

To the American colonists, the “country people” were an unvariegated mass, with their elaborate beaded jewelry, Fanti clothing, and incomprehensible language. But these were complicated people, from twenty-eight different ethnic groups, with individual beliefs, practices, and centuries-old enmities. The Kru were fishermen who hated slavery. The Krahn brokered deals in slave markets. The Gio came from a line of Sudanese warriors who never ran away from a fight. No one is sure why, but the Gio and Krahn seemed to hate each other.

After several bloody battles in the initial years after their arrival, the American colonists eventually imposed themselves on Liberia’s Gio, Krahn, Bassa, and Kru. What developed next was a symbiotic relationship, particularly in matters of faith. From the Congo people, native Liberians took Christianity. But not the more refined European version. Liberians seized on the robust Christianity of gospel hymns, prayers, and beliefs that the Congo people had brought with them from the land of slavery. The suffering of Jesus Christ and the enslavement of the ancient Jews were things American slaves had intuitively understood. The delivery of his people by Moses, the selling into slavery of Joseph by his brothers, the throwing of Daniel into a lion’s den captured the imagination of the slaves in America.

The Christianity they took with them to Africa was altered dramatically by the native Liberians, who added their own religious interpretations and traditions, including exuberant beating of drums, dancing, singing, and speaking in tongues, creating the background music that the country sways to today.

So when baby Ellen was born, it was to two deeply divided societies that were linked by religion. Yet she, like few others, would not need religion to straddle both groups.

On the outside, Ellen looked like a Congo baby, but she did not have a single drop of Congo blood. She was a native Liberian, a point that would become hugely significant in the coming decades, when the Congo people were finally brought low. Her father’s father was a Gola chief named Jahmale. He had eight wives ensconced in the picturesque village of Julejuah, in Bomi County. He and one wife did what so many Liberians do routinely: they sent one of their sons—Ellen’s father, Karnley—to Monrovia to become a ward of a Congo family. There Karnley could go to school and acquire the refinement that, in early twentieth-century Liberia, was becoming acknowledged as necessary to make something of yourself. Karnley’s name was Westernized to Carney Johnson, beginning the slow Congoization of the family.

Ellen’s mother’s mother was a Kru market woman from Greenville, Sinoe County, named Juah Sarwee, who fell for a white man, a German trader named Heinz Kreuger, who was living in Liberia. The two married in 1913 and had a daughter, Martha.

During World War I, Liberia, eager to show the United States its loyalty, declared war on Germany and expelled all Germans, including Heinz. He left his family behind and was never heard from again. But thanks to Heinz Kreuger and Juah Sarwee, Ellen’s mother, Martha, would go through life with what was then the ultimate symbol of beauty and status in a country with so many hang-ups about race: long hair and light skin. She could almost pass for white. The Congo families soon started offering to take her into their homes—common practice in Liberia, where better-off families often took in poorer children who served as playmates (and sometimes servants) for the children of the house in exchange for room, board, and schooling. Eventually Juah Sarwee, who was poor, illiterate, and abandoned by the white man she had married, agreed to give her daughter away.

The first Congo family Martha lived with made her sleep on the kitchen table, or sometimes under it with the family animals. Early twentieth-century Liberian society might accept that fate for a native, dark-skinned child, but Monrovia wouldn’t tolerate such treatment of a light-skinned half-white girl. So another Congo couple, Cecilia and Charles Dunbar, stepped in to right the wrong.

Martha took the Dunbar name, went to the best schools in Liberia, then headed abroad for a year to acquire even more refinement. She came back and was in the yard of the Dunbar house when Ellen’s father, now Carney Johnson, spotted her.

“Oh,” he said, taking in the hair, figure, and flushed high-yellow skin. “Oh. I like you.”

*  *  *

Martha and Carney’s four children—first Charles, then Jennie, Ellen, and Carney—would grow up with the gift of camouflage in a fractured country. Among the Congo people they could easily fit in, yet their Gola roots also gave them an entrée, should they ever want to use it, into native Liberian culture. Ellen, the third child, in particular had the ability to use the gift with which she was born.

She looked Congo, and like most Congo people, she spoke two languages: English and Liberian English. She certainly lived Congo: she went to school with the Congo kids and lived in a real cement house on Benson Street with a big yard surrounded by coconut trees and filled with fruit and flower bushes. Her older sister even went to school in England, a prized status that was the height of Congoness. By local standards, the family was upper middle class, thanks to Martha’s light skin, but especially to Carney’s profession as a lawyer. He was eventually elected to the Liberian House of Representatives, the first native Liberian to do so.

Ellen was four years old when William V. S. Tubman was elected president in 1943. Luckily for their family, the president appeared to like her father. Tubman would often dispatch Johnson abroad to represent the country, and when Johnson returned from such trips, the president sometimes visited the family home with his entourage, an event that certainly enhanced their standing in society but led to mayhem in the kitchen as servants and helpers cooked palm butter, jollof rice—the proper Liberian jollof rice, with chicken and ham hock and beef in it—and fufu for the head of state. Naturally Ellen and her siblings were banished from the living room, but Ellen always hid around the corner to listen.

Ellen was firmly in the ruling Congo class, except when she didn’t want to be. She attended the College of West Africa, an elite high school. During vacations, she and her sister and brothers went to Julejuah, the village in Bomi County where their father was born. Julejuah was twenty miles from Monrovia, but the road ended well before the village, so their car could take them only to that point. Men carried Ellen and her siblings in hammocks the rest of the way.

Once in Julejuah, Ellen and the boys—Jennie turned her nose up at such tomboyish behavior—climbed trees, swam in the river, hitched rides in the canoe that ferried people from one bank to the other, and sat under a tree out of the hot sun with their grandmother eyeing the birds that approached the growing rice. Recognizing that Jennie was their father’s favorite, Ellen and her brothers sent her to canoodle sweets and favors from him. They learned a smattering of Gola words, the language of their ancestors. Those few phrases would one day save Ellen’s life.

*  *  *

Throughout Ellen’s growing-up years, her family reminded her, often with irony, that she was a pekin who wa’ na easy oh, destined for greatness. Often they brought it up when she did something that didn’t seem so great. Like, for instance, the day she fell into the latrine.

