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Preface

An important purpose for writing one’s life story is to personalize history in the
hope that such individual accounts will contribute to the building blocks for
the history of a people. I have been blessed with three careers. The first started
while I was still in graduate school at the beginning of the 1970s. There was a
hiatus of six years before my teaching career resumed in 1981. Cumulatively, my
teaching career lasted for 35 years and was comparatively the career of longest
duration. The interim period of six years was my Liberian government service,
during which I participated in, and acquired important insights into gover-
nance in Liberia. The third career was stumbled upon as it came following my
retirement after more than three decades in academia. I was invited to partic-
ipate in a number of governance reform-related projects during the admin-
istration of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. This final chapter of my life will
indeed climax with the publication of this memoir. It is my hope that readers
will come to know me as they acquire some appreciation of my engagements
and a glimpse into the Liberia of my generation.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

I envisaged a life trajectory of unpretending service to church and country as
my alma mater, Cuttington College, enjoined us almost 60 years ago. In that
scenario I saw my role, perhaps as a career diplomat not sufficiently conse-
quential to warrant a personal memoir. Whatever service record I established
would speak for itself, or so I thought.

The bloody coup d’état of April 1980 compelled a recalibration, though I was
in government service for only six years. I was advancing fast enough — some
say I was a “rising star,” — that I faced the prospect of being eliminated along
with other senior government officials who perished in the coup. But I miracu-
lously survived the overthrow, even though for the six months prior I had been
Minister of State for Presidential Affairs and Chief of Staff to President Tolbert.
Before being named to the Cabinet, I had served as Deputy Minister of State
for two-and-a-half years. And before then I served at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs as an Assistant Minister for three years. All of the six years serving in
government, but especially the years at the Executive Mansion, exposed me to
some of the seminal events that eventuated in the coup. Few experienced what
I did and lived to tell the story. I feel an obligation to tell that story — admittedly
from my vantage point — for the benefit of those who would write the history
of that era. This is the first motive for undertaking the project.

What did T do with my life following my six years of government service?
Constrained by circumstances to self-exile in December 1980, following on
six months teaching at the University of Liberia, I sought and found a teach-
ing position in the United States at Sewanee: The University of the South, in
Tennessee. I would spend the next 31 years of my life molding myself into a
good teacher in a liberal arts college, and as a researcher of the African expe-
rience with emphasis on Liberia. Strong on the nexus between teaching and
research, Sewanee enabled me to advance my life-long desire to better under-
stand my country. Highlighting the accomplishments of that effort constitutes
a second motive or reason for undertaking the writing of a memoir.

Perhaps a third reason for a memoir from me stems from an invitation
I received in 2012 from President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf to deliver the tradi-
tional national oration on July 26, 2012, on the occasion of the 165™ anniver-
sary of the independence of Liberia. The oration — a distillation of my candid
perspective on Liberia’s past, present and future prospects —was followed by a
number of consultancy projects with the government. The projects included

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2022 | DOI:10.1163/9789004507647_002
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2 CHAPTER 1

leading an independent investigation into alleged improprieties in the Sirleaf
government, service as a team member on the long-term perspective study
on Liberia dubbed “Vision 2030,” membership in a national Constitution
Review Committee, project coordinator for a national symbols review, and
membership in a team coordinating the writing of a comprehensive history of
Liberia. These projects were for me opportunities to bring to bear what I had
gleaned from my years of research and study for what I hoped was the govern-
ment’s reform agenda. I thus entered upon these engagements with utmost
enthusiasm.

My rationale for writing a memoir is thus threefold: my vantage point
from six years of government service, what 31 unbroken years of teaching and
research have taught me, and a window on contemporary Liberia acquired
from almost a subsequent decade of government consultancy. My memoir
attempts to weave these three sets of experiences into my life’s journey — one
Liberian’s life — from the extraordinary warmth and nurture of my maternal
grandparents in Lower Buchanan, Grand Bassa County, into the wider world
fraught as much with challenges as with opportunities. It is my hope that my
life’s experience will serve to inspire and motivate young Liberians and others
to prepare themselves for self-fulfillment through a life of service to others.
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CHAPTER 2

Early Years
My Ancestors

My formative yearsbegan with my maternal parents:mymother, herparents,and
theirlineages.Ideveloped adeep and abiding attachment to my maternal grand-
parents. My father’s entry into my life came later, was intermittent, and, at times,
disruptive. It was only in later life that I came to know my paternal ancestry.

Though a cliché, I was born to humble circumstances, on January 28, 1942,
in a modest immigrant-style frame house, home of my maternal grandpar-
ents, in Lower Buchanan, Grand Bassa County, Liberia. Before 1841, the city
of Buchanan (lower, central, and upper) was known as Bassa Cove, even Port
Cresson for a part of the area. The name Buchanan was to honor the white
American colonial administrator, Thomas Buchanan (1808-1841), who was
appointed by American colonization societies as leader of Bassa Cove and
subsequently as the first governor of the amalgamated colonial settlements
known as the Commonwealth of Liberia (1839-1841).

My mother, Mayetta Teresa Mason, was born with her twin sister (Maryann
Palmetta Mason-Ledlow) on May 27, 1917. The two sisters were educated
together at the Roman Catholic St. Peter Claver’s Teachers Training Institute
in Lower Buchanan. They completed together in 1936 the course of study and
were duly certificated. For years growing up, I saw their diplomas prominently
displayed in our living room. Their interesting class song of 1936 went like this:

Boys of Spirit, Boys of Will,

Boys of Muscles, Brain and Power;
Fit to cope with anything,

These are wanted every hour,
Chorus: Boys Wanted!

These are wanted every hour.

Girls of Spirit, Girls of will,
Girls of Beauty, Fair and Kind;
Fit to cope with anything,
These are wanted every hour.
Chorus: Girls Wanted!

