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Junior Rambo




 



    "I was Junior Rambo, a man who
    fired thousands of shots in the war. Because of those shots,
    dozens of people died and many others were wounded. But my name
    changed from Junior Rambo back to Moses Samba Kpambu and I am
    no longer a man of the barrel.”







  





  
    
        Foreword

 


When I attended the first bonfire ceremony described in
this book, I understood my eyes had been opened to something
extraordinary. I felt the experience and its implications needed to
be shared with a broader audience. Samba, the protagonist of this
story, clearly embodied the complexity of violence and
peacebuilding in a way that could be interesting to a readership
beyond Africa wonks — not least because he added love,
vulnerability, forgiveness, jealousy and other emotions otherwise
reserved for Hollywood movies to a tale of political intrigues,
horrifying violence and global indifference.

    It is my hope that this book will succeed in
putting a human face on a concept that is abstract to many: war.
Whether you command in it or plan it, fight in it or flee from it,
you are still no more and no less than human, with all the basic
urges and emotions that come with that. This is important to
remember in order to fully understand the dynamics of violent
conflicts and to avoid generalizations.

    In writing the book, I have made every effort to
vet the information from my sources. I have compared their accounts
— particularly Samba’s — with transcripts from the Special Court
for Sierra Leone, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s final
report and verbal and written eyewitness accounts. I have trawled
through academic literature (see the bibliography) and have
interviewed dozens of experts. Whenever possible, important dates
and places mentioned in the book have been verified and the
conversations I didn’t witness myself have been checked with those
quoted. Still, the story is based mainly on the memory of a handful
of people and often the events described date back more than a
decade. So many of the particulars are essentially unverifiable and
are subject to recall bias and personal interpretations. And
details that serve mainly to give a sense of time and place may be
off by a few weeks or kilometers. That’s the nature of
memory.

    A few days after meeting Samba, I came upon
three little boys playing with an old, ragged ball in Moyamba Town.
They invited me to join them for a game of footy. Out of this
encounter came the idea for the organization Play31, which uses the
unifying power of the Beautiful Game to bring together people who
have been torn apart by war.

    I went back to New York City where I lived at
the time, and had friends help me set up a website and join a
board. By the time my summer break from university came around, I
had gathered a few thousand dollars and went back to Sierra Leone
to spend it all on footballs. Many people were instrumental
throughout these first steps, most prominently John Caulker, the
founder of Fambul Tok. Since 2008, Play31 has brought together more
than 50,000 people in Sierra Leone and educated hundreds of Peace
Ambassadors in human rights and conflict resolution. The UN
Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon, is a regular at our DiploMatch
charity games, and we have won several international awards for our
work. I welcome you to visit us at play31.org.




Jakob Silas Lund, November 2013


 





  





  
    
        
    For Nina. You’ve been with me
    all the way.




 





  





  
    
        Prologue 


The forest surrounding Madina village in eastern Sierra
Leone is so dense you can only see a few feet in front of you
before everything becomes a blur of green. A couple of decades
back, monkeys could be heard yelling insults from the treetops and
pygmy hippopotamuses could be glimpsed bustling through the
undergrowth. But the larger animals are gone now, locals
say.


They were scared off by the bullets that ripped through
Sierra Leone in one of Africa’s most brutal civil wars. Despite the
calm that emanates from Madina today, with its palm-thatched clay
houses and battery-run transistor radios crackling in the sun, the
wounds from the war run deep.


I first came to Sierra Leone in 2008 to study a program
called Fambul Tok — “family talk” in the local Krio language — that
sought to reconcile civilians and ex-combatants. The fighting had
left Sierra Leone’s social fabric in tatters, and nowhere was that
more obvious than in Kailahun District, where Madina is located. It
was here that the decade-long war began when a small group of
rebels called the Revolutionary United Front decided to take up
arms in 1991. Soon, droves of villagers were made to join the
movement at gunpoint. One day they were ordinary people sowing rice
and harvesting cassava, the next they were forced to loot the
houses of friends or rape and torture family
members. 


It wasn’t hard for me to appreciate how living through
that would destroy even the remarkably tight-knit communities that
exist in Sierra Leone. And it was just as easy to grasp that some
kind of reconciliation was needed for the country to move on. But
it wasn’t until I met Samba, a former RUF rebel from Kailahun, that
I understood the true scope of that proposition, that I felt on a
gut level what it would take for Sierra Leone to come to terms with
its past.


Samba first told me about his life in June, 2008. The
afternoon sun was drenching Madina in a pleasant yellow light and
we strolled around the village hand in hand, as is common for men
in Sierra Leone. Samba is almost six feet tall and has a muscular
build, but he complained that he had gotten weak since the days
when he was a rebel and his name was Junior Rambo.


Though he looked fit to me, the harm his body had endured
is obvious: He has several scars from gunshots and shrapnel has
left his left hand permanently locked in a pistol-grip position,
with his last two fingers curled around an imaginary
grip. 


It quickly became clear to me that Samba was no ordinary
ex-combatant and that someone needed to write his story. He talked
about RUF’s original, high-minded goal of spreading democracy in
Sierra Leone, but he didn’t try to hide the atrocities committed in
pursuit of that objective. He told me about his life as a bodyguard
for RUF’s leader Foday Sankoh, a former army corporal and wedding
photographer, and about the time he spent alone in the jungle as a
hunted man. He told me how he had once fired a bazooka into a car
full of people, and how he had saved his wife’s life and she later
his. This June afternoon was also the time Samba shared with me one
of the most insightful yet banal statements I have heard about the
war: “I never knew how to use a gun before they forced me to do
it.” 