The family house on Benson Street was luxurious by the standards of 1950s Liberia: a two-story concrete structure with a big yard. But it didn’t have an indoor bathroom; an outdoor latrine of rough plank boards over a deep hole was the family toilet. Once, when she was small, Ellen fell in. She hollered and carried on until a passing neighbor pulled her out and helped her mother wash her off.

The family invoked the prophecy when Ellen made her first public speech, at the age of eight. Or, at least, she tried to, spending the whole afternoon the day before her much anticipated Sunday recitation sitting under a guava tree memorizing her lines. Alas, when she was called before the congregation at church the next morning, she froze, looking at her mother’s agonized face, standing there for minute after unbearable minute. Finally, the congregation started clapping in sympathy, and Ellen, tears running down her face, returned to her seat in disgrace.

They should definitely have invoked the prophecy when, at the age of seventeen, Ellen became a bride.

It was 1956, and the once-prosperous family had had a change of fortune. Carney Johnson had suffered a stroke that paralyzed his right side. “I have been witched,” he informed his family. “Someone has put juju on me.” In Liberia it is still common for people to reach for ominous explanations for otherwise scientifically explicable phenomena. His wife also eschewed the scientific for the less tangible. “Pray for healing and for the forgiveness of your sins,” Martha advised her husband.

Carney’s speech and movement were compromised by the stroke, and with that, his hopes of becoming the first native Liberian speaker of the House died. His past closeness to the ruling class wasn’t enough to insulate his family from the results of his vanished income. Martha quickly turned to the Liberian woman’s standard for survival, marketing, and began making baked goods to sell. She also took over the all-encompassing care and feeding of her now-homebound husband, rising early to bathe, dress, and feed him before helping him to the chair on the porch where he spent his days staring out at the street.

At sixteen Ellen was nearing the end of high school, hoping that she would follow her sister and go abroad to college. Most of her friends were going to America or Europe to acquire finishing, including her best friend, Clavenda Bright. But Carney’s stroke destroyed those hopes. The money Martha was making selling bread out of the house was not going to get Ellen a ticket on an ocean liner anywhere, let alone school tuition.

Over the warnings of her sister, Ellen chose the next best option: marriage to the handsome James “Doc” Sirleaf, who had just returned from the famous Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. Doc was twenty-four, Ellen seventeen.

To this naïve girl, Doc was suave and sophisticated, with the ramrod bearing that Tuskegee encouraged. He was a “been-to,” a badge of honor in Liberia, designating that you have been to America or Europe and therefore are sophisticated and cultured.

After their first date, at the movies, Doc began pursuing Ellen, escorting her to school dances and assuring her wary parents that his intentions were honorable. Neither Ellen nor Doc let on to her parents that Doc had already seduced the teenager, a huge potential scandal in pious 1950s Congo society. Just months after they began dating, the two were married, in 1956, at the Presbyterian Church on Broad Street. The bride and bridesmaids were so young the Liberian press dubbed the affair a “Tom Thumb wedding.”

The two headed to Bong County for their honeymoon, where the eagle-eyed matriarchs of Doc’s family showed up the morning after the wedding to inspect the sheets for signs that Ellen had been a pure bride. Hearing them outside the couple’s bedroom, Ellen fought to stifle her snickering as her new husband used a razor on his wrist to produce the necessary spots of blood, in their very first “us vs. them” moment as husband and wife.

The couple moved in with Doc’s mother, Ma Callie, in her house on Carey Street, across from Central Bank. Ten months after the wedding, on January 11, 1957, Ellen and Doc had the first of their four boys, whom they named James E. Sirleaf after his father. They called him Jes, and he slept between them on the bed downstairs at Ma Callie’s house because they didn’t have a crib.

Ma Callie did have a houseboy and a cook, though, so Ellen helped out with the dishes but didn’t have to cook. A young girl, Korlu Besyah, who lived upstairs with Ma Callie, helped Ellen with her baby. She needed all the help she could get, because a few weeks after having Jes she was pregnant again.

Eleven months later, in December 1957, the couple’s second son, Charles, was born. Two children in one year, and Ellen just nineteen. They could no longer live in Ma Callie’s house. Doc got a job at the Ministry of Agriculture, Ellen got a job as an assistant to the accountant at a garage, and the family moved into their first own home together, near Booker Washington Institute in Kakata, just outside Monrovia but, at an hour’s distance by car, an eternity away from Ellen’s family.

Because Doc had his Tuskegee degree and Ellen had graduated from high school—and both came from families that were acceptable to the upper Congo society—they were considered upper class in a country where people were either poor or rich, with nothing in between. Although they saw themselves as young and struggling, in the eyes of most Liberians, the family was blessed with money and privilege. So many people aspired to government jobs in Liberia, in part because they were viewed as the fastest route to power and the easiest way to guarantee a steady paycheck. Of course, getting those jobs was a matter of who you knew. Ellen and Doc knew the right people.

But already the bloom was off the relationship. One day she borrowed her husband’s car to run errands. Far from home, the car broke down, and Ellen hitched a ride home to get help from Doc. Except help wasn’t offered.

“You better go bring my car,” Doc said.

Stunned, Ellen went back out into the street. Why was he acting that way? Was he just trying to show that he was a traditional African man, keeping a firm hand on his wife?

She hitched a ride to the garage where she worked and persuaded a mechanic friend there to go with her to Doc’s car and fix it, allowing her, hours later, to do what her husband had demanded: bring his car home. She learned a lesson that day: when push came to shove, she could not count on her husband; she could only count on herself.

*  *  *

The children kept coming. By the time the third son, Robert, arrived in 1960, the family had moved back to Monrovia. A year after Rob came Adamah, born in 1961.

At the age of twenty-two, Ellen had four sons, all under the age of five. She piled the children into her Volkswagen Beetle every day to do the running around that characterizes daily life in Monrovia: going to church, taking the children to see their grandmothers, getting gas slips from Doc so she could fill the tank.