These are wanted every hour.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2022 | DOIZlO.1163/9789004507647_003
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4 CHAPTER 2

Though twins, the two sisters were dissimilar in temperament. A story that
makes the point is about a nursing-mother acquaintance who visited their
home. When she noticed that her breast milk was soaking her clothing, some-
one thought the baby twins could help the situation. My aunt went first, but
she simply refused the stranger. My mother was next. She looked around,
closed her eyes, and went all out for the breast of a stranger.

My mother had just ended a short-lived marriage and may have been
contemplating her next move when, I am told, she encountered my father
who was Superintendent of Grand Bassa County. Relatives who lived in the
home, where I was both conceived and born, told me the details. My grand-
parents felt their home violated and themselves disrespected by a powerful
superintendent-father. But they were quick to forgive their daughter as they
accepted the fait accompli of her pregnancy. Soon my deeply religious grand-
mother had a dream, which foretold that I would be a boy, and she pre-named
me after the biblical Daniel.

After having me, and my younger sister Doris (Mason-Elliott), my mother
was off to Monrovia to make a life for herself. There, she subsequently remar-
ried and had two other children, my younger sisters Lucelia and Euphemia. In
Monrovia, mother clerked at a number of government agences, including the
Agriculture Department. The Board of Foreign Concessions was probably her
last place of work as a clerk. She would have a troubled life in her latter years,
struggling with mental illness. She died in Harbel on September 19, 1990, at age
73, a casualty of Charles Taylor’s insurgency, about which more will be forth-
ecoming, that morphed into the devastating Liberian civil war,

My sister Doris was a teacher at the Firestone high school in Harbel, and
Mother, whom 1 joined cousins in calling “Aunt Tarr,” lived with my sister,
Doris. My one and only visit with them was in 1988. As the war and accompa-
nying rumors continued, Doris made a trip to Monrovia to buy mother’s med-
ication. While in Monrovia, National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) forces
entered the Firestone area, which led to the separation of mother from daugh-
ter. She had left mother in the care of some teenagers, who lived with them,
but there was absolutely no communication between them. Days turned to
weeks, weeks to months, many months as the NPFL forces battled government
forces with the civilian population caught in the crossfires and at the mercy of
the combatants.

Doris’s other ordeal in Monrovia happened as follows. After several months
on the move with crowds of “internally displaced persons” on the orders of
NPFL commandos, she found herself on a Sunday morning in a house with
many others. She stumbled on a mirror. The image of her emaciated self that
she saw frightened her and led her to scream so hard that the whole house

For use by the Author only | © 2022 Koninklijke Brill NV



EARLY YEARS 5

was alarmed. She survived, eventually managing to travel to Buchanan, still not
knowing Mother’s fate. As Doris narrated to me, the day following her arrival in
Buchanan, she and a cousin went walking down a familiar street, and suddenly
two young men emerged from a small house to greet them. She recognized
the young men as neighbors’ children in Harbel. One of them, while greeting
her, extended condolences. “Did she die?” Doris inquired, fearing the response
and bursting into tears. His response was “Ma, the old lady could not stand the
many things that were happening.” This is how we first learned that our mother
had gone home to her eternal rest.

In mid 1991, I received a letter addressed to sister Lucelia and me. It began: “I
am Oretha Reeves Peal, a friend of your sister Doris. I am also the nurse in
charge of the Firestone Medical Center and was there and had your mother
admitted and cared for while your sister was separated from her during the
civil war. T am sorry to say that we lost your mother, but we were lucky to have
had a coffin and a nice dress. We got a minister to say a few words over her
and a few of us attended the burial. A male friend of Doris’ fixed her grave. So
if you ever return to Liberia you will be fortunate to see your mother’s grave.
Your mother was a good Christian and she died as one ...” I had a subsequent
phone conversation with Ms. Peal in August 1991, where I had the opportunity
to express to her directly our gratitude for her extraordinary love displayed in
the heat of battle. We have stayed in touch in the ensuing years.

Meanwhile, as the long war subsided, Doris had this In Memoriam with
Mother’s photograph published in a local daily: “The Late Mother Mayetta
Mason. Mother, September 19, 1990 you ended your life at the Duside Hospital.
You walked that valley not alone, but you were guided by our Lord and Savior,
Jesus Christ. Mother, you have laid down your garment of illness to put on
the vestment of eternal rest. Your home going still burns our hearts. But our
only consolation is, we will meet you one bright morning on that beautiful
shore. Your four children: Elwood, Doris, Lucelia and Euphemia say rest in your
Savior’s arms until we meet again. From Doris Elliott for the Family” As I elab-
orated elsewhere in this account, I was blessed to visit my mother’s grave and
construct a concrete facade, on which was mounted a plaque with her vital
information: May 27, 1917 — September 19, 1990.

Though it is my grandmother that I think of as Mother, I have some good
memories of my biological mother. I remember being with her as a toddler at
the Episcopal St. John's Parish Day School, where she may have taught for a
while in the 1940s. When residing in Monrovia, she made periodic trips home
to visit us, and she regularly sent us clothing and other goodies.

Somehow, I found myself in Monrovia in 1952 during President William
V.S. Tubman’s second inauguration. Tubman was Liberia’s longest-serving
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6 CHAPTER 2

president, and was in office from 1944 until his death in 1971. Mother was then
married to Wilmot Flood (an expert ivory craftsman who made walking canes
for former President C.D.B. King), with whom she had my two younger sis-
ters, Lucelia Flood-Partridge and Euphemia Flood-Cummings. I stayed on,
attending briefly St. Patrick’s Catholic school, then located on upper Ashmun
Street. Fast-forwarding to my student days at the University of Liberia and
subsequently at Cuttington, I have fond memories visiting with my mother
and enjoying her delicious Liberian dishes, even bringing along with me a
Cuttington schoolmate named Edward W. Neufville 11, later Diocesan Bishop
of the Episcopal Church of Liberia. There was irregular correspondence during
my years of study abroad (1965-1974) and again from 1981 through to her death
in 1990, though our correspondence at this time was more regular. I still have a
number of her hand-written letters to me, especially those in which she shared
with me information about her parental ancestry.