When the moon appeared on the sky, Samba and I parted. We
both had to prepare for the evening’s big event, the first Fambul
Tok reconciliation ceremony in Madina since the war. I had only
just finished jotting down my thoughts about the meeting when I
heard somebody knock on my door. It was time to join the parade
taking us to the place of the ceremony. The devil, a traditional
figure in Sierra Leonean culture that looks nothing like the one in
the West, was heading the parade, dancing bouncily and full of
zest. The devil is a woman and wears a black wooden mask with round
cheeks and a dress full of green, red, white, blue and yellow
strings. It possesses infinite energy and is less malicious than
mysterious. Behind it must have been at least 100 cheering men and
women, all dancing and chanting to a hypnotic
drumbeat. 


The parade went from hut to hut to pick up people. It was
like serenading: A person would only join after the group had been
singing outside the house for some time. Then the crowd would snake
its way to the next house, singing and dancing and carrying torches
that lit up the black sky and blurred the view of the stars.
Finally we reached our destination, the bonfire at the center of
the village. It was next to the court barrie, a building consisting
of four pillars and a roof, which serves as a public meeting space
in towns all across Sierra Leone, no matter how small. As we
gathered around, people wearing traditional, colorful dresses
started arriving from neighboring villages. Soon the crowd was
several layers thick. The fire had grown hot and was spitting
ten-foot flames into the air with loud cracks. The atmosphere felt
promising and people greeted each other cheerfully. But it was
clear that this was no ordinary community meeting. Everyone knew
the night would bring uncomfortable memories.


Town Chief Ndoleh kicked off the ceremony by reminding
everybody of the Sierra Leonean proverb: Bad bush nor dae for
troway bad pikin — “there is no bush where you can throw away bad
children.” Even if someone in our community has done something bad,
the big man bellowed, we still have to live with them. Then a thin
and wiry woman in her early forties stood up to share her story.
She said she still suffered from nightmares from the war and
mourned all that had been destroyed. Then she paused. Even though I
needed a translator to understand the Mende language she was
speaking, I sensed that she was gathering courage to utter the next
sentence. “I was raped,” she told the crowd. The anger in her voice
could refer to so many things. The memories of the event itself,
the stigma she had lived with for all these years, her defiance in
sharing her story, or the fact that no one had been held
accountable. About fifteen men had taken part in her torture, she
said. When she finished her account, she received a murmur of
recognition from the crowd and Chief Ndoleh praised her for her
courage. “Women were the biggest victims of this war,” he
said. 


After a number of people had shared their experiences and
received the same support from the group, a woman stood up and
explained how her brother had been killed in the war. He was a
civilian and had had no qualms with the rebels, yet he was shot in
the very beginning of the war. She missed him, she said, and she
struggled to live a joyful life without him, as did the rest of her
family. She was embraced by the people around her and sat down with
a group of her friends. Then something happened that would forever
change my view of Samba. He stood up and began a story that was
similar to the one he had told me earlier in the day, although much
shorter. Then he turned to the place in the crowd where the woman
had sat down. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a
moment. “I was the one who killed your brother,” he
said.


 





  





  
    
        1: Dark powers


His whole body ached. For several months, Samba had been
scouring the muddy waters of Liberia’s Lofa River for diamonds.
With water up to his waist, he would bend down and drag a big,
round sieve across the riverbed, then lift it up and shake it from
side to side while looking for a sparkle in the dull gravel. He had
repeated these steps hundreds of times a day. His back hurt, his
knees hurt, and the fierce sun left him feeling constantly
dehydrated. Now he was beginning to lose hope. After six months of
sifting through the river, Samba had found only a couple of
gemstones, and tiny at that. It felt more and more like just
another failure in a long string of missed opportunities and
disappointments. 


Samba was born in the dense bush outside the village of
Jojoima in Kailahun on March 23, 1963, exactly 28 years before the
civil war began. As tradition prescribed, his mother Musu had spent
the previous night in the jungle waiting to give birth. Samba’s
father, Bockarie, was the Paramount Chief of Malema Chiefdom in
Kailahun, a title that used to be “King” until the British
colonized the country. Among Muslims in these areas, polygamy is an
accepted and relatively widespread way of life, particularly for
men who hold high positions and have the means to support several
wives.


Samba’s father was such a man and he already had nine
other wives when he married Musu. “Polygamy is the root of so much
wickedness,” Samba once told me. “The wives don’t care about each
other and oftentimes they are jealous. If your father’s other women
think you will get somewhere in life, they will try to ruin it.”
Musu was the youngest among the wives and she was just 18 when she
had Samba, her only child. It might have been her youth and beauty
that made the other wives particularly jealous of her. They
wouldn’t share anything with her and excluded her from the
community.


They blamed her for all ills and made vile comments about
her in her presence. Musu’s own mother had passed away a few years
prior and her father, a Liberian national with three other wives,
lived in his native country. Musu felt lonely in Sierra Leone and
ended up becoming so frustrated with the harassment and loneliness
that she took baby Samba to her sister’s house in a neighboring
town. He was 18 months old when she left him. 


All this was unknown to Samba, who grew up with his aunt,
Baindu, believing for years that she was his mother. When I spoke
to Baindu about this era, she told me her sister had been too young
and inexperienced to care for a baby. She herself was at that time
a practiced mother who had given birth for the third time just
around the time Samba was born. “When Musu left us I became the
proud mother of twins,” she joked. Musu later told me that it
pained her to leave her child, but that she had seen no other way
out: “I couldn’t handle the pressure of the baby and the harassment
from other people. I got no help from Samba’s father and I just
couldn’t take it anymore.” Today, Samba believes the unfair
treatment of his mother was one of the experiences that most shaped
his personality. Although he was too young to remember what
happened, he says when he was told of the way Musu was treated it
sparked something inside of him. It gave him a strong distaste for
injustice — something that would bring him a lot of trouble years
later.


