YOUR FAMILY’S STORY:

Family Members:

Flomo Lewis:

Father, farmer, 52

Alice Lewis:

Mother, works as a nurse, 52

Comfort Lewis:
Elder Daughter, seamstress, 26

Patience Lewis: 
Youngest Daughter, 18

Foday Hughes:
Fiancee of Naomi, 20

Patience is at a crossroads.  At the age of 18, she has just graduated from high school and is prepared to enter the nursing profession.  She is in love and her family is making preparations for her wedding.  Her situation could be the same situation faced by any other young woman in the world.  But is it?

It is 1988, and Patience’s hometown is ZorZor, a city in Lofa County, Liberia, a small country in West Africa.  Her childhood was relatively peaceful, surrounded by her seven older brothers and sisters and extended family network.  She attended a Lutheran boarding school and enjoyed her studies.  Her family, who belong to the Kpelle ethnic group, have lived in Lofa County for generations.  Traditionally, they have grown rice and cassava on their farmlands, but recently, some of the female family members have entered the nursing profession, while the majority of the family clan remained in agriculture.

Patience’s fiancée, Foday, is in the United States, having emigrated for the opportunity to have a better education and brighter future.  He lives with his older sister, Sie, who had petitioned to bring him over to California, one year earlier.  Besides her fiancée, Patience has a number of close relatives in the United States, including her two older brothers, David and Josiah.  Although she has traveled throughout Africa, she has never been to the United States, a country that everyone she knows looks up to as the best country in the world.  While Liberia and the United States have had a long historical connection through the American Colonization Society, Liberians still consider the United States as a place to go to get a very good education and job.

Although Patience has been able to continue making plans for her future, she recognizes that it is due in large part to her parents and elder sister, Comfort, who have been able to shelter and protect her.  There has been tremendous political unrest in the past decade that can no longer be ignored by Patience as she contemplates her next steps.  Neighbors and even an uncle have been imprisoned by the ruling government headed by Samuel Doe.  The community is on edge and feels like the country is spiraling out of control.  And most importantly, she has finally received word from Foday that he is ready for her to join him in the United States.

What should Patience do?  Her family wants her to stay in Liberia.  They argue that her future is in Liberia -- she could be a nurse here, she would be leaving her parents behind, that although Foday is of a good family, there will not be as much familial support in the United States as they would have here.  They argue that if she waits, Foday will return, and they can begin their life together then.  On the other hand, Foday loves her and argues that they will have opportunities for education and employment in the United States that they could never possibly imagine.  He says that he is concerned about her safety and that right now, it is safer to be with him.  He says that they will return to Liberia in time.  

It is Patience’s decision to make.  She is bound to both her family and to her fiancée, and there are reasons to stay and to go.  Should she immigrate by herself and join Foday?  Should she wait and see if there is a way for the entire family to immigrate?  Should she remain and wait for Foday to return?

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The year 1820 is a pivotal year in Liberia’s history.  We can discuss the country we now know as Liberia after 1820, but before that year, that area was not named Liberia.  Rather it was an area occupied by a number of different tribal groups who had different customs and traditions, but who engaged mainly in farming, because of the rich, fertile soil.  Portuguese, British, and Dutch traders established trading posts along the coastline, especially pepper seeds.
In 1820, a group of 86 American immigrants settled in what is now called Monrovia.  This group was made up of free African Americans and formerly enslaved Africans.  The American Colonization Society (ACS), composed of abolitionists, clergymen, and freed African Americans, led this re-colonization enterprise for decades.  They believed that African Americans’ only hope for freedom was not in the United States which allowed the institution of slavery to continue and grow, but in Africa.  From 1820-1847, the ACS governed these new settlements in Liberia, and resettled over 10,000 African Americans who were renamed Americo-Liberians.  In 1847, the Americo-Liberians declared Liberia an independent country, making it the oldest republic in Africa.  The Americo-Liberians established themselves as the ruling elite in Liberia, over the indigenous populations who had lived in the area for centuries.
The trend for Liberians to emigrate from Liberia to the United States began as Liberia’s political stability unraveled in the late twentieth century.  Indigenous Liberians had been locked out of political power since Liberia’s declaration of independence in 1847.  They did not have the right to citizenship until 1904, and the right to vote in 1946.  A rally over rising rice prices ended in a riot in 1979, and in 1980, a sergeant in the Liberian military, Samuel K. Doe, who was of indigenous Liberian descent, assassinated the president, William Tolbert, and overthrew the ruling government.  He established a new government, but the country’s economy continued to deteriorate.  In 1989, Charles Taylor, an Americo-Liberian, overthrew the Doe government, beginning a fifteen-year civil war in which different ethnic groups fought for control of the country.  Over 250,000 people died, and there were numerous human rights abuses, including stories of rape and children being enlisted as soldiers to fight on various sides.
This ongoing political unrest, violence, and instability forced thousands of Liberians to leave the country, emigrating to the United States and Europe.  “According to the United Nations High Commission on Refugees, nearly one-third of the population, 755,000 Liberians, fled into neighboring countries...The scope of the problem could be seen in Monrovia, which went from nearly one million residents in 1990 to about 350,000 by 1996.”

The most significant wave of Liberian immigration to the United States happened from 1989-1997, during the Liberian Civil War.  Before 1989, the number of Liberians immigrating to the United States was less than 1,000.  From 1989-1997, the number increased.  “From 1990 through 1997, the INS reported 13,458 Liberians fled to the United States. This does not include the tens of thousands who sought temporary refuge in the United States. In 1991 alone, the INS granted Temporary Protective Status (TPS) to approximately 9,000 Liberians in the United States.”

Sources and for more information…

· Timeline of Liberia’s History

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gmdhtml/libhtml/liberia.html 

· Liberia, General History and Current Events

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/country_profiles/1043500.stm 

· Liberia, Civil War

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/africa/liberia/ 

· Liberian-American Communities

http://www.everyculture.com/multi/Le-Pa/Liberian-Americans.html
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