My sister Doris described our mother in a 2006 poem, which portrays her
vividly and captures my memory of our mother:

My Mother

I view you through your signature
You surely come alive

I watch you dust the furniture
Each morning just at five.

Your lengthy hair wears a silky band
That always looks so fancy

“This scarf keeps in place each strand,’
You always told Miss Pansy

You wear neatly the white attire
That sparkles without wrinkles
Then swiftly move to light the fire
Which brightly glows and twinkles.

The savory meals of your own style
Did make me crave with hunger
But after feasting for a while

The aroma would still linger.

Your footsteps up the stairs I hear
Release me of much tension

For use by the Author only | © 2022 Koninklijke Brill NV



EARLY YEARS 7

Your loving smiles are always dear
Each time my name you mention.

Attribute of you I now perceive

The pictures that do flourish

Are from the turns and curves received
Your signature I cherish.

My early memories are of being nurtured in a warm, loving, and caring home
by my grandmother and her carpenter husband, my grandfather. Because my
mother was not one to tarry long once I had passed the toddler stage, she left
me with her parents and moved to Monrovia to make a life for herself. As a
result, my grandparents became my parents, nurturing me physically, morally,
and spiritually. Life was centered on home, school, and church. At home we
played, did chores, and prayed to a God my grandparents revered absolutely.
It was perhaps in my early teen years that I began imitating preachers. I would
build a pulpit from boxes and chairs, dress in my grandmother’s long white
sweater in imitation of the Catholic priests at school, assemble my cousins and
other children in the home in front of my pulpit, and begin to preach like the
local Baptist Rev. Levi H. Martin: “Prepare me a body that I may go down to
redeem my people.” The adults around told my grandparents they should not
discourage me as what I was doing might well be a sign of things to come.
School was integral to our life, as was going to church on Sundays and hold-
ing family prayers. My grandparents were my all-in-all for the duration of my
childhood.

One of the hallmarks of the culture of my youth was a certain blending of
things traditionally African with habits of repatriate communities or Black
immigrants from the new world. Such was the case with the development of
speech (Liberian English), foods, medicine, and even religion (notion of syn-
cretism). I recall my grandfather overseeing my circumcision possibly at four
or five years of age. Grandfather got me out of bed very early one morning and
led me to the back of our house. There I heard knives being sharpened on a
rock. The traditional herbalist that had been summoned from our near inte-
rior, along with his aides, performed the circumcision as Grandfather held me.
With no numbing medication I was circumcised, while I screamed at the top
of my little lungs. But I knew at the end of the ordeal that Grandfather dearly
loved his little grandson, who had to undergo this rite of passage. Herbs were
applied to the wound and healing came in due course.

As they were themselves parents to four children, whom they sent to the
available schools and nurtured in the Christian faith through the Bethel
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8 CHAPTER 2

African Methodist Episcopal Church of Lower Buchanan, I (and some of my
cousins) would be the beneficiary of similar opportunities. But, what manner
of people were these grandparents of mine? Who was Mary Ann Kilby Mason,
my grandmother, and who was Thomas Alfred Mason, my grandfather?

Mary A. Mason was born in Barchue Town, Grand Bassa County, on March
20, 1888. Her father was James Kilby, descendant of Randal Kilby who immi-
grated in 1854 to Liberia from Virginia, USA. Her mother was Kon-Yohn
Barchue of Barchue Town, Grand Bassa County. James went inland to trade
from his homebase, in what today is probably No. 3A Barchue Town. The
exchange of goods between rural and urban communities was an important
feature of Liberian life, even as I observed it in my youth. That James Kilby
would avail himself of such opportunities to acquire harvested piassava, palm
kernels, and palm oil and other such produce comes as no surprise. Kilby met
Kon-Yohn fresh from the traditional Sande School. He eventually married
her in the traditional fashion. Three children issued from the union: Samuel
A. Kilby, Mary A. Kilby, and Stella Kilby. Kon-Yohn died when Mary was age 17,
and her brother Samuel placed her as a ward in the care of his friends, expa-
triates from Freetown, Sierra Leone, Daniel Pratt Mason and his wife Kaziah
Mason. When the Masons decided to return to Freetown, they took Mary with
them. There, these friends of her brother’s raised her, and, there, she met her
future husband, Thomas A. Mason (son of Daniel Pratt Mason). They lived in
the same home. Mary was, apparently, in the fashion of that time, trained for
motherhood, learning the rudiments of good housekeeping and children rear-
ing, undergirded by a strong Christian faith and way of life. But they did not
send her to school long enough, so her education was limited to her ability to
read the Bible and explain its precepts. She did this so well that, when I did my
first systematic reading of the Bible in college, I could recall vividly the biblical
characters my grandmother had instilled in us as children.

Mary met her husband, Thomas A. Mason, son of Daniel Pratt Mason in
Freetown. They would together return to Liberia to start their long married
life. Grandmother returned home with a strong Sierra Leone accent, which
she later lost. Grandfather never lost his Sierra Leone accent, often slipping
into Krio as he spoke to us. Grandmother died at age 89 on October 29, 1977.
I was blessed to have seen her often for the last three years of her life, hav-
ing returned home from graduate school in 1974. During my years away from
Grandmother, especially the almost nine years abroad, we would correspond
on occasions. She would dictate what she wanted said to one of my sisters or
cousins still living with her. Invariably, she included something biblical or a
Christian song. I found among my papers “No one ever cares for me like Jesus,”
a verse of which went like this:
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EARLY YEARS 9

I would love to tell you what I think of Jesus,

Since I found in him a Friend so strong and true;

I would tell you how he changed my life completely,
He did something that no other friend could do.