It wasn’t just Samba’s father who was a Paramount Chief. A
hereditary title, it was passed down from his grandfather and
before him his great grandfather who had been an eminent warrior.
In the days before independence he fought against the British
colonial forces and as a community leader he struggled to bring
Malema Chiefdom up to the standard of the more developed parts of
the country. In battle he used a small sword that he hid under his
arm. According to family legend, that’s where Samba’s last name
comes from: Kpambu means arm in mende.


Growing up, Samba spent most of his time with his friends,
playing football (he was usually number seven) and fished in the
river with his homemade fishing rod. Thinking back at those years,
Samba’s friend JR, who would later become one of the most important
persons in his life, described Samba as a social butterfly. “Samba
always wanted to hang out with his friends and was always the one
to start some fun activities.


Everyone liked him.” He continued, “The fact that everyone
liked him also meant that they listened when he said something. One
time, Samba was probably around 14 years old, two of his friends
had beaten up a younger boy — one of my friends — and stolen his
ball. Samba was furious and lambasted the boys. They went straight
to the boy’s house and apologized and gave him back his
ball.”


After he and his mother had moved away from Jojoima and to
the village Baiwala, Samba didn’t spend much time with Bockarie.
But he still had a sense of security and privilege because of his
father’s position. Those feelings evaporated after Bockarie’s
death, when Samba was seven years old. “I still remember it
clearly,” Samba told me. “I was in class three. I got the message
in the evening when I was at home. Someone from the next village
came to our house to tell us. I cried a lot even though I didn’t
really understand what death meant.”


In Sierra Leone, when a Paramount Chief dies, people speak
of him as being “severely ill” until a successor has been found.
The whole community will refer to the Chief in present tense and
some even discuss the chances of his recovery. Samba, however,
understood that his father wasn’t merely ill and he also quickly
started learning about what had caused his death. In 1967 and 1968
a political crisis engulfed the country. A man by the name of
Maigor Kallon, who was a strong figure in the opposition party SLPP
and was wanted by the government, fled from the capital and came to
ask Bockarie for help. Kallon feared for his life and Bockarie
agreed to help him by giving him some money and arranged for his
escape to Liberia. The day after, government soldiers came to
Jojoima and when they learned that Bockarie had helped Kallon they
arrested him and put him in prison. He spent almost a year there
and was severely beaten. “I didn’t see him for all this time,”
Samba said, “and I don’t think I knew where he actually was. It was
not unusual for him to be away on travels and I guess I just didn’t
think too much about it. When he returned from the prison he was so
weak and beaten down that he didn’t survive for long.” Samba didn’t
seem outright angry as he recounted the events that led to his
father’s death. But from later conversations, I understood it had
created a sense in him that his country’s governments were
inherently corrupt and untrustworthy.


The political crisis in the late 1960s was part of a long
string of conflicts in post-colonial Sierra Leone. The first
democratic election in the newly independent country took place in
1962 when Sir Milton Margai took office as Prime Minister. The
ensuing years were tumultuous and saw several overthrows of
governments before the infamous Siaka Stevens was made Prime
Minister in 1968. He ruled supreme for 17 years, a period that was
dubbed “the 17-year plague of locusts,” until he retired in
1985. 


Few dispute the detrimental effects Siaka Stevens had on
Sierra Leone. His despotic regime was one of the major fertilizers
for the rebellion that started the civil war and his disdain for
the disenfranchised people in the rural provinces made them an easy
target for the RUF’s recruitment campaign. Stevens’ rule was
uninterrupted by any outside power. As John Hirsch, the former US
Ambassador to Sierra Leone, writes: “Over its forty-year history as
an independent country there were no regional or international
efforts to prevent the illegal exploitation of [Sierra Leone’s]
natural resources or to address the collapse of its state
institutions.” The explanation for this is found in the murky
reality of the Cold War era in which, Hirsch notes, “Sierra Leone
was a small, strategically insignificant country.”


When Samba’s father passed away in 1970, so too did the
financial aid his aunt Baindu had received. She struggled to pay
his school fees and Samba ended up moving from a local, more
expensive school to Manorwa School some ten miles from their home,
because his uncle was headmaster there. Samba stayed at his uncle’s
house to avoid the daily trek and he quickly became a popular kid
among his fellow students and teachers. He did well in school and
was consistently at the top of his class. He excelled in math and
English and his teachers told him they expected him to continue his
studies in high school. But during the summer break between fifth
and sixth grade, Samba’s aunt told him his uncle didn’t have the
means to support him any longer. He had to move to another local
school in Baiwala. Looking back today, Samba believes this was a
defining moment in the trajectory of what ended up being a life
more turbulent than most. Had he been able to stay in his uncle’s
school, he would have likely gone on to a high school far away from
the village where years later he was abducted by the rebel
army.


At the local school few spoke English and no one had
ambitions beyond Kailahun District. Aside from hampering Samba’s
educational prospects, the incident also shaped the way he saw the
world. To this day, he still gets upset when he talks about leaving
Manorwa School. He isn’t just frustrated by his own situation, but
with a country and a system that offered such unequal access to
basic services like schools and hospitals. This concern for social
justice lay dormant for years until the RUF fueled and exploited it
with their revolutionary rhetoric.


