Thursday, May 1, 1980

By CATHLEEN BREIDENBACH

Editor’s Note: Mrs. Breidenbach is
a West Bloomfield resident who
spent several years in Liberia as a
Peace Corps Volunteer. Here's her
observations of that country now
torn by the effects of a military
takeover.

Liberia, the last stable African re-
public, succumbed to a coup recently.
President William Tolbert was shot to
death and other members of the ruling
class were arrested during the coup.

Twelve years ago, when my husband
and I worked in Liberia as Peace Corps
volunteers, we wondered how long the
tribal people would tolerate being
ruled by an elite class which ignored

Senior named
1980 finalist

Cecilia Black, daughter of Mr. and
Mrs. Myron Black of West Bloomfield,
is one of, 1,000 students named a 1980
finalist in the Presidential Scholars
Program, which annually identifies the

the poverty and problems of the tribal
majority.

The coup may have come as a
surprise, but the seeds of rebellion have
been obvious for years. We saw our stu-
dents chafe over militia drills. Liberian
law required all boys ovar 16 to join the
militia and drill with their company
several times-each year.

Our students resented having to buy
militia uniforms at their own expense
and having to travel at their own ex-
pense to militia musters. The govern-
ment expected everyone to attend, but
the men received no pay. Our students
were poor tribal boys and this patriot-
ism demanded that they sacrifice re-
luctantly or run for the bush as soliders
knocked.on their doors to round up del-
inquent militiamen.

Resentments against the government
have been accumulating for years. On
April 12, they erupted in a coup lead by
enlisted men in the Liberian army.

SAMUEL DOE, a young sergeant
who is now president, says the country
won't return to the old one-party de-
mocracy ruled by an elite upper class.

In Liberia, the same small group of
affluent black families have ruled with
an iron'fist since Liberia became the
second i African nation in

most and
gra.dualing high school seniors in the |

nation.
Cecilia is a senior at Harrison High

1847,
‘This elite class descended from freed
American slaves who returned to Afri-

backing from the American Coloniza-
tion Society.

They settled in Monrovia, Liberia’s
capital named after US. President
James Monroe. After a few-skirmishes
with indigenous people, they gained the
upper hand and began to control the
tribal people who outnumbered them.

These Americo-Liberians, called
AL's, speak a dialect that evolved from
the English spoken in the southern
states in the early 15th century.

AL's wear western clothing and be-
urchs i
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nition to tribal people with his Unifica-
tion Policy and kept American aid
money flowing into the country.

At that time, Liberia received more
American aid per capita than any other
country in the world. When Tubman
died in 1971, William Tolbert took off-
ice and continued policies of political
Tepression.

We taught school in an upcountry
tribal town where most people grew
rice and vegetables on their small
farms and lived in mud block houses

long to es,
ly Methodist, and they hold political
and financial power in the couriry.

IN THE LATE '§0s, when my hus-
band and I taught scheol in Liberia,
William Tubman was president, well
along in his 28-year reign. He was a
wilely AL who held his grip on power
by saying that any criticism was sedi-
tious and would be severely punished.

William Tolbert, the recently mur-
dered president, was vice president

with metal roofs.

They made little money, ate one.
main meal each day and travelled
from town to town in crowded taxis or
in open vans called moneybuses.

THE TRIBAL people are cheerful
and outgoing. They live simply with
unassuming dignity.

In contrast, many AL’s flaunt their
importance and their expensive cars
and houses. The army took over be-
cause .me government was corrupt, os-

then. He learned ic tyranny
from “old man Tubman.” With fear and
fondness, Liberians called Tubman “old

man.”
He kept the peace, gave token recog-

and to the
needs of the commen people.

1t’s true. Blatant conflict of interest,

_.Corruption was way of life, volunteer says

Less fortunate people depend on the
ity of men and on

nepotism, of public
funds and bribery abound, but it's diffi-
cult to make moral judgements of an-
other culture.

Such corruption is part of the culture
and the new government won't stop it.
In Liberia, activities that an American
would consider unequivically corrupt
are questionably ambiguous.

Take “eating money.” Embezzling
public funds is called “eating money” in

“Liberia. Many Liberians believe “eat-
ing money” is a perquisite that goes
with influential office and they regard
it as an almost legitimate executive
privilege. It ties in with the system of
social support.

THERE IS NO unemployment insur-
ance, no ADC, no social security in Li-
beria.

support from their extended families.

A successful man is expected to sup-
port many members of his family. To
do this, he may indulge in what we
might call nepotism, or show conflict
of interest in buiness deals, or he may
“eat a little money™ to support his rela-
tives and friends.

This benevolent corruption is com-
man practice in many West African
countries and it didn’t drive peaceful
Liberians to break out in angry rebel-
lion.

They rebelled against repression and
against being ruled by a selfish, inef-
fectual minority.

I wish them well and hope that by
some grace Liberia can avoid tyranny
by a different name and under differ-
~nt rulers.

Malitz recognized at convecation

David Malitz was recognized for his al Honors Convocation.
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Samuel Doe, the new president, de-
cried the “rampant jon of the
government.”
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2
Cod Holandaise $6 5

Includes Salad Bar, our own
Rice Pilaf & Hot Bread

School in Farmington Hills.
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Farmer John’s Greenhouse

Selection of Roses,
Cut Flowers, Mums,
& many others

Visit our 40,000 Sq. Ft. newly
remodelled greenhouse &
Save! We supply

: over 200 stores
’I‘EAK OPEN SEVEN DAYS 9 AM - 7:30 PM
” MAY -JUNE -
W@ CUTTING
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GERANIUMS
47" Potted - $129
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12 Mile & Orchard Lake Road
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¢ Fiat Pan and Step Down Awnings
¢ Aluminum Siding

« Prime Door Walls

¢ .Prime Window Replacements

“Farmer John’s Greenhouse
26950 Haggerty Rd.

Y2 Mile South of 12 Mile

003-7141

16 YEARS OF QUALITY EXPERIENCE
AND SERVICE”

Patio Door Sales, inc.

-~ 25461W. SEVEN MILE RD.
REDFORD TWP., MICHIGAN 48240

538-6288 538-6212
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