Thomas A. Mason, my grandfather was born on June 20, 1880, in New Cess,
Grand Bassa County. His father was Daniel Pratt Mason and his mother, Mar-
sa-Neh of New Cess. Theirs was a traditional union that was never formalized.
This meant that he hardly felt the influence of his biological mother. Thomas
was therefore raised by his father and his stepmother Kaziah Tete Mason
(known by many as “Ma Mason”). At age 15, Thomas was taken to Freetown
for training in carpentry. Fifteen years later, he returned to Liberia with his
bride, Mary, whom he married in Freetown in 1910. The Dutch trading com-
pany (Oat Africaan Compaigne — 0AC) employed him in short order. His skills
in boat building were soon amply demonstrated as he set to work in Grand
Bassa County, making trips to Sinoe County, and constructing the boats used
as primary means of transportation along the Liberian coast at the time.

Thomas and his wife Mary had four children: James E.A. Mason (1912-1961),
Miranda E. Mason-Bernard (1915-1994), Mayetta T. Mason (1917-1990), and
Maryann P. Mason-Ledlow (1917-1987). Uncle James changed the spelling of
his surname to “Mayson,” and this explains the different spellings within the
family. Grandfather had a full and rewarding life, raising his four children, one
of whom (James) predeceased him in 1961. Grandfather died on August 4, 1976,
at age 96. I was on a government mission in Switzerland en route to Sri Lanka
when I received word of his death. I felt blessed that I had visited with him
on his deathbed before leaving home. I entered my grandfather’s room and
went to hold his hand and asked him whether he recognized me. His feeble
response, which still lingers in my ears, was, “Elwood, I know you!”

Growing up in that home of the Masons was a veritable character-molding
experience. I was not alone, for some of my cousins and later siblings lived
there as well. We lived in a frame house partly built by my carpenter grandfa-
ther. In those days in the 1940s and the years thereafter there was no electric-
ity, no running water, and we used an outdoor latrine and fetched water from
nearby natural running springs. With almost nothing to compare our situation
to, we thought we were the luckiest, as we felt we lacked nothing of the essen-
tials of life. All our modest material needs were met. Our grandparents were
deeply religious, and so we were early brought into the fold of the Bethel AME
Church, where I was baptized or christened (made Christ’s own) as an infant.
Family prayers at home, church, and Sunday school were regular fare. I would
even later go to the “mourners’ bench” at Thankful Baptist Church in Lower
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Buchanan and “get religion.” I remember my grandmother exclaiming “Thank
you Jesus for saving my child,” as I arrived home shouting one evening, after
actually running several miles away from the church and towards home.

We were taught to be respectful to those older than us, especially the elderly.
In our immediate surroundings were traditional huts and villages, such as a
Gio town and a Kru town, whose children we played and naturally mingled
with. Perhaps this is how I learned the Bassa language (which I would later
lose). We had no knowledge or appreciation of cleavages in Liberian society.
That would come in adulthood. We didn’t even know of the partial indigenous
Bassa parentage of both Grandpa and Grandma. That too would come in our
adulthood. But both grandparents spoke fluent Bassa throughout their lives.

My grandparents had a farm in a near interior area. The herbalists, who
circumcised me, may have come from a neighboring village. I recall visits to
our home by a Dawo Zordeh and conversations especially with Grandmother.
I wondered what it was that so engaged them as they sat talking for hours.

All of our nurturing neighbors were considered extended parents. We revered
and respected, even feared them, especially when we contemplated mischief.
For invariably a report on us from one of the neighbors brought swift punish-
ment. It was a neighborhood of caring adults, some relatives, and some friends.
The neighbors included Ma Etta Thomas, Droh, and Neeh Wedeh. Miraculously,
Isaw Neeh Wedeh on avisit to Liberia in 2013 and at the spot in Lower Buchanan,
where we grew up. As I greeted her, she embraced me sobbing, as she told me
that her husband, Droh had died. “Droh na mehn 00000,” (Droh is no more)
she sobbed in Bassa, on my shoulder. Neeh Wedeh has, since then also passed
away. I have a photograph of the two of us, which is displayed in this book.

There was Grandma Alabama, Miss Annette and Captain Gibson, Grandma
Miranda, Yakpeh and Miss Liza, and Pastor Goffagar. I must have been about
six years old when Goffagar died and I have a vivid memory of his funeral. As
pastor of an ethnic Bassa church, he was also an important figure in the com-
munity. I saw the county superintendent pass through our yard on his way to
the funeral. There was one thing about the funeral that stuck in my mind. As
the procession left the church with the traditional Liberian band music and
the coffin on the heads of several men, we saw the men with the coffin break
away from the procession and run in an apparent uncontrollable direction.
Many appeared puzzled, including us children. The band music soon stopped,
and the choir began singing in the Bassa language the song “We shall eat at the
welcome table some day!” Suddenly, the men with the coffin began dancing
their way back into the procession, and, as they arrived at the grave, the coffin
on their heads appeared to make a bow, suggesting that the deceased was now
ready to go to his eternal home. Our elders told us that the dead had the power
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to influence certain things in the land of the living, and the incident at the
funeral was a demonstration of the displeasure of the deceased with the band
music, preferring the inspirational song rendered by the choir.

Others of our near neighbors were Miss Mariah Martin, Trucker Yonsuah,
Grandma Crawford, and Joseph and Rachel Barchue (apparently related to us,
but we did not then know). And within walking distance were Big Aunty (Stella
Kilby-Harris) and her clan of Kilby offspring. As children, we were influenced
by all of these wonderful people as they were in a real sense an extension of
the values we were receiving in the home of my grandparents: family values
of faith, character building through hard work, commitment to education,
and integrity (your word as your bond). Our home-mates over time included
Cousin Janet Barnard-Sharpe (oldest first cousin), Cousins Ethel Ledlow-
Williams, and Angeline Ledlow-Taryor (and their parents, Maryann Mason-
Ledlow and Philip F. Ledlow), sister Doris Mason-Elliott, and, later, Margaret
Whitfield-Walker, David Alexander Mayson, and Sarah Mason-Buckner.