Her best friend, Clavenda, just back from America, where she had gone to college, visited Ellen, marveling over her four boys. There was Adamah, cooing in his crib; Rob, toddling into the furniture; and Charles and Jes running around outside. Clavenda said all the right things, but when she left the house, Ellen was convinced she had seen pity in her eyes.

Watching her drive away, Ellen saw her own life; it seemed stationary, filled with the endless drudgery that was the fate of so many women in Africa. The tending and feeding of men and children, the day-to-day struggle to put food on the table and to find tuition and school fees, all under the hot equatorial sun, knowing that when you are finally boxed up and buried, the only thing that will mark your time on this earth will be the children you leave behind.

Surely there was more for her than this? After all, she was bound for greatness.

When her husband applied for a scholarship to pursue a master’s degree in agriculture at the University of Wisconsin, Ellen drove to the Liberian Department of Education and made her own application for a scholarship, to study business at nearby Madison Business College. She hadn’t thought it through completely—what she would do with her boys if she got the scholarship, how she would feel separating from them to go to America. She would figure that out later. She just needed to do something to change the trajectory she was on.

Doc and Ellen knew people in the government, and that was how people got government scholarships: they lobbied the people they knew. In 1962 they both got their scholarships. And suddenly Ellen was faced with a seminal choice: Children or career?

She could stay in Liberia while Doc went to America, take care of the boys—packing them into her tiny Volkswagen, going to the farm or village on weekends, taking them to church on Sundays, and working at the garage. She would have her children and would be the maternal presence they needed. She would be a good wife.

But that would be all. With a high school diploma, that would be all.

Or, at the ripe age of twenty-two, she could miss out on the childhood of her four sons. She would not be there when Adamah, the youngest, took his first steps, or when Rob lost his first tooth. But she could shoot for the moon.

Ellen chose the moon.

That is not to say that leaving her four young boys was easy—it was, in fact, a gut-wrenching decision that would forever create a hairline fracture in the relationship with her youngest son, Adamah. Neither of them knew it at the time, but this was to be the first of many separations, and Adamah would face a childhood filled with aunts, uncles, and in-laws, but no mother. Years later, when Ellen was reminiscing with Adamah about something that happened when he was a child, he stopped, looked at her, and said, “But Mom, you can’t remember. You weren’t there.”

There is no way to stop how much it hurts to leave your children behind. Even in the Western world, with its day care centers and family work leave, women routinely must make the choice of children or career. In some ways, that choice was easier for Ellen to make because she was in Liberia, where the extended family will step in to raise the children. It is normal for Liberians to take their children to their grandparents—grandmothers, to be more accurate—and ask them to care for their children for a year, or two years, or ten years, while the parents go to school.

So Ellen and Doc left two boys with his mother, Ma Callie, and two with her mother, Martha. Doc went to America first, and Ellen followed him a few weeks later, driving an hour from Monrovia to Robertsfield Airport. It was her first time on an airplane, and she was torn between grief at leaving her boys, terror of what was ahead, and exhilaration that she was launching her life.

Her friend Clavenda had warned her that in America, all the buildings are tall and everything feels closed in around you, not like empty Liberia. Not to mention it is so cold you can see your breath in front of you.

“I gwen to America,” she thought to herself excitedly as the plane taxied down Robertsfield’s only runway. She had sharply veered off the path her life was on, had taken control. Hadn’t the Old Man said she wa’ na no easy pekin?

*  *  *

Ellen arrived in Madison, Wisconsin, in the fall of 1962: driven, impatient, and fully aware that this was her main chance.

But she had decided that she would stay only two years, long enough to get her associate’s degree; she didn’t have time to waste, she was already twenty-two, and she didn’t want to be away from her boys for the four years it would take to get a bachelor’s. She would study and work. That was it.

She got a job sweeping floors and waiting on customers in the Formica booths at Rennebohm Drug Store, famous for grilled Danishes, Bucky burgers, and phosphate drinks. To a Liberian, the food was revolting. But no matter. She was on a mission. When she wasn’t at work, she was either in class or sequestered in the tiny apartment off campus that she and Doc had rented, buried in books.

Unfortunately, all that studying didn’t go over well with her husband, who wanted more of her attention when the two of them, now alone for the first time in their lives, were at home. Doc had always had a jealous streak. A few years earlier, at a party in Liberia, he had gotten so annoyed when Ellen casually danced with another young man that he left, went home, put on his full military uniform, and returned to the dance to intimidate his competition. Now his competition was his wife’s job, schoolbooks, and studies, and he didn’t like it.

One evening, Ellen was sweeping the floor at Rennebohm’s while the laughing students drank coffee and ate ice cream when the door burst open and Doc stormed inside. He strode up to his wife, ripped the broom from her hands, and yelled, “You should be home!” Horrified, Ellen watched as he threw the broom across the floor. Desperate to end the scene, she left with him.

The next day she went back to the drugstore, her stomach in a knot. Her supervisor, an older white woman, laid it on the line: “You have to tell your husband he can’t come here ever again.”

Of course she wasn’t about to tell Doc that, but Ellen nodded anyway. Things quieted down at home, but Doc continued to complain that she was not giving him enough attention and was spending all of her time studying.

One day a few months later, Ellen went out to dinner with friends and stayed out late. It was cold and snowing when she got home that night, and her fingers felt frozen as she opened the door.

A furious husband waited for her. Trying to forestall what she saw was coming, Ellen went into the bathroom and turned on the hot water to fill the bathtub. “It’s so cold outside!” she called out. “I need to get warmed up.”

She was sitting in the bathtub when Doc came in and struck her on the side of her head with the butt of the gun he often carried. Stunned, she crumpled to the side of the tub, her arms over her head as she braced for the next blow. This wasn’t the first time he had hit her; their fights had increasingly been punctuated by slaps. But this was the first time he had used a weapon.

The second blow didn’t come; Doc left the bathroom.

Ellen didn’t cry.

After a year, Doc finished his degree and returned to Liberia, and Ellen suddenly found herself alone for the first time in her life.

Blessedly alone.

