Following years of terror in
Liberia and Sierra Leone,
Taylor's war crimes trial
begins tomorrow

By TEVAH PLATT
STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE

The trial of Charles Taylor,
the warlord who became
Liberia's president, is set to
begin tomorrow in the Dutch
city of The Hague. Taylor is
the first head of an African
state ever to be indicted for
war crimes; the world is
watching,

“Liberians are really anx-
ious,” said Telee Brown, vice
president of the Staten Island
Liberian Community Associ-
ation (SILCA). “They want
to know what’s going to hap-
pen to Charles Taylor, and to
show other warlords that
what they do will not go free
of charge.”

Staten Island is home to
thousands of West Africans
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Staten Island’s West Africans:

country that you fall in
tears.” ’

Sierra  Leoneans . also
grieve, -

“The community hasn't

“discussed the #rial so much,”

said Ahmed Kargbo, presi-
dent of the Sierra Leone
Community Association.
“People are putting the past
behind them. Many try to re-
frain from even thinking
about it. To me, his trial
might bring closure to some
events, but the wounds are
still raw. Most of those
wounds will never heal”
Some Liberians on the Is-
land, including SILCA chair-
man Rufus Arkoi and Rose
Kingston, founder of Staple-
ton’s Century Dance Com-
plex, which provides servie-
es to refugee youth, say they
feel frustrated that many in-
dividuals responsible for war
crimes in their country have
not been prosecuted.
“Charles Taylor is the rea-
son why Pm in exile, The war

. has left me with memories

and nightmares that will nev-
er pgo away” said Ms.
Kingston. “But there are so
many more who need to be



Taylor, who started
Liberia’s civil war in 1989
and served six years as presi-
dent following his election in
1997, is accused of backing
the Revolutionary United
Front (RUF) rebels, who
were guilty of atrocities in
neighboring Sierra Leone. It
was an era when the ma-
chete ruled, when insurgen-
cles fomented brutal chaos:
The rape of women and girls,
the extraction of tongues, the
butchering of innocents.

Human rights groups hold
Taylor responsible for pro-
viding arms to the RUF
rebels, in exchange for dia-
monds and political power,
as well as for causing wide-

. spread instability in West
Africa throughout the 1990s.
Tens, possibly hundreds, of
thousands were killed in the
interrelated conflicts in
Liberia and Sierra Leone;
strife spread also to neigh-
boring sections of Ivory
Coast and Guinea.

“Charles Taylor is one of
the mega-murderers of the
zoth century” said David
Crane, a law professor at
Syracuse University and
founding chief prosecutor of
the Special Court for Sierra
Leone, who called Taylor's
indictment “a new dawn for
the people of Africa”

Political analysts frequent-
ly characterize Taylor, who
maintains his innocence, as a
great manipulator, a charis-
matic leader who was able to
win loyalty even among
those who were victimized
under his regime. In Liberia,
where he recelved 75 percent
of the vote in the efection of
1997, supporters had chanted
on the streets the unlikely
campaign slogan: “He killed
my ma. He killed my pa. But
I will vote for him.”

Today, in the headquarters
of the International Criminal
Court, Taylor stands accused
of crimes committed in Sier-
ra Leone, including rape, pil-
lage and the use of child sol-
diers, The brutal civil war in
Sierra Leone that began in
1901 had effectively spilled
over from the civil war in

Liberia. Taylor’s own fighters
joined the ranks of RUF
leader Foday Sankoh, whose
rebels used Liberia as a base
and channel for the exchange
of arms and diamonds. :

At his first appearance be-
fore the Special Court for
Sietra Leone, Taylor hesitat-
ed to enter a plea, informing
Justice Richard Lussick that
he did not recognize the
court’s jurisdiction. But he
ultimately responded to all n
counts:

“Most  definitely, your
Honor, I did not, could not
have committed these acts
against the sister republic of
Sierra Leone.” Video footage
of this staid appearance
filmed in April 2006 can be
viewed on the court's Web
site at www.sc-sLorg.

Taylor still commands
considerable  loyalty in

Liberia and, to a lesser ex-

tent, among Staten Island’s
Liberian population, After

deposing the former dictator.