“Grandmother’s Love,” a poem also written by my younger sister Doris in
2006 captures well our common and collective sentiments:

When I was ill and on my bed,
Who gazed upon my fragile face
And nurtured me to health again?
Grandmother

Who taught me from the Holy Book
The Creator’s love and I should pray
And walk his way with diligence?
Grandmother

Who endeavored greatly that Ilearn
And accomplish all within my reach
So Independently to stand?
Grandmother

When life challenges threatened me
Who came along to comfort me

Who prayed and said “Child let it be?”
Grandmother

And now today that you are absent
Oh how I long for your presence
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Let’s hope some day we'll meet again.
Grandmother

My recollection of my relationship with my father is checkered but largely
not a happy one. My first visits to what looked to me like his palatial house
in Lower Buchanan occurred in the late 1940s. I remember physical and emo-
tional coldness, at least compared to the warmth of my home with grandpar-
ents. I do not recall going to actually live with my father until about 1949, and
under circumstances that were not pleasant. The stay was erratic, involving
runaway episodes. Permanency came in the early 1950s, as I then remained
through high school graduation in 1960. Who was my father?

Edward Lysander Dunn was a descendant of repatriates from the New
World. His forebears were John (age 50) and Susan (age 20) Dunn, who came
from Virginia (USA) on the vessel Luna, and arrived in the Liberia colony in
1836 and settled in the St. John River City area of Grand Bassa County. They
had a son, Wesley Dunn, who was an only child. Wesley first married Mary
Johnson, with whom he had 6 children: Wesley, Jr.; Joseph; Charley; James;
Urias; and Louise. Wesley, Sr., subsequently married Caroline Wayne, and
out of this union came Edward L., John, and Rachel. (I note the light com-
plexions of John and Rachel compared to Edward L.). My father was born in
Hartford, St. John River City, Grand Bassa County, Liberia, on August 13, 1902.
His mother was Caroline T. Wayne Dunn and his father was Wesley S. Dunn,
though complex family history also has John T. Barnard listed as his father. Of
this complexity, my father himself wrote in a 1940 letter to President Edwin
Barclay: “I bear the name Dunn, but my father is one J.T. Barnard who is liv-
ing [Died 1952]; and although the late Old Man Dunn [Wesley Dunn] had
10 sons, and Mr. Barnard 7, yet I am the only one of the two men’s children,
both of whom recognize me as their son, who has ever advanced so far politi-
cally” He was alluding to the fact that he was county superintendent and later
a member of the House of Representatives. The Dunn brothers were James;
Wesley, Jr.; Urias; Charlie; Amos; Joseph; John; and Edward. The sisters were
Louise Dunn-Reeves and Rachel Augusta Dunn-Batten. “But my father is one
J.T. Barnard” (1878-1952). J.T. Barnard was a descendant of James Barnard,
who emigrated from Georgia in the US in 1851 and settled in Edina, Grand
Bassa County, where JT was born. The Barnard brothers were Hilary, Johnny,
Edward L., Joseph, Cephas, Lewis, and Anthony. The sisters were Louise, Laura,
Keturah, and Maron.

Edward L. Dunn’s primary education was at the St. John's Parish Day
School in Lower Buchanan and the Episcopal Mission School in Tobacconee,
Grand Bassa County. The early death of his Dunn parents, who raised him,

For use by the Author only | © 2022 Koninklijke Brill NV



EARLY YEARS 13

resulted in his being sent to Freetown, the British colony of Sierra Leone, to
a Methodist Boys School, where he received the rest of his formal education.
Wesley Dunn died in 1910 when my father was 8 years old. This left his mother
with five remaining children to care for, a situation he describes as leaving “a
poor widow who had to do laundering to support herself and children until
she also passed away in 1918.” It was following his mother’s death that, through
the instrumentality of someone, he found his way to Freetown for school. Four
years later, he returned to Liberia but settled in Monrovia, where he began a
public career. He first worked briefly as a clerk to Monrovia City Mayor Gabriel
Moore Johnson (son of President H.R-W. Johnson), and thereafter for 13 years
he was chief clerk at the Justice Department under Attorney General Louis
Arthur Grimes. In 1936, President Edwin Barclay, in keeping with his “Back-
To-Your-Counties-Programme,” appointed him superintendent of Grand Bassa
County in succession to Superintendent J.H. Ennis. He would serve in that
position for eleven non-consecutive years.

My father was elected a member of the House of Representatives from Grand
Bassa County in 1943, where he served notably with Richard A. Henries (1943—
1980), William R. Tolbert, Jr. (1943-1951), and J. Carney Johnson (1943-1958). In
early 1946, he spoke with President Tubman and subsequently wrote him to say
that he was prepared to resign his House seat if Tubman would appoint him
to his old job as superintendent of Bassa County. The actual proposed arrange-
ment, which Tubman accepted, was that Superintendent Thomas H. Greaves
would somehow be given Dunn’s House seat, as Dunn returned to become
superintendent once again. Tubman obliged and Dunn returned to Bassa as
superintendent in 1946. My father’s reason for returning was that he found the
legislature a place of inertia and inaction, and he wanted to return to a place of
action in Bassa County. I may have heard his colleague Richard Henries say that
when my father came up with the idea for a speech, Henries (though not yet
speaker) and other colleagues pointed him to the podium so he could say his
piece. Henries was, however, insinuating that my father’s independent-minded
spirit might well truncate a political career under the new Tubman adminis-
tration. Subsequent events would bear this out, as my father was removed as
superintendent after serving two years, and his subsequent quest for a Senate
seat was never achieved.