She moved to a smaller apartment, a one-room studio. Finally she could study as much as she wanted without a man standing over her demanding his corned beef and rice. She didn’t take holidays or vacations; instead she used that time to study. She was on track, if she kept up the pace, to finish her degree in one more year.

There were no letters from her boys; the oldest, Jes, was just learning to write. No telephone calls; the boys’ grandmothers didn’t have telephones. Occasionally there were letters from her mother. “Adamah is walking,” one said. “Don’t worry, the children alright,” said another.

Ellen constantly found herself thinking about her youngest, Adamah. He was walking, but he hadn’t been baptized yet. In Liberia, baptizing your children is socially and religiously mandatory. People don’t mess around with that—especially not the Congo people. Almost every Congo Liberian has godparents, sometimes nine or ten of them, who have stood in church during the baptism and promised to be there for the child. But Adamah didn’t have any godparents yet. Ellen made a note to herself to make sure she and Doc got him baptized as soon as she got home.

In the summer of 1964 Ellen received her associate’s degree in accounting. It was Freedom Summer in the United States, the year after the death of John F. Kennedy, and efforts were under way in Mississippi to register as many blacks to vote as possible. White segregationists were hurling Molotov cocktails at volunteers, and the national news media, after decades of ignoring it, were finally paying attention to the persecution of blacks in the South.

But Ellen’s cause was elsewhere. There were four young boys in Liberia she had not seen in two years. As soon as she got her degree, she was on the first flight home.

Adamah was now three, Rob four, Charles was six, and Jes was seven. The three older boys ran up to her and hugged her, but Adamah held back. Ellen reminded herself again to see about getting him baptized as soon as possible.

Now that she was back, the strains in her marriage that had begun in Madison got worse. Doc stopped going to church with her; planning for a baptism seemed discordant; they were barely speaking.

In fact nothing was the same anymore. Armed with her new degree, Ellen wasn’t about to be a stay-at-home Liberian wife. So when Doc resumed his old job at the Ministry of Agriculture, Ellen got a job as the head of the Debt Service Division at the Treasury Department—a huge job for a young woman in Liberia in the 1960s. She would focus on domestic debt and debt relief—skills that she would put to huge effect some forty years later, when, as the new president, she was confronted with the mountain of debt Liberia had amassed during the war years.

Her husband watched sullenly, but Ellen loved every minute of her new job. She brought her work home, and at night, after the family went to bed, she crept down to the dining-room table with her adding machine and her books. Inevitably that led to more problems with Doc. One night when her husband found her out of bed, he followed her to the dining room and beat her over her papers.

Over the months, the abuse escalated. During one fight, Doc grabbed her by the throat and started to strangle her, leaving a mark that would remain for decades.

In Monrovia in the 1960s, people didn’t talk about domestic abuse, and women certainly didn’t file charges. If a woman was smacked by her husband, her best recourse was a strong father or brother who would go and beat some sense into the man. Ellen didn’t have that; Carney Johnson had died in 1957, and her brothers were away at school. The closest she had to a male protector was her sister’s husband, Estrada “Jeff” Bernard. But Doc had already threatened to kill Jeff, a friend of his, because one night he brought Jeff to the house when the both of them were drunk and Ellen greeted them at the door in her baby-doll nightgown. Doc, who could be garrulous and friendly one minute and homicidal the next, had taken it as a personal affront that his brother-in-law saw his wife scantily attired and chased Jeff out of the house and down the street with his gun.

She would handle Doc herself, she thought.

Then, in 1965, at a party, Ellen met Chris Maxwell.

A budding corporate attorney who palled around with Steve Tolbert, the brother of Vice President William R. Tolbert, Chris Maxwell was charming and flirtatious and sophisticated. Liberian men love titles, especially “Honorable,” which they bestow on any Congo man for anything. They granted Maxwell the title “Counselor” since he had a law degree. Counselor Maxwell.

At the party, Counselor Maxwell walked up to Ellen. Five-foot-three and around 125 pounds despite the four boys she had carried, Ellen turned heads all around Monrovia. She had Bette Davis eyes—sharp, clear, a little bit buggy—and a head full of curly reddish-brown hair. In Liberian parlance, she was “fierce.” But Counselor Maxwell seemed fascinated by Ellen’s intellect as much as her looks.

The relationship developed quickly. One minute she was going to social events wondering if he would be there to liven up a dull evening, and the next minute he was showing up at her office and inviting her to lunch. Then to his house, on the evenings that Doc was out of town, to “watch television.” They talked for hours on those nights, sitting in Maxwell’s living room.

It didn’t take Maxwell long to make his move, and soon they were intimate. Ellen was euphoric and scared at the same time. She knew that Doc was having affairs, but that didn’t matter; if he found out about Chris Maxwell, he would blow up. But she didn’t end the affair.

With household labor so cheap in Liberia, she now had a cook and a houseboy and a yard boy and all the staff that Congo Liberians couldn’t manage to live without, so there was always someone at home to watch the boys. Adamah was spending much of his time with his uncle, Doc’s brother, Varsay Sirleaf, up country. This was the way of extended family life in Liberia.

One night Ellen and Maxwell received a telephone call that Doc had come home and been alerted that his wife’s car was parked at Maxwell’s house. He was on his way to confront the lovers.

As Ellen sat, frozen, Maxwell went outside and moved Ellen’s car down the road, slightly away from his house. When he returned, he went into his bedroom and got out a gun.

“Wha’ you doing?” Ellen cried, shocked into speech.

Doc arrived, pulling his car into the yard. “Where’s my wife?” he yelled. “I came for my wife.”

Before Maxwell could point his gun, Ellen darted out of the house to her husband, who demanded, “Get in the car.”

What happened on that drive home was not something she would talk about often in the years that followed—in fact, fifty years would pass before she talked about it in any depth. “He hit me again and again,” she said, a weary smile on her face.

What did you do?

“I just bent my head, tried to cover it. Until we got home.”

Did he keep hitting you after getting home?

She chuckled. “No, he stopped when we got home. I guess he had already hit me enough times.”

*  *  *

From the vantage point of Liberian society, the Sirleafs looked like so many other young upper-class Liberian families. Their marriage looked solid. Four beautiful boys. Two ambitious, working parents. A sprawling extended family, ready to step in to help.