Around this time, in the early 1970s, Samba’s future boss
and leader of the rebel movement, Foday Sankoh, was dismissed from
the Sierra Leonean army where he had been a corporal, on charges
that he had helped plan a mutiny. He was in prison for five years,
which, he later said, gave him his “first university degree in
politics.” In prison he studied the armed revolutions of the United
States, China, Cuba, France, and Russia. He was so inspired by
these historical events that when he returned to Sierra Leone after
a few sojourns abroad, his mind was set on overthrowing the
country’s corrupt regime in his own armed revolution.


When Samba was around ten years old, his aunt broke with
her husband and took her children to live with another man in Dodo
village. It didn’t make a big difference to Samba as he and the
aunt’s former husband had never been close and the new husband did
nothing to act as a father. He was a farmer and he demanded that
Samba help on the farm every day of the week except Fridays, the
holy Muslim day of prayer. 


Farm can mean a lot of things in Sierra Leone, but most
often it refers to a plot of land around the size of a football
field. The produce usually includes rice, yams, and cassava, the
staple foods of Sierra Leone. The land is “brushed”, or cleared,
using machetes, which means that even unwanted vegetation often
stands knee-high. While some farms are run by the local community,
many are family-owned and all males in the family are inscribed as
obligatory workers. “He’s at the farm” is the typical response
you’ll hear when inquiring about someone who’s not in or around his
house. Particularly at harvest time, men work around the clock
hacking, collecting, bundling and carrying their
crops. 


“I was the only boy in the family at this time and every
day I had to walk three miles — almost one and a half hours in that
terrain — to and from school. As soon as I finished school I had to
come straight to the farm. If I didn’t make it there fast enough I
wouldn’t get any food that night. I just had time to drop my bag at
home and rush to the farm. Every day.


Normally, we would come home from the farm around eight at
night. It was hard work, ah! From the moment you set foot in the
farm, you had to work hard. How can one learn under those
circumstances? No one is there to help you with your schoolwork,
nowhere to study, no quiet time, no nothing. I never had time to do
my homework after school. I couldn’t even recall what my teacher
told me because as soon as I was done with classes I just went to
the farm and then rushed home to eat. At the end of the day I was
so tired I nearly fell asleep at the table. When daylight came in
the mornings and I tried to prepare myself for school, I couldn’t
do it. It was impossible for me to keep up with the schoolwork.
This was why I ended up dropping out of the school.” Samba’s face
showed pain and embarrassment as he told me this. “I want to tell
you the truth”, he responded when I asked him at which grade he
left the school. “It was grade seven.” His face contorted. “From
that time on, education was taken away from me.”


Around the time he dropped out of school, Samba entered a
very different kind of institution, one of Sierra Leone’s secret
societies for men. Sometimes referred to as hunting societies,
these groups are widespread throughout much of West Africa. This is
the place where adolescents enter the world of men and learn about
such things as methods of hunting and occult ways of protection
from attacks by humans, animals and spirits. More than anything,
they become part of a community of men. A community that cuts
across religion, tribe and class. The boys’ initiation ceremonies
often include cutting artistically shaped wounds in the upper layer
of the skin, typically on the back and neck, creating
characteristic scars that serve as protection from a range of
dangers, from snakes to evil spirits. Of course, no one who hasn’t
actually been through the process can tell for certain what it
consists of. There is a strong emphasis on secrecy in the societies
and those who know are under pain of death not to share their
knowledge. Several if not all of the fighting factions in the civil
war adopted the initiation methods employed by the secret
societies. 


The Kamajors, a group of vigilantes originally set up to
fight the RUF rebels, became particularly known for their
initiation rites. The Kamajors sprung out of traditional hunting
societies and in the beginning of their existence even used the
same traditional weapons. However, what stood out about the
Kamajors was the group’s use of traditional medicine and rituals.
According to Sierra Leonean legend, by using amulets and other
mystic remedies, the Kamajors were immune to bullets and could turn
invisible. I have heard many accounts of people who have witnessed
this “with their own eyes,” and one former Kamajor commander told
me he could fight at seven different places at the same time. When
they entered an area, the Kamajors would line up whole villages to
witness the effects of their traditional medicine: they would
select one of their fighters and shoot him at point blank and hack
him with machetes without any harm being done, all supposedly due
to the traditional and herbal medicine. These demonstrations were
effective as a tool to persuade young men, and in many instances
little boys, to join the ranks of the Kamajors. Not only was it a
prestigious club to enter with a lot of perks, it also appeared to
come with a very limited risks.


Secret societies for women serve many of the same purposes
as the male ones. Hunting skills, however, are substituted with
ones that are more relevant to female life in rural Sierra Leone,
such as cooking and taking care of children. The female societies
are also where one of the most contentious rituals take place:
female circumcision, or, as those who lobby against it — many of
them human rights organizations in the Global North — have labeled
it: Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). To some, FGM showcases the
worst of misogynistic physical and psychological brutality. Others
see the practice as a traditional way of ensuring communal
coherence and view the lobbying against it as an example of western
cultural imperialism. Interestingly, the few times it has been
suggested to ban or curb the ritual in Sierra Leone, those who have
most vocally — at times violently — argued against such steps have
been female leaders.


For Samba, entering the society was much less dramatic. In
fact, he left it without feeling the least bit transformed. When he
came out from his weeks-long stay in the jungle, where his
initiation took place, he found himself in the same dire situation
as when he went in. Particularly the absence of his biological
mother, though he had never really known her, started weighing on
him. He felt increasingly distant from his adopted family, which
probably had a great deal to do with his antagonistic relationship
with his aunt’s new husband. Although he worked hard every day, he
didn’t get paid and he was made to feel grateful for his daily
meals and his hay bed. The working conditions were not far from
being slave-like. 