Master Sergeant Sarmuel K.
Doe, who was later assassi-
nated, the warlord had ap-
pealed to his countrymen
with.a thetoric of reform and
liberation,

Leaders of the Island’s
Liberian community say that
most of his injtial constituen-
cy came to regret his ascen-

"sion to power and hold him

at least partly responsible for
the brutality that spread

through West Africa.

George Curtis, president of
the community association,
estimates that some 65 per-
cent of Liberians and at least
85 percent of Liberian Is-
landers are glad to see Taylor
brought to justice.

“I believe what the Bible
says, you will reap what you
sow,” he said. “The evidence
is' there. He made his bed
hard, he will sleep in it hard”

If found guilty, Taylor
would face life imprisonment,
possibly in Britain.

“The trial is meaningful
because of the suffering and
the needless killing that went
on during the time of the civ-
il war,” said the Rev. G. Lau-
renzo Stevens, pastor of
West Brighton’s New Life
Church, where the congrega-
tion is predominantly Liber-
ian, “We all felt the enor-
mous pain of the civil war,
These are moments you' re-

member in the history of the.

1980 to early 1990°s:
Diaspora from Liberia
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A Refugee camp
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but it angers me that all the
spotlight is on him. And if he
rots in jail, it's not going to
take away even a piece of the
pain that I feel.” .

Muctarr Jalloh of Sunny-
side, a Wagner College gradu-
ate who advocated for victims
of war in his native Sierra
Leone, holds Taylor largely re-
sponsible for the destruction
in his .country— where he
witnessed rape, beheadings
and the amputation of his
oWn arm against a mango
tree,

“The war in Sierra Leone is
something that no one can
ever explain in words” he
said. “I blame Chatles Taylor
a lot because all of the dia-
monds and ammunition were
coming through him” -

“He has to pay for what he
has done,” said Zainab Ban-
gra of the Park Hill section
of Clifton, who fled Sierra
Leone in 1997 and sells
wares at the "West African
outdoor market on Sobel
Court. “We cannot undo
what he has done. But for
people to hear he has been
convicted, everyone will be
satisfied.”

But the trial represents
more than retribution to those
who blame Taylon Religious

-and civic leaders among the

Island's West African commu-
nity and human rights groups
worldwide herald the trial as a
sign of the end of impunity
for warlords.

“There are lessons to be
learned,” said SILCA vice
president Brown. “There are
other warlords who are still
around, in Monrovia, and
even here in America. They
are waiting to see what will
happen to Charles Taylor
"This will be a new chapter in
the history of international
justice.”

Following tomorrow’s
opening statements, the
prosecution is scheduled to
present evidence beginning
June 2. The tridl is expected
to last for about 18 months.

Tevah Platt is a news reporter for the
Advance. She may be reached at
platt@siadvance.com. :
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- From horrid civil war.
to life as an advocate
on the North Shore

By TEVAH PLATT
STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE

Hiding in the eave of a
roof — starving and forced
to relieve himself where he
lay— Jacob Massaquoi had
three days to remember the
massacre he had just sur-
vived and to plot his escape
across rebel lines in his na-
tive Liberja.

The 18-year-old Mas-
saquoi could not have then
known that instead of run-
ning toward safety, he was
headed toward a death trap
and would witness further

SURVIVOR rrom pAGERL

Survivor of a

a mission to aid others -

mosity that oppressed Liberi-
ans felt toward Doe’s govern-
ment — promising liberation
and a new governmexni to be .
based on justice, equal rights
and the rule of law,

“When the war started a
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Massaguoi is a mémber of

atrocities on the other side
of Liberia’s civil war. He
would barely escape with

his life.

“On both sides of the war,
a policy of deception led to

the death of many innocent .

people caught up in the con-
flict,” says Massaguoi, 35,
who' heads the African
Refuge community center in
the Park Hill section of
Clifton. He blames former
Liberian president Charles
Taylox for instituting a “pol-
icy of terror” that only redi-

- rected the brutality enacted

under his predecessor, Mas-~
ter Sergeant Samuel K. Doe.

 In Massaquoi’s view, Tay-
-lor preyed on the deep ani-

SEE SURVIVOR, PAGE A 4

liver - psy-
chological
-suppert -to’
victims ‘of
trauma.

soldier shot him again. Day-:
light ended the massacre and
enldiors denarted. For fifteen ha
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Jacob Massaquoi of Clifton blames former Liberian president .
Charles Taylor for instituting a “policy of terrot.”