But the reality was a brutalized wife pretending to bend to the will of an abusive husband, who was becoming angrier and angrier all the time. Ellen stopped seeing Maxwell for a time, then started up again. He had become her solace.

One night Doc came home after drinking but didn’t get out of the car for two hours, beset by demons. Ellen stood at the window, watching him. Would he hit her again? Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe he would just toy with her this time, like when he put the gun to her head and said, “Move, and I’ll blow your head off.”

Clarity would come soon.

Ellen arrived home late one night to find Doc, drunk and angry, waiting for her with his gun out. He pointed it at her.

Just as Ellen was bracing herself for another fight, she noticed a movement to the side. To her horror, she saw their eight-year-old son, Charles, watching from the doorway. The boy ran into the room with a can of mosquito repellent and began spraying his father’s face. “Stop!” Charles screamed.

He couldn’t reach Doc’s eyes, but something about the desperation Charles felt must have touched his father’s soul, because Doc put the gun down and stared at his son in shock.

Doc had finally pushed his wife to her limit—her son had seen her about to be shot by his father. After two years away in the United States, she had rebuilt her life with her sons, and now her husband was shaming her in front of them. Furious, Ellen stalked out of the room. The next morning she told Doc she had had enough. She was leaving him.

“You can leave,” he said. “But I’m going to take our children.”

She walked out anyway. She wasn’t stupid; she knew how her society worked. In Liberia, the disposition of the children after a divorce is never simple. The default position, especially in the 1960s, was that the father got to keep the children. After all, the man was head of the household. It is still true that in the immediate aftermath of many divorces, Liberian men often make a big show of taking their children. But inevitably the children end up being sent to their father’s mother to be raised, or to another relative, or to boarding school. If the father gets remarried, the children might stay and live with him and his new wife. The “I’m keeping the children” pledge is often just for show.

Clavenda went with Ellen to the courthouse for the divorce hearing, standing nervously next to her friend, with $100 in her pocket to pay the lawyer. The two were terrified that Doc would make an appearance and end the proceedings. Whether fair or not, they knew that if he showed up and said “Dis my wife, she jes lyin’,” the judge—the male judge—would send Ellen home with Doc and tell her to work out her differences with her husband as a good wife should. He would say, “Y’all go fix your palaver.”

The minutes ticked by, and Doc did not walk through the door. The judge called the case, and Ellen and Clavenda nervously looked behind them at the door, still convinced that at any second Doc, in full military uniform, would come storming in.

“Look, you better hurry up and finish or people wi’ not pay you,” Clavenda told the lawyer nervously.

Doc never did show up to contest the divorce. When it was over, he sent the two oldest boys up country to boarding school. The two youngest, Rob and Adamah, would stay with him. But that didn’t last long. Adamah soon went to live with Doc’s brother, Varsay, a medical doctor, in Yekepa, Nimba County. Eventually, after Doc remarried, Adamah returned to live with his father and his new wife. Rob, meanwhile, refused to stay with either Varsay or his father. He wanted to be with his mother. He cried and begged and fought so fiercely that finally a fed-up Doc dropped him and his bags on his pleased ex-wife’s front step. “Here’s your son,” he said. “Take him.”

Ellen was thrilled to have at least one son back. She was trying to get closer to Adamah too, but that was proving a harder task. She blamed herself for that. Decades later, after that relationship had long been repaired, she would still be blaming herself for what she called that initial “hairline fracture” that occurred when she allowed herself to be separated from her youngest son. “You know,” she said, “Adamah has never been baptized.”

Women carry so much internal baggage. First democratically elected woman president, Nobel Peace Prize winner, global female icon, in the middle of battling an Ebola epidemic ravaging her country, and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf had fixated, again, on her failure to baptize one of her sons half a century ago.

“He has no godparents, Adamah. Not one.”



Chapter 2


BIG MOUTH


Monrovia, 1969

Doc Sirleaf was fuming in the waiting room at the Treasury Department again. A frightened junior official had ushered him into the room when he showed up demanding to see his ex-wife. Several times now in the years since the divorce, Doc had strode into Treasury asking for Ellen.

This visit was going to turn out the same as all the others. Doc sat in the waiting room and waited. And waited. Until, angry, he stomped out of the building.

His ex-wife never came out of her office to see him. It was too soon. If she saw him, she reasoned, there would be a fight. And she had had enough fights.

For the first time in her life, Ellen felt free. At thirty years old and sharp-eyed, she was coming into her own.

It had taken some time to reconstruct her personal life. Even in 1969, four years after she left Doc, she still sometimes felt like she was walking around Monrovia with a scarlet D embroidered on her dress. Whenever she had to fill out a form that asked for her marital status, she hesitated, wondering if she would be marked as a failure.

She was still using Doc’s name, finding herself unable to drop it. The name kept her connected to her boys, she felt. It showed that the five of them were still tied to each other.

In the months after she left Doc, she had moved in with her mother. Martha Johnson was supportive of her younger daughter. The physical scars, apart from the one on Ellen’s neck, had healed, but the emotional scars were still there, and Martha was using the Liberian woman’s go-to method for helping one’s child: prayer. She prayed for her daughter morning and night, that she would heal from her bruising marriage, that she would escape the buzz saw of Monrovia gossip.

But Monrovia society was moving on too. In the late 1960s, divorce was becoming increasingly common. Of course, it was usually followed by second, third, and fourth marriages, and there Ellen was deviating from the norm. She had no intention of tying herself to a man again.

Eventually Ellen moved out of her mother’s house and into her own, and slowly she began acquiring the confidence that came from making her own living, collecting her own paycheck, and answering to herself.

She had only one son, Rob, living with her full time; Adamah was still in Yekepa with Doc’s brother, and Jes and Charles were still at their mission boarding school up country. But even as her personal life was still fragile, Ellen’s professional life was flourishing. Freed from the control of an abusive husband, she was outgrowing her position at Treasury.