When Samba’s father died, the father’s oldest brother had
assumed the role as Paramount Chief, which included taking care of
all the father’s children. Samba’s aunt went to him and said, ‘Your
brother is now dead but we have not received anything from you to
help this boy,’ pointing to Samba. ’He has been through the
initiation into the society and he is becoming a man, can you help
him?’ 


Commenting on his uncle’s response, Samba uttered the
idiosyncratic Sierra Leonean Ah!, a high-pitched expression that
can refer to all kinds of emotions. “He gave me 50 Leones!” Samba
added. 50 Leones, in today’s money, is approximately equivalent to
one US cent and even in 1975 it felt like a spit in the face. “This
was the time when my spirit really began to die down,” Samba told
me. “I wanted to gain happiness but I didn’t know how or even where
to search. All the things I did at this time were things I did not
want to do. But I had to do them because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t
even have food. I loved school but had to drop out; when there was
a sports event going on and I went to play with my friends, I
wouldn’t get food. I could never miss out on the work in the farm.
I didn’t have time with friends. Tell me, where could I find
happiness?”


Then in 1981, Samba’s maternal grandfather passed away. He
was not a person Samba had ever been close to and ironically his
death brought with it good news: His mother was going to travel
from Liberia to attend the funeral. At eighteen, Samba hadn’t seen
her since he was a toddler. He waited for her arrival with a mix of
excitement and anxiety. 


“I still remember when I found out she had entered the
village. I was in the bathroom at the farm. My auntie was with us
there because she had brought food to those of us who were working
in the fields. I heard someone — a little boy — calling my auntie’s
name. Then I heard my auntie say, ‘What, my sister is here?’ I was
so shocked I slipped and fell on the floor. I had just gotten a
full bucket of water from the well for showering and when I
stumbled back up on my feet I pulled it up over my head and threw
it over myself in one quick movement. My mother had
come!” 


Samba’s excitement grew as he remembered this first
meeting with a mother he had never known. His smile went from ear
to ear. “What to say? What to do? I didn’t even know what she
looked like. I didn’t know her. I had been waiting for so long to
see her. I was excited and nervous at the same time. I finished
getting dressed and ran out to my auntie. Together, we walked back
to the village. I kept having to wait for her because I walked so
fast; I was almost running,” Samba laughed loudly. “When I came to
the village I saw her right there. We both started crying even from
far away. We hugged and she put me on her lap, even though I was
much bigger than her. I was confused but I was also so
happy.”

Until this day, the only contact Samba had had with his mother was
when she sent letters, and that didn’t happen often. The last time
she had done so she had sent presents for the whole family in
Baiwala. The clothes she had sent for Samba were mostly too small
so he ended up giving it to other children in the community. When
she finally came to Baiwala, she noted that none of the things she
had sent him were around. Samba saw this as a sign of her love: she
cared enough to notice the little things.


Talking about his mother was the first time I ever saw
Samba cry. It was early 2011 and we were sitting in his room in the
town of Dodo in Kailahun. It had just one window, a small hole in
the clay wall, which was covered by a piece of cloth most of the
day to keep out mosquitoes. The only other source of light was a
candle on the floor. “My mother is still alone.” His voice trailed
off. “She’s a woman and she’s out there alone. Who takes care of
her? I have to go and find her. I can’t stand to think of her
sitting alone somewhere. I don’t even know how she gets food.”
Tears were streaming down his cheeks. 


Remembering he was in the middle of a story, Samba took a
deep breath and continued. “My mother stayed in the village for
some time, until 1982. She just became a part of our family. For a
while I had two mothers,” he said with a smile. “We would do
everything together in the family. Cook and tell stories at night
after the sun had gone down. My mother brought some good stories
from Liberia that we hadn’t heard before. Then one morning, without
warning, she started packing her things. She asked me if I wanted
to come with her to Liberia.” At first Samba didn’t understand. He
asked her what she wanted to do in Liberia and what they’d do about
the rest of the family. But Musu brushed off his questions and said
it was time to go back. She asked again if he wanted to come with
her. Samba gave it some thought and figured he really wouldn’t miss
a lot of things aside from his family. “Le we go,” he told her in
his native Krio. They traveled by public transportation to
Monrovia, Liberia’s capital.


In Sierra Leone and Liberia, public transportation
typically refers to big government busses or rundown vans known as
poda-podas. Poda-podas look like they were made for no more than
ten passengers, but usually way more people find their way inside:
I once counted nineteen people, one chicken and two big bags of
cassava cramped into one of the vehicles. 

Traveling in Sierra Leone is the best way to appreciate the special
concept of time that exists in the country. A breakdown is never
far away and if it happens on a desolate road without mobile phone
coverage, it can cause delays of several hours, if not a whole
day. 


On one occasion, I was traveling from Freetown, Sierra
Leone’s capital, to Kailahun with some colleagues, and we had
stopped in a town for gas. Unfortunately, the pump at the gas
station — at the time, the only one in town — wasn’t working and we
waited four hours for someone to come and replace it. If that’s the
world you live in, being late is no longer a question of bad
manners. A friend of mine once described it in a simple way: “Here
in Sierra Leone, we are not masters of our own day. Anything can
happen to you at any point and you just have to take what’s coming
and make the best of it.” 




• • •




Musu’s house in Liberia was small and Samba slept on the floor next
to her bed. But it wasn’t a bad life. “I started attending school
again at the local high school. I had been out of school for four
or five years, but in Liberia I applied to the ninth grade and I
was accepted. I missed learning new things. The school was taught
in English and my English got a lot better each day. I was
surprised to learn that I still had study skills at
all.” 