In fact, in the speech delivered in the House of Representatives in 1946
during which he set forth why he was ill at ease in the House and preferred
to return to Bassa County, my father began by addressing Mr. Speaker and
Gentlemen as follows: “I am no college graduate; I am not ripe in experience
... but I have enough common sense to realize that it is high time that we, the
representatives of the people, should get together and study some plan for the
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welfare of the people ...” He continued: “We meet in this hall every year, make
big speeches and only do what we are told to do, because we take no initiative,
have no suggestions to make, no plans to bring forward, and when Executive
measures arise, which are most invariably submitted after we shall have been
in session for a couple of months, we rush them through simply because we are
then anxious to get back to our respective homes, and at our other avocations.”

Though Tubman removed my father from office in 1948, replacing him with
the Rev. Levi H. Martin, my father remained active in True Whig Party politics,
attempting twice to run for the Senate (once after the death in 1949 of Senator
Walter Brumskine of Upper Buchanan, the second time after the death in 1959
of Senator Edwin A. Morgan of Lower Buchanan). Although unsuccessful, he
continued to enjoy the spoils of the party’s patronage system. His last public
position was as a member of the National Board of Foreign Concessions under
the chairmanship of Counselor Momolu Cooper. In his latter years, he was a
gentleman farmer and a property owner, managing houses each in Monrovia
and Lower Buchanan. He died in Lower Buchanan in 1984 at age 82.

There are a number of stories that illustrate the personal side of my father.
These stories show him to have been a self-confident, assertive, demanding,
and controlling individual. When serving as a Lieutenant in the militia in
Monrovia in 1927, he was shot in the stomach by a disgruntled newly arrived
repatriate, John Hall, alias “Sweet Candy.” Hall was a private businessman with
an independent spirit far removed from politics. He sold his goods at a stall on
Water Street in Monrovia. There was compulsory military service for all able-
bodied men ages 16 through 50. Here is my father’s account of what transpired:
“When ‘Monrovia Regulars’ (a company of the militia) first reported for duty
on the 12th day of May 1927, and when the soldiers of the First Regiment were
returning from the second quarterly Parade at Caldwell, St. Paul River, on that
day, the 18t of May 1927, Lieut. Dunn was shot that evening through the stom-
ach by one John Hall, commonly known as ‘Sweet Candy’ because he, the Lieut.
was trying to defend the soldiers whom the said John Hall was threatening to
shoot. The ‘Sweet Candy’ episode is well known by many persons living today
[July1955]. It was during the time Lieut. Dunn was confined to bed as results of
the wound he received from the bullets of John Hall, that he received his first
military commission as second lieutenant from the hands of the late Secretary
of War, James W. Cooper.” Research revealed a more detailed account: As these
militia men returned to Monrovia from quarterly parades in the upriver settle-
ments, some had the habit of rowdiness and vandalism, destroying the booths
and tables of street vendors. Hall's stall was twice attacked with no redress
from the authorities. He threatened to take the law into his own hands. Which
he soon did, as on a fateful evening as the rowdy soldiers returned from parade,
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they proceeded to attack the market stalls. As they reached Hall’s, he opened
fire and one soldier fell dead as the others fled. A brave young officer, Edward
L. Dunn, approached Hall and inquired: “Sweet Candy, why did you kill this
man?” The reply was a bullet in Dunn’s abdomen, which created an even
greater stampede, as people ran helter skelter. The available doctor in town
administered a dose of castor oil, suggesting that if he survived the night, he
would be fine. My father did, of course, but walked leaning on the left side
where the bullet entered, for the rest of his life. Hall barricaded himself in a
building and fought the forces of public order, until he perished in the building
set ablaze by the authorities. My father continued to serve in the militia until
1936, when he was appointed superintendent of Grand Bassa County.

The second story sheds light on the political side of his personality. In 1940,
when still serving as superintendent he received a letter from President Edwin
Barclay whose term of office was coming to an end. In the letter, the president
expressed concern that Superintendent Dunn was already contemplating the
post-Barclay presidency, as he was reported to have said in the hearing of a
political informant that the “setting sun has no scorching rays,” meaning that
Barclay’s was already a lame duck administration. The president wrote to the
superintendent: “I am asking you to look at the clock and send me immediately
some explanation on this matter or else we will have to find out whether or not
the sun not only scorches but burns to ashes during that hour” My father had
some explaining to do, which he apparently did satisfactorily as he remained in
office until 1943, when he became a member of the House of Representatives
for Grand Bassa County.

I lived with my father probably beginning in 1949. My stepmother then was
Annie Ethel Harmon-Dunn (1912-1986). There was a hiatus before my new step-
mother became, in the early 1950s, Martha Harris Sisusa-Dunn (1906-1990).
I was too young to remember the impact of Annie Harmon on my life. For
Martha Sisusa, who was a veteran kindergarten schoolteacher and a staunch
Seventh Day Adventist, the influence was positive, even as she struggled to
remain married to my father. I found my father to be distant and rigid, never
a child-focused father, though there were occasional gestures of affection, as
when he bought me a bicycle and later allowed me to use his car during our
high school graduation party. Four episodes illustrate my father’s parenting
style. The first was when he ordered me to dust off a desk and chairs in his
home office. When he inspected my work, he found that I had not done a good
job. As he approached me threateningly, I attempted to flee. He caught me and
slapped me so hard that perhaps more out of fear I wet my pants. The incident
solidified my fear of him.
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The second episode occurred in 1957 during my freshman year in high
school. Again, it involved domestic chores. I had not seen and therefore failed
to clean spilled oil on a room floor. My father told me that he wanted the floor
cleaned, implying even if it meant my skipping school. I started the cleaning
but soon discovered that I could not complete it in time for school. I searched
for him to say that I was going to be late for school but found he had left the
house. I therefore wrote him a note, which I placed where he would not miss
seeing it. In a state of mind mingled with both fear and anger, I wrote: “I am
not depending on your wealth to take me through life.  am depending on my
education, and I am gone to get my education.” My father did not speak to me
for almost a week. Though still fearful and angry, I decided to relent after a
while and apologize to him. He expressed shock to me that I would write such
anote but showed forgiveness, even though he then placed my note among his
“Last Will and Testament” papers. It was many years later, while residing in the
US, that my father died in 1984. I consequently have no idea of his last wishes
or his reason for keeping my note of 1957.