She had a comprehensive view of the economy of Liberia, and she enjoyed trying to tease out the numeric answers to the small questions of interest rates and financing that came across her desk. But the pekin who wa’ na easy was not satisfied. She had already started questioning the absurdity of the two-tiered structure of which she had become a part. The Congo elites had embraced her—she was, after all, light-skinned and beautiful and had a white grandfather—but she had not forgotten her Gola roots and moved easily in and out of the different strata of Liberia’s classes, even as she grew uncomfortable at the contradictions.

Enter Gustav Papanek, a boy-wonder economist, visiting Liberia for the first time. Papanek was head of the Harvard Institute for International Development and had spent much of his time traveling the world, from Pakistan to Iran, giving economic advice to struggling developing countries who needed it. Arriving in Monrovia in 1969, Papanek saw on the surface a bustling, vibrant small town. At fewer than 100,000 people, it was a town of church women in wide-brim hats; of Fanti cloth head-ties on the market women who sold kola nuts by the side of Old Road; of single-breasted tuxedo jackets worn by the men in charge, who sipped Chivas Regal as they preened in plastic chairs at the Executive Pavilion.

But for all of its Western aspirations, Liberia in 1969 was an economic mess. During the 1940s, while Ellen was growing up in the family house on Benson Street, and the 1950s, when she was attending high school, the country had registered staggeringly high economic growth; from 1954 to 1960, thanks to a rubber boom led by the Firestone Rubber Plantation in Harbel and the rapid exploitation of the country’s iron ore deposits, growth in production and income had shot to 10 percent. Only Japan performed better during that same period.

Unfortunately those numbers masked a chronic and familiar narrative: the rich were getting steadily richer, and the poor were stuck. This was all quite evident to Papanek. Most of the growth was generated by a handful of foreign firms, like Firestone, that focused on exporting raw materials without building or developing the factories and manufacturing plants that would allow Liberian workers to join the industrial revolution. So all that export profit fled the country along with the iron ore and rubber. In 1951 Firestone Liberia reported profits that were three times the total income of the Liberian Treasury.

President Tubman, the strongman at the helm of the country, paid lip service to improving the country’s dismal literacy rate and building primary and secondary schools. But he didn’t take the simple steps that were standard for countries trying to develop: there was no talk of diversifying the economy. Most of Liberia’s available jobs were low-paid service positions: houseboys and cooks and drivers in the homes of wealthy foreigners or Congo families, rubber tappers on Firestone’s numerous plantations, messengers and hustlers whose daily bread depended on whatever they picked up on the recently paved Tubman Boulevard or the dusty side streets of the capital. Or, in the case of the women, making markets on the side of the road—one of the only real entrepreneurial activities in the country.

The hospitals that were built served the foreigners and the Congo people. The native Liberians still made do with home remedies when they got sick, or went to local healers. Tubman touted a new Unification Policy that he said would open the way for native Liberians to get on a professional ladder that largely consisted of landing a job with a government ministry. But the vast majority of high-ranking government bureaucrats were still chosen from the ranks of Congo society.

By 1969 the economy was unraveling. Expecting a boom in iron ore and rubber prices that never materialized, the government had borrowed more than $125 million to build grand new government ministries and public buildings, including $6 million to build the Executive Mansion, where Tubman would reside.

The poor were the first to feel the impact of new “austerity measures” that Tubman put in place to deal with the debt problem. To limit political dissent, he bought off the men who served as paramount chiefs of Liberia’s many ethnic groups up country. It was a system of political largesse that Tubman had raised to an art form: the chiefs took the money—or the bags of rice, fish, or palm oil—that Tubman “donated” to them, and they, in turn, doled out smaller quantities, much smaller quantities, of the same to their villagers.

Tubman, an autocratic leader and a member of the True Whig Party of Congo people—the only political party ever to rule Liberia—ran the country as if it were a village and he was its chief. He held visiting hours at the eight-story Executive Mansion, which came complete with an atomic-bomb shelter, on the off chance that a global nuclear power decided to obliterate Monrovia. Everyone, from senior members of his cabinet to the market woman begging on behalf of her chicken-thief son, waited in the cabinet meeting room for an audience with the big man.

The morning after he arrived in Monrovia, Papanek joined the line. He wanted to discuss with the president an economic conference Harvard was holding in Liberia. As he waited, Papanek noticed something strange about a large painting on the wall of the waiting room. In dramatic colors, it depicted the original settlement of Liberia by the freed American slaves. There was the ship, the Elizabeth, that sailed from New York to West Africa in 1820. There was the palm tree depicting the African shore. And there were the people, the native Liberians and the American blacks. But the freed American slaves were so light-skinned they looked white. They wore Western garb, beaver hats, and appeared, by Western norms, civilized. The native Liberians, meanwhile, were half naked, wearing animal skins and carrying spears.

Papanek stared at the painting in disbelief. When he finally met Tubman, he did not mention it. But he never forgot it.

Originally Papanek had wanted a mix of local officials and Western economists to speak at his conference. But one of the first things he realized upon arriving in Monrovia was that most of the men running the government, having gotten their jobs because of who they knew and not what they could actually do, didn’t know how an economy actually functioned. Most of them seemed to see the government as a bank from which they could withdraw cash for their personal needs.

Nevertheless he asked and President Tubman granted him permission to take his pick of panelists from the Treasury Department. There he met a slew of bombastic men who strained to show him how well the economy was doing under their guidance. There was also one woman, who didn’t.

Ellen was eager to talk about the contradictions she found so vexing in Liberia’s economic structure, surprising Papanek with an independent and critical analysis of her country’s dilemmas. Her business degree, combined with the fact that unlike most of her Congo colleagues she had native Liberian family members, including those in her father’s village who were struggling to make a living, meant she saw things her colleagues missed. Looking at the bright woman before him, Papanek decided he had the perfect midlevel official to speak at his conference, and he invited her on the spot.

Ellen accepted Papanek’s invitation—why not? The country was standing on the wrong foot and wobbling, she thought. Someone needed to stand up and say something. Why shouldn’t that someone be her? She banged out a three-page speech on her manual Underwood typewriter.

