INTO LIBERIA

The followng article was witten in 1990
and is being reprinted here for those who
have read the book "Crossing the Darien Gp"
by Andrew Egan and have requested that he
share sone of his witing about Africa. This
was witten during the early years of the
civil war that began in Liberia around
Christmas 1989, and shortly before civil war
erupted in neighboring Sierra Leone later in

t he 1990s.

| climbed from the soft mud of the riverbank inke tcanoe.
The dwarfish paddler heaved against the shore emicuis drifting
into the murky river. They call the river the Maramd the shore
behind us is in Sierra Leone. But paddling tow&el dpposite
bank drew us toward the true destination in my \Rdéstan
pilgrimage — Liberia.

To be a white man journeying to Liberia in 1990 was
peculiar enough; to journey by canoe even morarst those that
had heard of my plans often enquired whether | @dsio be shot.

"l had a friend there," one U.S. Peace Corps vekmhad



told me. "He had his hands in his pockets at alqiwnt as they
were lowering the flag. They threw him in jail fior'

Such stories contrast with the tranquillity | hatt fn Sierra
Leone, Liberia's neighbor to the west. As one maotagned,
Sierra Leoneans do seek amelioration, though onthtowing
their hands into the air and beseeching, "It'sjaito God."

But leaving it to God is not what rebel leader Qémsar
Taylor intended for Liberia when he launched iterent revolution
on Christmas Eve 1989. The incursion soon develagectivil
war — and threw Liberia into crisis.

As the boat thumped onto the opposite shore | dieohdut
and climbed the bank, then walked along a traikai@ia
mudhouse beneath the jungle leaves. Above therhilte sticky
air, dangled a ragged Liberian flag.

Immigration was brief, though complete only wherald a
"service fee" to the official.

A soldier scrutinized me. He wore fresh fatiguesigkican
issue, and clasped a commanding weapon. Througitghdike
sunglasses he carved an expression of defiance.

There were irritations that first evening in LikzerThe
irritation of having to wait by the solitary outgastil morning,
when some type of vehicle would hopefully leavetfa capital.

The irritation of the man charging me a "special'flor a humble



soda pop. The irritation of the village chief adoog me as "My
friend!" and offering me a bed for the night fax §imes the proper
price.

| declined the bed and instead spread myself anganl
on the grass among some Liberian travelers, whodaushocking
to see a white man preparing to sleep on the grdsioon after,
however, a man emerged from a mudhouse and beckdedthd
white hair and dusty black feet. He offered meat aad some
coffee. Later he gave me a bed for the night irhbisse.

The next morning | found transport to the capital,
Monrovia, on the back of a cargo truck. As we drtveugh the
interior of Liberia toward the coast, | began tosethe tension of
the war. It beamed through the eyes of the childiexs, and it
echoed through the streets of the capital. It sifead daily,
straining the foundations of the nation — an etasttietched with
burly arms, with a razor dragging across its middle

| arrived in Monrovia when many were leaving. Thbels
were absorbing the country town by town, and movawvgard the
capital. Government soldiers wore jeans and tshinder their
uniforms — when the rebels attacked, they coulg &trcivilian
clothes and flee.

By this stage in the war most postal and telephone

communications had crumbled. The rebel advanceséaered the



only road linking the entire country. Paranoia pitd as
Liberians awaited the inevitable assault on thetabhp

On my second day in Liberia an army officer at adside
checkpoint accused me of being a communist spy.

"Where will you meet your contacts?" he demanded.

"l have no contacts," | replied

"Aha!" he declared to the bewildered soldiers atbim.
"l can tell that you've orchestrated your answersaund like the
truth.”

Lacking evidence, he eventually freed me.

| vividly recall the second last night | spent iroMovia: a
double round of machine gun fire cracked the st#fof the night
outside my window, waking me instantly. The tridakhth squads.
Almost every daybreak revealed their victims byribedside,
heads dismembered. After seeing three of the nedileorpses
stacked in the hospital morgue, | began to undeddtiae horror of
this revolution.

The Liberian tragedy was hardly the intent of theekican
Colonization Society when they settled a groupoofier
American slaves on the West African coast in 182 former
slaves had adopted an American-style constitutmhraaintained
close relations with the United States. Liberiavsnenamed their

capital city after former U.S. president James Menr



In 1980, however, Sergeant Samuel Doe staged aaradip
successfully deposed then-President Tolbert. Anthi first time
Liberia had a chief-of-state that wasn't Americbdrian.

What followed, unfortunately, was not only a decatle
oppression, but a decade of insurrection. Ten yafses their
introduction, the Doe years climaxed with Tayl@lsristmas
incursion.

After half a month in Liberia | had to leave. Tkias
arduous. A gasoline shortage was stranding vehiictesighout the
country. The fare to travel from Monrovia to Siebeone had
surged from 20 to 1200 Liberian dollars. It tookf lsaday to find
transport. And when | finally found a bus it brak@wn a few
miles from the capital in the late afternoon amdl to return to
Monrovia. (Travel after 6:00 pm outside the cityswaohibited.)

The next day, with the capital throbbing in trepida, |
chartered a taxi and made it to the isolated bqudst where I'd
entered Liberia.

As evening fell upon the African coast | climbetbithe
same canoe that had ferried me from Sierra Leonen@eks
earlier. Behind me the soldiers began loweringfigged Liberian
flag.

The paddler heaved against the shore and seniftisgdr

into the current. | felt the tensions lift.



We soon thumped onto the opposite shore. | clinftmed

the boat onto the soft mud of the riverbank.