There was a third episode during my time living with my father, when I was
in the seventh grade. Because I was unhappy living with my father in my early
teens, I was engaged in a few run-away sagas, when I surreptitiously took my
small trunk and simply walked back to the only home I knew and longed for,
the house of my grandparents. The time I remember most was when my father
decided to take my grandparents to court to compel me to live with him. My
grandmother showed up with me at the courthouse in Upper Buchanan. The
visiting circuit court judge, Rodney Lewis (father of subsequent Chief Justice
Johnny Lewis), told me that according to the law I was compelled to live with
my father until I turned 21. Oh, what agony that brought! I was back in my
father’s clutches. I was very unhappy, but I began to learn a lesson in endur-
ance. High school graduation later liberated me.

A final episode in my life with my father had to do with how I lost my ability
to speak the Bassa language, which I had learned in the neighborhood where
I grew up with my grandparents. My stepmother, whom I called Ma Martha,
often called on me to interpret for her when a Bassa-speaking person visited
her. My father walked in on one of these sessions, yelled at me, and told me
that he wanted never again to see me so engaged. I, of course, complied out of
sheer fear. Many years later when I found myself in school in France, I went to
visit the Liberian Ambassador in Paris. As I left the Ambassador’s residence,
his cook, a Bassa-Liberian who knew my father by reputation, spoke to me
in Bassa while escorting me to the gate. Though I understood what he said,
I found myself answering him in French. I had lost my ability to speak Bassa.

For use by the Author only | © 2022 Koninklijke Brill NV



EARLY YEARS 17

I came to be an Episcopalian through my father’s influence. He had been
active at Trinity Episcopal Church in Monrovia (before it became a cathedral)
when he resided in that city. When living in Lower Buchanan, he was active
in St. John's Episcopal Church. This is why I was confirmed by Bishop B.W.
Harris at St. John’s in 1954 and began my life-long journey as an Episcopalian.
Somehow my grandmother enters the picture here, as I have vivid recollec-
tion of her sending for the Rev. Nathaniel Jethro Jackson, rector of St. John’s,
as my confirmation was pending. It was a bright sunny day and I can picture
Rev. Jackson dressed in his clericals, having walked the several miles from his
rectory, ascending the stairs of my grandparents’ home in response to the call.
I don’t recall what they talked about, but I am certain she wanted assurances
that her grandchild would remain on the right path in his Christian sojourn.
I was active as an acolyte and with Sunday school during the rectorships of the
Rev. Jackson and the Rev. Lazarus Cheke Okeke. Upon graduating high school,
I would simply take my role as an acolyte and activity with Sunday school and
other youth activities to Trinity Cathedral, where the following clergy were in
charge: the Rev. Seth C. Edwards, the Rev. Maxwell Zoon (who later renounced
his clerical charge and became a Jehovah’s Witness), and the Rev. Canon
Burgess Carr. All of these wonderful men influenced my life considerably.

To the outside world, Liberia is more often than not portrayed in binary
terms: Black repatriates from the New World, whose guiding ethos was the
civilizing/Christianizing mission, and peoples indigenous to the Liberia area.
Given the nature and orientation of education in the country, most of the post-
World War 11 generation was fed a binary staple. My lived experience made me
aware of a different situation. In the home where I was born and raised, there
were also “wards” or children from rural communities brought to acquire an
education in a Christian setting. In one instance, the ward was a blood rela-
tive of grandmother’s, her father being of the Barchue clan. The reference here
is to Josephine Greaves Shannon (1936—2015) and her father, David Greaves,
who was himself a ward of the prominent Thomas H. Greaves family. It was
a nuanced situation that witnessed the interplay of dissimilar Africa-rooted
cultures mutually borrowing from one another. Language, food, customs, heal-
ing arts, dress, and religious syncretism were only some of the features of this
cultural interpenetration.

There were many other mitigating circumstances as well. Perhaps the fact
that my maternal grandparents who raised me, and who both had mothers
that were ethnic Bassa was one such mitigating circumstance. Both grandpar-
ents also experienced lives as “wards” themselves in the home in Freetown of
a Creole Sierra Leonean family. I want to believe that my experience is not
unique. There are many Liberians who could relate a similar experience. All
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of us children were largely raised to value the human person made in God’s
image and to revere modern education, for that was the pathway to a future
wholesome life. These things left us with the impression that a person’s worth
resided in the content of his or her character. The finer points of integrating
traditional culture with Western culture came much later in our development.

Almost 200 years of human interaction in Liberia may have resulted in a
more nuanced reality than is found in the widely portrayed binary image. In my
exile and retirement years, I have examined published obituaries of Liberians,
many of them revealing experiences similar to my own, some clearly going
beyond my experience. I believe there is need for serious research to assist
in the settlement of the issue of the Liberian divide in the interest of truth,
national reconciliation, and national unity.

I had a loving family that nurtured me well. T had very little sense of a world
beyond Lower Buchanan, where I was born and nurtured. Monrovia felt dis-
tant. I was not born in wedlock, but my maternal grandmother was like my
mother and my grandfather was like my father. On my mother’s side, we were
four as already indicated. I have three lovely sisters.