Although Samba liked going to school, he struggled to make
friends. All the other students knew each other and he was a few
years older than most of them. He walked home alone from school
every day. He also found that the farming and hunting skills he had
acquired in the forests of Kailahun — he could set up a perfect
deer trap and plant rice faster then anyone else — were of no use
in Monrovia. He didn’t fit in and it bothered him
immensely.


“Something in my heart made me worry.” Samba told me.
“Many days I couldn’t concentrate when I wanted to take notes in
school. I was uneasy almost all the time.” By then in his early
20’s, Samba managed to finish ninth grade, the last formal
education he would get. But Musu didn’t cope well with his gloomy
moods. She suspected that someone had cast a spell on him and she
was very uncomfortable around him. 


“She told me she was afraid I had been polluted by juju,
dark powers, back in Baiwala in Sierra Leone.” Samba remembers the
long, silent look Musu gave him during one evening in their poorly
lit house. After a long pause she asked him, “My son, tell me, what
has my sister given you? Has she ever given you anything other than
the food you’ve eaten? Something special to drink?” Samba didn’t
know what to say, but he understood what she was hinting at. He
didn’t think anyone had poisoned him, least of all his aunt who had
taken care of him his whole life. But Musu insisted that someone
must have used magic against him.


Samba’s account was the first time I had heard someone
speak so openly about juju. It is a form of religion in West
Africa, and just like other religions it is widely used for both
good and evil. At its core is a type of witchcraft that allows
people to perform healing, cast spells and put curses on others. In
Freetown, for instance, there are witches who for a nominal fee can
deal with any enemies a person might have. Most of the witches,
however, only accept assassination assignments if the person
placing the order has a reasonably acceptable motive for asking the
witches for help. 


“Everyone here knows that juju exists and most people have
used it in one way or another,” Samba explained to me. “It’s
difficult to grow up in an environment with all that juju because
you always fear there are people who try to use these things to
hold you down. My mother couldn’t let go of the thought that I was
possessed by dark powers and she started acting as if she was not
the mother who had given birth to me. She kicked me
out.” 




• • •




Samba remembers sitting in the bus on the way back to Sierra Leone.
Outside, huge forests and a lot of villages passed by, but he
barely noticed. He felt completely alone in the world, and it
didn’t help that families were chatting noisily behind him. “I
started thinking that I was a failure in life,” he said, more
matter-of-factly than sad. “If even your own mother doesn’t want
you, what good are you? How was I supposed to become a success in
life if even my own mother didn’t have faith in
me?” 


Samba only had money for the first part of the trip, so he
got off the bus many miles from the border with Sierra Leone. He
walked for two whole days without any other food than what he found
in the forest before he finally reached the border. He found some
buses lined up on the other side. He had hoped he would
miraculously be able to get on one of them and ride to Baiwala, but
in the end he had to walk the twenty miles home, his mood dropping
with each step.




• • •




In Baiwala, Samba returned to his aunt’s husband’s farm. After a
few days, it was as if he had never left; he had slid into the same
excruciating routines from before and Liberia was nearly erased
from his memory. When he occasionally managed to get away from the
farm for a few hours, he drifted around in the area searching for
jobs. He started taking classes to become a tailor at one point,
but once again the work on the farm thwarted his plans. All too
often he found himself sitting listless on the bed, his hands
cupping his face.


Over the following years, Samba shuttled back and forth
over the porous border with Liberia, scouting for ways to make a
living. In Sierra Leone, he toiled on the farm; in Liberia, he
stayed at a small camp on the Lofa River and hunted for diamonds
without luck. This was where, one morning in 1990, he had a rude
awakening. The sun had barely risen when a haphazard group of
people staggered into the camp. They were carrying big bundles of
clothes and food and children who weren’t yet old enough to walk
themselves. Samba thought the newcomers looked desperate and
fearful. They turned out to be refugees who had fled their homes
the day before and had walked all night.


“They told us war was coming,” Samba said.





  



2: Are they going to eat us in
prison? 
By 1990, trouble had been brewing in Liberia for a while.
Charles Taylor, who ended up as the country’s president some years
later, had escaped prison in the United States and, allegedly,
traveled to Libya. There he underwent guerilla training in Muammar
Gaddafi’s World Revolutionary Headquarters, also known as
al-Mathabh al-Thauriya al-Alamiya, and met Foday Sankoh, the future
head of the RUF. From Libya, Taylor went to Cote d’Ivoire, where he
formed the National Patriotic Front of Liberia, or NPFL, a rebel
group aimed at overthrowing the regime in his home country. The men
crossed into neighboring Liberia and on Christmas Eve, 1989,
launched the attack that kicked off the First Liberian Civil War.
Because of his friendship with Foday Sankoh, Taylor also sent NPFL
fighters to help the Sierra Leonean vanguards who initially made up
the RUF. 
Samba had heard about Taylor’s insurgency and had
scrambled to find his mother in Liberia, only to discover that she
had moved deeper into the country. When the refugees came to his
camp on the Lofa River a few months later, he knew he had to get
away, too. He was more than a hundred miles from Baiwala, but
decided he would make the journey back. “I did not want to get
caught in that war,” Samba told me. “At this point, I had no idea
what war really meant but I knew it was dangerous and I didn’t want
any part of it.” With the little money he had managed to save he
started moving toward Sierra Leone. 
When Samba reached Baiwala several days later, the first
thing his family did was ask about Musu. He told them he hadn’t
been able to find her and that war was approaching fast. His aunt
would have none of it. “You have to go back and find Musu,” she
insisted. “If there is a war in Liberia, you have to find my
sister.” Samba was terrified of venturing into Liberia again and he
had no idea about his mother’s whereabouts. But he badly wanted to
find Ma Musu. With money from his family, he soon found himself on
a poda-poda heading for Liberia.
“After some hours of driving inside Liberia the bus made a
halt. I feared we had a mechanical problem, but it turned out to be
much worse. We had reached a checkpoint manned by soldiers from the
Liberian government. They first spoke to the driver and then
crawled inside the bus with their arms. They looked around at us
with angry eyes and ordered us all to get out of the bus. Up until
this point of my life I had never known anything about the police
or the military. I didn’t know how they worked or what they did. I
wasn’t friends with any policemen or military guys and I always did
my best to stay out of their way. This was the first time I had
even seen a soldier up close.” 
Samba’s unfamiliarity with the police reveals a great deal
about Sierra Leonean society in the 1980s: To most people living
outside the capital, the government was completely invisible.
Hospitals were few and far between; kids had to walk miles to get
to school; the tar roads constructed by the British colonizers had
crumbled; and, the army and the police were largely absent. In
today’s political parlance, Sierra Leone had become a ‘failed
state’.