"ing— whete coincidentally,
Augustus— the sergeant who
saved -him during the

19th birthday, Taylor’s reb gls
took over the Monrovian dis-
trict where he was staying, in

thers

SPECIAL REPORT:
WARLORD ON TRIAL

The Advance’s three-day
special seties about former
Liberian president Charles
Taylor continues today with

.profiles of two Staten Islanders

whose lives were forever
changed by forces Taylor put
into motion in Western Afiica
in 1989,

- Tayior's trial for war crimes
"began today in The Hague;

Taylor said he did not believe
he would receive a fair trial
and boycotted its opening.

The series will conclide tomor-

row with-two more profiles,

: : - ‘ o : the next two years int the hos-

A soldier approached with shot behind him' and knew when a Kisi officer boasted  pital and an orthopedic clinic

a torch light.“Massaquoi lay " his brother was dead.: - - of taking part in the church ‘where his’ leg was recon-
still. The man ‘who'd.-been ~ That’s when he hid in the massacre. L structegl. Lo

shot was still shaking. The eave of an abandoned build- ~ On August 9, Massaquol's “While at the hospital, I al-

most committed suii'_:ide," re-
membeys Massaquoi. “I alsc
realized that life was sweeter



quol. “He misled my country-
nen and instituted a pelicy
of terror. People were trans-
‘ormed into kiling machines
overnight.”

Massaquoi had just gradu-
ited from high school -in
089, when the war broke out
n his hometown of Butuo in
Nimba County; he has never
reen home sinee. :

\ DEVOTED ADVOCATE

in the early years of .the
war, Massaquoi remembers
hat Doe'’s armies and Tay-
or's forces both carried out
solicies of ethnic cleansing
— not popularly” supported
— with Doe persecuting the
Mano and Gio tribes and
Taylor targeting the Krahn
ind Mandingo fribes, along
with . intellectuals and gov-
ernment employees, from se-
curity guards to  school-
eachers.

“] watched that” says
Massaguoi, in the gentle stac-
cato of his accent. “I saw
that. It drove some of us to
hbecome advocates for the op-
pressed.” -

Massaquoi would lose sev-
eral inches of his right leg to

the conflict, and counts nine

the number of times that he
barely eluded death.

In Park Hill, Massaquoi
works, at all hours to serve
the immigrant community,
balancing projects that help
residents secure jobs, educa-
tion, housing and healthcare;
various programs at African
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School of Public Service and
a man who won't pass -any-
one.on the street without of-
fering” a handshake and a
soft-spoken greeting. He
came to Staten Island'in 3002.
His accent is thick; he is
short, but not slight, and he
walks with d barely discern-
able imp. R
“His war story. begins--in
1990, when he had just
started school at the Univer-
sity of Monrovia. Massaquoi
learned that his landlord had
bettayed him and his
brother— who belong to the

.Gio tribe— and was to hiand
them over to be executed by

a group of Krahn soldiers.
They {led immediately to

army barracks where ancther
brother resided, also in Mon-

rovia, but it bécame an un-
tenable refuge after soldiers
opened fire on anti-war dem-
onstrators who marched jn
the city that May.

“Amid the chaos of gunfn;e, :

a friend of his brother’s, a
sergeant named ~Augustus,
saved Massaquoi's life when
he whisked him into his Ford
“Escort and brought him'to St.
Peter’s Lutheran Church, a

complex of ¢hurcl offices

and classrooms where thou-
sands of refugees were seek-
ing safe haven.

SURVIVING A MASSACRE
Massaquoi survived an in-

famous massacre there on

July 22, 1990, when the Army

| forced open the gates. and

began shooting indiscrimi-

{ nately through the night.
i They loaded trucks with

corpses to be dumped on a
nearby beach, remembers
Massaquoi, who took cover
behind an embankment in
the compound where a man
next to him was shot in the
s head. .
i “The whole blood and
brains splashed over me,” re-
members Massaquoi. “To be
honest, the life went out of

me. I thouﬁht Iwas dead.”
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bers utter silence. Then, the
survivors began crying.
““That’s just the beginning
of my jourrey,” Massaguoi
says quietly,. . -~
The victims of the massa-

cre, with the wounded in a
wheelbatrow, sought help at-
.. the nearby U.S. Agency for
 International  Developmient

(UUSAID), but Massagquoi says
they weré seen as a threat to
.the facility and were turned
“AWay.