Traditionally, talks by government officials in Liberia were long, rambling, polysyllabic-word-filled homages to biblical passages, the splendor of this great land of liberty, and the wise counsel of the country’s rulers. Ellen too was learning how to throw around big words. The difference was that the word she used wasn’t one anyone in Liberia had ever invoked when standing before a microphone: kleptocracy.

Standing at the lectern to give her speech, Ellen opened with a technocratic dissertation on the country’s economic stagnation. Then she suggested that one reason for that stagnation was because government officials were stealing money from the public till. Perhaps, she suggested, the decline in revenue had something to do with kleptocracy.

It was the first time Papanek had ever heard the word. He wasn’t sure she hadn’t made it up.

Ellen made sure her audience knew what she meant, defining kleptocracy as “abuses of meager public funds such as payroll padding and outright stealing of public monies.” When clerks at the Temple of Justice refused to put the court case of a wife seeking to divorce her husband on the docket until they were given a bribe, that was kleptocracy. When workers at the Ministry of Education added a little something to the fee high school students had to pay to take their national exams, that was kleptocracy. When immigration officers at Robertsfield Airport greeted arriving Pan Am passengers with a grin and an outstretched palm before stamping their passports, that was kleptocracy.

Heart racing, she ended her speech. A stunned audience stared back at her. She was shaking when she walked off the stage to a quiet room.

Afterward people milled outside, glancing at her furtively. Papanek too kept looking at her; he couldn’t believe what she had just done. He finally pulled her aside. “I wonder if it would not be a good idea to leave Liberia for a while,” he said, adding, “As soon as possible.”

Papanek said he would arrange a fellowship for Ellen at Harvard, where she could study economics more formally. By also enrolling for one summer at the Economics Institute in Boulder, Colorado, she could skip the bachelor’s degree and go straight to a master’s degree in public administration from Harvard.

But she would have to leave her boys again.

It was an easier decision this time. Jes and Charles were settled at boarding school and Adamah in Yekepa. Ellen decided to take nine-year-old Rob with her to America, where he would live with American friends in South Dakota. She didn’t know if this next separation would be worth the sacrifice, but she had chosen her road seven years before, when she left her boys to go to Madison. She wasn’t going to veer off that course, even if it meant more years of distance from them.

*  *  *

When she arrived in Cambridge in 1969, Ellen collided with the American civil rights movement. Martin Luther King Jr. had been killed the year before, and black students at Harvard had demanded the creation of an Afro-American Studies Department. All around her there was talk of equal rights and demands to correct centuries of injustice.

Buried in the library stacks to study Liberian and West African history, Ellen was struck by the parallels between the treatment of blacks in America and the treatment of native Liberians back home. This was not the history presented at her elite high school in Monrovia, which taught of black American settlers who brought civilization and God to a heathen population. Now Ellen was learning that the settler-African relations in Liberia were vastly more complex than the simple narrative of Christianity’s triumph over paganism that she had been taught.

Here is what she hadn’t been taught about Liberia’s history: that the native village and tribal kings who had sold their land—for the equivalent of $300—to the freed slaves and the white agents from the American Colonization Society did so at gunpoint; that even so, those kings didn’t realize they were selling their land forever but thought the black colonists were coming to assimilate into their culture and village structures.

At Harvard, Ellen was moved by the anger and euphoria of black Americans as they resisted the white aristocracy. But at the same time, she battled a disconnect in her own psyche: How could she identify with the civil rights movement under way on her radicalized Harvard campus but also identify with the Congo aristocracy back home?

She wrote a paper seeking to come to grips with that disconnect. Liberia, she reflected, had received a golden opportunity to show the world that black people could govern themselves, that a black-led government could spread the wealth of its country and not hoard it. But Liberians had squandered that opportunity. The result was a two-tiered society in which the rich lived lives of oblivious comfort and the vast majority lived on scraps.

Looking at the landscape around her at Harvard, with all of its social turmoil, Ellen felt certain she was looking at the edge of a tidal wave that was bound to cross the Atlantic and engulf her country. Change had come to America; it would come to Liberia.

She was on track for an A in every course except econometrics, a concept she could barely understand—something to do with mathematical models describing economic relationships. She pored through the textbook, with its formulas and graphs and curves, and got more frustrated. Finally, at the end of the semester, worried that she would fail, she called her professor. “Look, I am an A student in every other course,” she announced baldly. “If you fail me in econometrics, you know you’re going to ruin my transcript.” She got a B.

It was 1971. She had her master’s degree in public administration, and from Harvard, no less. She was ready to go home.

Ellen’s sister, Jennie, visiting the States, suggested they return to Liberia by sea instead of by air, aboard a Farrell Lines ocean steamer. For reasons completely bewildering to Ellen, her sister had developed a love for sea voyages and preferred them to flying. So for two weeks, buffeted by the winds and ocean currents, the two sisters, along with Jennie’s teenage son, Jeff Jr., shared a claustrophobic cabin with two bunk beds and chugged toward the port at Bushrod Island, Monrovia. Rob, meanwhile, was still in school in South Dakota.

On the first day on board, Ellen stood on the deck watching the New York skyline recede in the distance, listening to her sister carping at her for taking out another cigarette, which she was preparing to light. She had started smoking during her marriage, then accelerated to a pack-a-day habit at Harvard. Jennie, a nurse, was having none of it. “You need to stop!” she yelled at her sister.

Ignoring her, Ellen lit up.

“Smoking is terrible for you.”

Ellen inhaled and exhaled appreciatively, savoring the taste.

“I taking it from you.”

Another inhale, another exhale. Then, “Okay. This will be the last cigarette I ever smoke.” She took her time with it. When all that was left was the smoldering butt between her fingers, she stubbed it out, never to light up again.

A few nights later, on July 23, the sisters and Jeff Jr. were in the dining room having their evening meal when they noticed one of the stewards looking at them. He raised his hand as though holding a knife and swept it across his throat.

Confused, the sisters stared at him. Eventually, he came over to their table and bent low to whisper, “I’m sorry. Your president has died in London.”

It’s always surprising to people when their long-term autocrat dies, but this time the surprise was tempered by the fact that one of Liberia’s most famous Holy Ghost women had warned against this very thing.