“We were five to seven young men in the bus and the soldiers
suspected us of being rebels. The soldiers were just young boys and
they didn’t have any authority so they ordered us out of the bus
and took us to their commanders a few miles away. They kept
pointing their AK47s at us.” Samba laughed and added, “Back then I
didn’t even know what an AK was.” Then his face grew somber again.
“I was in a complete state of shock. I had no idea what this meant
for me. Was I about to be executed? Was this what war was like?
When we reached the commanders they just took a quick glance at us
and then ordered the boys to take us to the prison a few hours away
by car. I had never even been to a police station and I was
terrified of what the prison would look like.” 
It wasn’t odd that prisons were a foreign concept to
Samba: Prisons were even harder to come by than hospitals. While
the British brought courts with them when they colonized the
country, and these courts ended up being used for an increasing
array of crimes, the traditional way of handling conflicts arising
from crime was to take the matter before the village elders or the
chief. For centuries, a bench under the Peace Tree had been the
place to settle disputes in a way that most benefited the
community, including victims, perpetrators and those who had to
live with both of them in the years to come. This was the way it
was done when Samba grew up and it is, to a large extent, the way
it’s still being done outside the major towns today. It is a
practice that has been studied by criminologists, sociologists and
anthropologists from all over the world and the terms they have
come up with — transitional and restorative justice — stress the
focus on reconciliation. This is in stark contrast to legal systems
as seen in the United States and elsewhere, in which punishment is
at the forefront on any consideration of justice. In most of the
Global North, prisons are the bush where you can throw away your
bad children.
“I hadn’t been able to really imagine what it meant that
there was a war in Liberia,” Samba said. “War is a very unreal
thing until you find yourself in the middle of it. What I did know
for sure was that the area I was in was full of cannibalism. We had
always been told that. And that was what made me the most scared.
Were they going to eat us at the prison?” 
The war in Liberia did, in fact, become notorious for the
practice of cannibalism. Witnesses in the trial against Taylor at
the Special Court for Sierra Leone testified that they ate human
flesh under the command of Mr. Taylor, and videos from the war
posted on YouTube support this claim. In one of these videos, a
young Taylor is asked for his thoughts on cannibalism and
laconically concludes, “Death is death, no matter how it happens.”
The historian Stephen Ellis writes that Taylor on several occasions
drank the blood of sacrificial victims. In Sierra Leone, both the
Kamajors and the RUF were known to cook and eat humans either as
part of their rituals or simply because it is a good source of
protein. 
Samba has never tasted human, but during his time fighting
for the RUF he once found a big pile of dried human meat in a house
behind rebel lines. “The skin was still on,” he said. “The
Liberians had dried it so they could eat it later.” The Sierra
Leonean Truth and Reconciliation Commission — a body created after
the civil war — found myriad examples of forced cannibalism during
the war, committed by virtually all the fighting factions. Stories
of how captives were forced to consume body parts belonging to
their dead relatives are common. So, too, are accounts of how human
flesh was eaten as a way to prove and gain courage. Particularly
the Kamajors have been documented to feast on human meat. Samba’s
worries, therefore, were far from unfounded.
“In the prison we were at least ten people cramped into a
small, small space. Not everyone could lie down at the same time so
we had to take turns. We spent two days in the prison and no one
told us anything. The stench was horrible and it was so hot. It was
like the air didn’t move and we were all sweating so much. Then,
during the third night, there was a change of guards. The new man
who took charge of the prison came to our rescue.
He was a Sierra Leonean but served in the Liberian army.
He had a big, round nose and a short body. What a nice fellow he
was! He talked to us and we told him about how we ended up in the
prison. He understood right away that we were innocent and he told
us he would see what he could do.
Later that night, when the other guards had left, he came
back and opened the door to our cell. Then he said: ‘Go. Go on your
way. They will kill you if you stay here.’ He pointed us in the
direction of a burned-down house nearby where we could hide for the
night and told us to leave the next morning and go back to where we
came from. ‘Even if it takes you 20 days to walk, go!’ he said. We
slept there, in a small forest, and then the next morning we packed
our few belongings and left. The guard told us to only use the bush
roads and stay away from cars and people. ‘You should not trust
anyone,’ he told us. I walked with four other Sierra Leoneans for
five days and five nights to come back to Sierra Leone. We hardly
slept during that time. All we could think of was to escape the
war.
“When I finally reached Baiwala I was so confused,” Samba
continued. “I should probably have felt lucky for having survived,
but at the same time I was angry because these men had caused me so
much trouble and hardship for no reason at all. And I still hadn’t
found Ma Musu.”
Back in Baiwala, Samba shared his experiences with his
family who were greatly distressed. “We started having a feeling
that this could also happen to us here in Sierra Leone,” Samba told
me. He soon learned that a young man from the community who had
left the village years earlier had come back recently and talked
about a revolution in Sierra Leone. His name was Keifa Wai and he
had told everyone who cared to listen that he had been in Abidjan
in Cote d’Ivoire where he had met some revolutionary Sierra
Leoneans. They had trained him and prepared him to help topple the
government. No one in Baiwala had any idea just how far these plans
were and what consequences they would have for their
lives.
Unwilling to go back and drudge for his aunt’s husband,
Samba again turned to diamond mining, but this time he was careful
to stay on the Sierra Leonean side of the border. When I asked why
he had gone back to something that seemed like a dud, Samba offered
a local proverb: “A monkey cannot eat pepper, it’s not food for a
monkey. But if there’s no other food, the monkey will just have to
eat pepper. If I said no to mining, what else would I
do?”
As 1990 turned to 1991, refugees started pouring over the
border from Liberia. The rain had long since given way to the
scorching Harmattan wind that carries sand from Sahara, and the
dust that blew up from the dirt roads whenever a lone car or
motorbike passed by had covered the shrubs in a light brown veil.
1991 was to be the year in which centuries of both colonialist and
locally enforced corruption and disenfranchisement would culminate
in a decade of brutal war.
“With a group of other young guys I had been in the bush
for some months looking for diamonds when the news came. It was
March, the peak of the dry season. We almost didn’t have any
contact with the outside world in the bush and the only way of
knowing what was going on was through our radio.” In the rural
areas of Sierra Leone, where electricity is unavailable unless you
have a generator and fuel, radio continues to be the only source of
information other than word of mouth. “One night we turned on BBC
Focus on Africa and that’s when we heard the news: The war had come
to Sierra Leone.”
This was the first time Samba heard Foday Sankoh’s name.
The voice on the radio informed him that Sankoh had gathered a
group of rebels and attacked the government soldiers in Bomaru
Town, not far from Jojoima. 