- *Since the government -

considered us persoriae non
gratae in Monrovia, I started:
to march [with my brother]
toward the rebel lines. Liitle
did we know about the atro-
-cities taking place across
rebel lines,” says Massaquoi.
Walking toward Taylor's
territory, Massaquoi forced.
himself to keep walking
.when a soldier recognized

- his brother on Tubman Boul-’

| evard. . .
“We decided that if either
“of us ever got caught, we

; should not identify with.each the‘n
_false-identity. He introduced
live “himself to a group of men as
to tell the story. So I kept ;5a i
i ber.of the Kisi tribe, and later
to h

" other,” says Massaquoi.“We
' wanted someone to be alive

going.u .
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-an unfinished building, in an

assaquoi heard the gun- -
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also hacing, along witnl two

other ' men.: They ~had

stripped naked -to - make.
theimselves less visible on the
rooftop and werehiding their

‘time to crods-the rehel lines.

‘Massaquoi was the only
man hiding there who would
sufvive the week. .- ‘

- Guns blasted just after th
first ‘two’ men left the roof-
top. Wherni - Massaquoi and
Augustus” left -the roof, a

checkpoint . gilaid. -spotted

them and ‘they took.off run-
ting. Massaguoi heard Au-
gustus beg for his life before
a gun - fired. -Massaquoi
eluded his pursuer and. hid
himsélf in the grasses inside

ared that was being used by

_locals as a bathroom. -

ANEW IDENTITY
© #Thirty minutes later, he
buried. his identification in

‘the ground, stood up casually -

as -though he had just used

- the ‘bathroom, and lived for

the next two weeks under a

Sah Momo, a displaced mem-

forced himself
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ire, viassaquol recognized a
few of the rebels as former

‘classmates.

“When we crossed into
rebel territory, what 1 saw
was contrary to what we had
heard on the radio,” says
Massaquel. “While I was
there 1 witnessed terrible
crimes beyond human imagi-

nation. Taylor waged a brutal-

war. ..He was the -absolute
leader.”

Had Massaquoi spoken
out against the atrocities that
sickened him to see, he says
he would have been killed;
four years later, after he re-
turned té the university and
became active in the anti~war

- movement, again, he nearly

was.

It was October 20, 1994,
the day that a campus group
issued a leaflet calling for the
prosecution of war criminals.
Armed rebels came looking
for Massaquoi in the building
where he resided and shat-
tered his leg with bullets
with guns they forced be-
neath the door. Massaquoi
managed to crawl t0 a closet
in the house before the rebels
stormed the house, and he

was not discovered. He spent asking p
T @S ple [to name] their tribe, and

AT THEIR MIERCY

At the end of his hospital
stay, Massaquoi would face
one more brutal episode.

On Aﬁﬁl 6, 1996, the staff
of the clinic-abandoned their
two patients when fighting
erupted in Monrovia as Tay-
lor took on. rebel  leader,
Roosevelt Johnson and his
supperters. The nearby ECO-
MOG peacekeeping forces
retreated. o

“We were left at the mercy
_of the murderers,” says Mas-

- saquoi.

Moving on crutches, Mas-
saqlzloi and his companions
locked themselves within the
clinic’s surgical room. But
they saw through a window
that rebels had set surround-
ing buildings on fire with

* gasoline. So they gave them-

selves up as fighters broke
into the clinic. A soldier
spared their lives when they
claimed to be ¢ivilians recov-
ering from an accident and
supporters of Taylor’s cause.

“They allowed us to go
and walk through the crowd.
It was like walking through
the valley of the shadow of
death. They were asking peo-

shooting people up. They
would ]gust spray you. That
was the order of the day.”

Massaquoi ends his story
there, and laughs.

“Another day 1 will tell
you about how I escaped
from ‘Liberia,” says Massa-
quoi, and he laughs again..

This particular. laugh
doesn’t signal humor.

It’s a laugh that hoists up
the remarkable weight of the
story he’s told and punctu-
ates the miracle of his sur-
vival. :

Tevah Platt is a news reporter for the
Advance. She may be reached at plat-
tsiadvance,com,
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