See what happens when you don’t listen to Holy Ghost women?

The whole country was populated by fiercely religious women who wore white and preached the scriptures on the radio. They fasted and prayed and prophesied. One of the most well known, Wilhelmina Bryant-Dukuly, was relatively new to Holy Ghosting, having only recently repented from a life of sin running a nightclub called The Liberian Jungle on Bushrod Island. Wilhelmina became Mother Dukuly after the Lord Jesus saved the life of her ailing husband, Joseph, and she founded the Faith Healing Temple of Jesus. In recent years she had taken to the airwaves, where she displayed an uncanny talent for prophecy.

One particular prophecy stood out: Mother Dukuly said that President Tubman shouldn’t allow a knife of any sort to touch his body while on his medical checkup in London. Alas, upon advice from those foreign doctors of the need for surgery for his prostate cancer, the president yielded. Now he was dead at seventy-five.

He had presided over the country for twenty-seven years, pledging to elevate the lives of ordinary Liberians while doing little to actually make that happen. He relied, rather, on his system of payments to the paramount chiefs to keep their flocks under control, while seeing to it that his own private coffers—and those of the Congo elite—continued to swell.

The Liberian Constitution directs that if the president dies, the vice president finishes out his term. So there would be no election, no challenge to the True Whig Party rule, no questioning of the continued domination of the Congo aristocracy in Liberian power. When the period of public mourning was over, along with the nights of wake-keeping and hymns and wailing in the streets, the man known as “Willy Tolbert”—Tubman’s vice president, William R. Tolbert—took up residence in the presidential quarters at the Mansion. It would be the last peaceful transfer of power in the country for more than three decades.

*  *  *

William R. Tolbert Jr. was one of twenty children borne by multiple women to William Sr., a legislator and the son of a freed American slave from South Carolina. He had spent twenty years in the purgatory that is the vice-presidency before becoming president. A largely unassuming bureaucrat, Tolbert was overshadowed by Tubman’s charismatic secretary of state, Joseph Rudolph Grimes. In fact so confident was Grimes that he was the real heir-apparent to Tubman that upon receiving the telegram on July 23 that Tubman had died, Grimes argued that Tolbert, who was out of town on his farm in Bellefanai, wouldn’t reach Monrovia within the constitutionally prescribed twenty-four hours to take the oath of office and therefore couldn’t succeed Tubman.

Tolbert roared into town in a borrowed Volkswagen—his own car had broken down—with hours to spare, and, still clad in a dust-covered, short-sleeve, open-neck cotton suit, he was sworn in as Liberia’s nineteenth president. The suit became known as the “swearing-in” suit; Tolbert, wanting to separate himself from Tubman’s grand tuxedo ways, started wearing swearing-in suits every day and ordered his cabinet ministers to do the same so they would be viewed as men of the people.

He began his term in a blaze of progressiveness that quickly agitated the ruling class. He went to one of Monrovia’s worst slums and handed out $50 notes to the families that lived there. “I identify myself with you,” he said. “If you are poor, I identify myself with your poverty, and together we should work to better our conditions.” He stopped the bribes to the paramount chiefs that Tubman had instituted, announcing it was time for Liberians to start pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. He adopted the language of pan-Africanism and said it was time for Liberia to stop acting like a ward of America, which treated the tiny country as an unwanted stepchild. He opened up diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and allowed it to build an embassy in Monrovia. He said Liberians weren’t reaping the benefits of all the foreign investment in the country and started renegotiating previous deals that gave tax breaks to foreign companies. He coined new catchphrases aimed at wooing native Liberians—“Total Involvement for Higher Heights” and “from mat to mattresses”—to show he planned to run an inclusive government. He even changed the designations of the government departments to make them sound less American and more African. The Treasury Department, for example, became the Ministry of Finance.

When the ocean steamer finally arrived at the port on Bushrod Island, Ellen walked off to find a job offer waiting for her at the Ministry of Finance, where Tolbert’s brother Stephen had been appointed minister. She would be deputy minister of finance in charge of fiscal and banking policy. Ellen’s social consciousness, awakened in America, would make this new job an uncomfortable one. But Tolbert had promised progressive policies. She would help the president, she decided, to work for change from within.

President Tolbert certainly began his tenure saying all the right things about opening up the government. He talked of a new Liberia as no longer the domain of the few wealthy Congo elite. But he had installed one brother as the minister of finance. Another brother was president pro tempore of the Senate; a cousin was mayor of Monrovia; another cousin, assistant minister of finance.

In any case the entrenched old guard was going to allow Tolbert to reform only so much. Liberia high society openly mocked the swearing-in suits he wore. One of the more anthropologically interesting things about Congo society was the degree to which the children of freed slaves had adopted the manners and sartorial affectations of southern slave owners. They too wore top hats and tails to formal occasions and discouraged their native Liberian servants from entering the house through the front door. By the time Tolbert came to power, those affectations had started to drop away, but not fast enough; wearing a swearing-in suit still raised eyebrows in many swank living rooms, even as Tolbert advised his cabinet to adopt the habit. And within his government, hard-liners fought his attempts to open up the economy.

At the Ministry of Finance, Ellen had an increasingly familiar relationship with the most powerful men running Liberia. Besides Stephen Tolbert, she was now on a first-name basis with Rochefort Weeks, the minister of foreign affairs, and later his successor, Cecil Dennis. Her “kleptocracy” speech now forgotten, she attended the high-level meetings of the officials deciding the economic future of Liberia. And it didn’t take long for the newly minted Harvard grad to realize that she didn’t like what she was seeing.

For one thing, more and more people were leaving the countryside for the urban areas—Monrovia, Sanniquellie, Buchanan—creating job shortages in those cities. The reason they were leaving could be attributed to economic policy: the government held down prices paid to farmers to subsidize the food bill of the privileged classes living in Monrovia along with their poor native neighbors. But Monrovia and the other cities couldn’t handle the influx, and the repressed prices led to a vicious cycle, as more farmers abandoned the land for urban life, a social dislocation that led to more crime, more slums, and overall demoralization of the poor.
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