“I realized I had tears rolling down my face. I was crying out of
pure desperation. I immediately thought about what I had
experienced in Liberia. That could become the reality in Sierra
Leone as well, I feared. We got together, the little group, and
asked, ‘What can we do here?’ We had all gone there in the first
place because we believed we could find diamonds and we didn’t want
to give up that dream empty-handed. After we discussed the
situation we calmed each other down. We knew that the Sierra
Leonean army had been trained by the British and we trusted there
wouldn’t be problems with this small group of rebels coming in from
Liberia. We relied on the Sierra Leone Army, which we believed to
be one of the best in Africa. That evening, we sat around a small
fire and looked at each other in silence. I think we were all
searching for confirmation in the faces of our brothers, but each
one of us was clueless about what was going on, and that was
exactly what showed in our faces.”
The decision to stay in the bush was soon overturned.
Already the next day the group heard big explosions to the east. It
was the army retaliating against the rebels and it sounded exactly
as Samba expected war to sound. They decided to move back to where
they came from: Samba trekked to Jojoima that same day and from
there on to Baiwala. Moving through the bush, he was equally afraid
of meeting the rebels and the soldiers. He feared that if they met
either of them, they would be shot on sight on the assumption that
they belonged to the enemy’s ranks.
March 23rd 1991 was the date the first bullet left the
barrel of a gun in the Sierra Leonean civil war, in what Foday
Sankoh had dubbed Operation Liberate the Motherland. It was fired
by a member of the still-nascent rebel group. It found its target,
one Major Fodey of the government troops, and killed him on the
spot. 
Leading up to this first murder had gone years of
preparation. A group of just eight revolutionary vanguards had
returned from Libya to Sierra Leone and they ended up forming the
backbone of the RUF. The majority of them were disgruntled college
students from Fourah Bay College in Freetown, the so-called
PanAf-group. Others had been military men. According to Samba,
Foday Sankoh had met some of the former students in Libya and had
asked them why they were there. When they replied they wanted to
change the system in Sierra Leone, Sankoh said, “Fine! Now you have
a father.” 
At the top of the RUF pyramid were Sankoh and his two
deputies, Abu Kanu and Rashid Mansaray. Many in Freetown
disregarded the RUF at the early stages as just a group of boys who
had watched too many Rambo movies. But by the time the rebels took
over Freetown, causing widespread death and destruction, that
perception had already changed. The eight vanguards trained a dozen
more men at the Camp Nama in Liberia and it is estimated that at
the beginning of 1991 the group was around 200 men strong,
including Liberian NPFL fighters. The NPFL fighters made up the
majority of the RUF in the first months of the war and came to play
a crucial role. Without them, the fledgling RUF would easily have
been pushed back. 

There is still a lot of debate over why the Liberians chose to
participate in the war in Sierra Leone. Some say Charles Taylor
sent them to advance his own agenda and as a revenge against Sierra
Leone for not allowing him to use the country as a launching pad
for his insurgency. Others say they were simply there to loot. “If
you saw the truckloads full of stuff they sent back to Liberia, you
don’t have to wonder why they came,” one former RUF fighter told
me. It is clear that the Liberian fighters didn’t share the concern
for social justice in Sierra Leone that motivated the vanguards to
form the RUF. An internal RUF document titled Footpaths to
Democracy  stated that the group set out to fight corruption
and establish justice and democracy in Sierra Leone, although it is
still being discussed to what extent that was the case.
“A few days after I returned to Baiwala in April, we saw
soldiers coming into the town from the south-east,” Samba
continued. “Almost the whole town gathered around the soldiers to
figure out what was going on.
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