On my father’s side, I would guess in excess of twenty, including brothers
Roland Dunn (deceased), Edwin Lysander Dunn (deceased), Joseph Edward
Dunn (deceased), James Alexander Dunn (deceased), Louis Arthur Dunn
(deceased), Elbert Dunn (deceased), and Edward L. Dunn Jr. (Eddie), and
the Rev. Emmett Dunn. My sisters included Caroline Victoria Dunn Tolbert
(deceased), Edith Victoria Dunn-Samu (deceased), Mary Dunn Gadeh, and
Ellen Louise Dunn. I define family largely by my mother, in particular by my
maternal grandparents. This is the world I grew up in and to which I retain a
strong attachment.

Again, my father was a politician and a gentleman farmer. He was superin-
tendent of Grand Bassa County at a time when limited communication and
transportation enabled him to wield considerable power, some calling him
“governor” or the president’s “vice gerent.” I came to admire him because he
appeared successful and was prominent. I aspired to be successful and finan-
cially comfortable. Those were things about him that I wanted to emulate,
though there were many other qualities that I did not find attractive.
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Early Education

As noted earlier, I faintly remember being with my mother as a toddler at St.
John’s Episcopal Parish Day School, where she was probably a teacher, as my
kindergarten schooling had started, though we were not then familiar with
that term. My pre-primary years were spent at home in an unstructured fash-
ion with cousins, aunt, and others. There we learned all the basics of an early
education: speech, numeration, stories, tales, Christian education such as the
Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, etc. We also played and learned some
of the same childhood songs and skits that our younger relatives were taught
when formal kindergarten was introduced to our hometown.

I distinctly recall being in the first grade at St. Peter Claver’s, my mother’s
alma mater. Paul Bropleh was my teacher. He later became a lawyer and a
United Methodist pastor. I remained at St. Peter Claver’s through the fourth
grade, variously encountering as teachers Principal Fr. Francis Carroll, Irish
missionary priest, teachers Pratt (later the prominent Catholic cleric, Fr. Robert
Tikpor), Jacob Bernard, and Marylue Flahn Reeves. I was a mission border for
part of this period and experienced mission life living in a dormitory with
older boys. Augustus Pratt (later as physician Augustus Tah) was a classmate.
Among the older boys were a number who later became prominent figures in
Liberia. T. Nelson Williams, Sr., later married my first cousin and became presi-
dent of the Press Union of Liberia, a Deputy Minister of Information, and dean
of the Mass Communication Department at the University of Liberia. Ben Page
became private secretary to the vice president of Liberia and an official of the
Information Ministry. Bernard Blamo served as president of the University of
Liberia and Foreign Minister. Michael Dolo, Francis Dortu, and Patrick Nah
were among recruits from indigenous communities, a hallmark of the early
Roman Catholic education ministry. Bropleh, Tikpor, and Jacob Bernard had
enjoyed similar opportunities before they were employed as teachers.

At St. Peter Claver’s, I experienced the Mass in Latin and thought God under-
stood only Latin. Given my struggles with numeration and determined to mit-
igate her little boy’s shortcomings, my grandmother hired a math tutor. While
living briefly with my mother in Monrovia, I entered St. Patrick’s Catholic
School in 1952. I spent my final years of primary school at the elementary
division of Bassa High School (BHS), a successor to the Methodist missionary
Hartzell Academy.
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From 1957 to 1960, I attended Bassa High whose motto was Turris Lucis
(Tower of Light). Though then the only high school in the county, the enroll-
ment was not large. Students came from St. Peter Claver’s, from the Seventh
Day Adventist school, as well as from nearby communities. Perhaps there
were missionary-operated institutions serving elsewhere in the county. We
benefitted from wonderful teachers that included many with college degrees
from the University of Liberia (UL). They had been educated at the govern-
ment'’s expense and were required to return to serve their home county.
Among them were A.T. Summerville (later a diplomat), Philemon Harris (later
a county attorney), Joseph Findley (later a judge and senator), Edward Harris
(later a legislator), H.R.N. Woart (a former Episcopal priest and graduate of
the old Cuttington in Cape Palmas), S. Loyola Fleming (later an official in
the Education Ministry) and Nathaniel Hodge (our music teacher who was
a classmate of my mother’s). There were others who remained in the class-
room molding young minds and preparing us for our futures. Among them
were Samuel Findley, Gertrude McGill Findley (spouse of Joseph Findley),
H. Godley Greenfield (also a United Methodist pastor), Estelle Greenfield
Harris (spouse of Philemon Harris), Mary V. Massa Reeves (from Cape Mount
County but who was married to military officer Augustus Reeves resident in
Buchanan), and Bertha Dalmeida (French teacher originally of Sierra Leone
origin). Bassa High School also enjoyed its complement of Indian science and
math teachers sponsored by UNEsco. Professors K.N. Rao and Kurien easily
come to mind.

We were of the “old school,” that is, we were drilled in the rudiments of
English grammar and composition, a splattering of English and American liter-
ature, a bit of civics, when we were given brief biographies of the presidents of
Liberia, and highlights of other historical events without context, introduction
to world history, and the sciences. We even had Charles Horace, a graduate of
the Booker Washington Institute, teach us how to become “Future Farmers of
Liberia.”

Our senior year began with a class of six: Bertha Walker (McBorrough), Philip
Tarr, Alexander Nyekan, Wilmot Roberts, Rebecca Williams, and me. Nyekan
left to take advantage of training abroad for maritime work, leaving five of us.
After graduation, Roberts and Tarr sought employment, as they deferred the
college option. I don't recall where Williams went. Bertha and I continued on
to college at UL.

I will never forget an episode in our senior year, when we were lined up for
a pop test. I was asked a question by Prof. Philemon Harris, which I did not
answer correctly. The same question then went to the sole female in the class,
who incidentally went on to be the dux (valedictorian) of the class. She started
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with the right