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hamamatou harouna, 10, crawls to the restroom on the grounds of the Catholic Church where she and hundreds of 
others found refuge in Carnot, Central african republic. 
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June 2, 2014

By KRISTA LARSON 
Associated Press

CARNOT, Central African Republic (AP) 

W hen gunfire rang out through 
the village just after dawn, 
when neighbors dropped 

their coffee to flee, even when her mother 
grabbed three younger children and ran 
for her life, the 10-year-old girl did not 
budge.

It was not that terror pinned 
Hamamatou Harouna to the ground, 
although she was terrified. It was that 
polio had left her unable to walk.

So all she could do was wait and 
watch, paralyzed, as the vicious war 
between Muslims and Christians in 
Central African Republic came to her 
village. The Christian fighters were going 
from door to door, and she wondered if 
she would die.

That’s when her 12-year-old brother 
came to her rescue. Barely bigger than 
his sister, Souleymane struggled to 
hoist her, all 40 pounds of her, onto 
his back. Around his neck she clasped 
her calloused hands, dirty from pulling 
herself over the ground.

They set off, barefoot, disappearing 
into the dense tropical forest as fast as 
they could manage. Her legs could not 
hook onto her brother’s back, and her 
body drooped like a dead weight.

Hamamatou had never felt so heavy 
in her life.

Over the past year, conflict 
between Muslims and Christians has 
killed thousands of people in the Central 
African Republic, a nation of about 4.6 
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million that sits almost precisely at the 
heart of Africa. As families flee, it is often 
children who carry the weight of the 
crisis on their backs.

Nearly half a million children have 
been displaced by violence in the 
country last year, with many hiding 
out in forests, according to UNICEF. 
Hundreds have become separated from 
their families, lost or simply too slow to 
keep up.

That’s what left Hamamatou and 
her brother trudging along the red dirt 
path on an unlikely journey that would 
reflect a world turned upside down by 

the complexities of war. The AP pieced 
together the story from interviews with 
the girl over two weeks and information 
from witnesses, health workers, priests 
and medical records.

Hamamatou, a Muslim girl, grew 
up in Guen, a village so remote that it 
can hardly be reached during the rainy 
season. Before the conflict, it was home 
to about 2,500 Muslims, a quarter of 
the population, many of whom worked 
as diamond miners. Today only three 
remain.

Life had not been kind to 
Hamamatou. She lost her father at age 

Jerome Delay • AP 

10-year-old hamamatou 
harouna sits in a tent with 

other Muslim refugees.
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7. A year later, her limbs withered from 
polio, a disease that had almost died 
worldwide but is now coming back in 
countries torn by war and poverty.

The pain started in her toes, and a 
traditional healer could do little for her. 
Within a month, she could no longer 
walk. Soon she had to crawl across the 
dirt.

Most days she helped her mother sell 
tiny plastic bags of salt and okra, each 
one tied firmly with a knot. Hamamatou 
had never been to school a day in her life, 
but she spoke two African languages and 

knew how to make change.
Her brother, Souleymane, doted on 

her like a parent, helping her get around 
as best he could. With what little money 
he had, he bought her stunning silver 
earrings, with chains that swayed from a 
ball in each ear.

On the day of the attack, Christian 
militia fighters burst out of the forest 
with machetes and rifles to seek 
revenge on the civilians they accused of 
supporting Muslim rebels. Hamamatou’s 
mother scooped up her baby, grabbed 
the hands of two other children and 
disappeared into the masses. Souleymane 

was left carrying his sister.
He headed deeper and deeper into 

the forest on paths used by local cattle 
herders. His back hunched forward 
from his sister’s weight. The cacophony 
of insects drowned out the sound of his 
labored breathing.

The crisp morning air gave way to an 
unforgiving afternoon sun. Hamamatou 
didn’t know how far they had walked, 
only that they had not yet reached the 
next town, 6 miles (10 kilometers) away. 
It was clear they would never make it to 
safety this way.

Exhausted, Souleymane placed his 
sister down on the ground and told her 
he was heading for help. If he didn’t 
come back, he said, she should make 
as much noise as possible so someone 
would find her.

Hamamatou told her brother she 
would wait for him in the grass, in the 
shade of a large tree.

As evening fell, hunger set in. 
Hamamatou had nothing to eat or drink. 
She talked aloud to her brother and 
mother as though they were still beside 
her. But with each sound of the grass 
moving, she feared wild boars would 

Hamamatou’s mother scooped up her baby,
grabbed the hands of two other children and 

disappeared into the masses. <<
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hamamatou fled anti-Balaka violence in her village, carried on the back of her 12-year-old brother souleymane.

come to eat her.
She cried until her eyelids were 

swollen. She said aloud: “I have been 
abandoned.”

Despite decades of near anarchy, 
Central African Republic had little 
history of overt sectarian violence until 
2013, when Muslim rebels from the north 
invaded the capital and overthrew the 
president.

The rebels, known as the Seleka, looted 
and killed Christians but largely spared 
Muslims. The hatred toward them mounted, 
fuelled by longstanding resentment that a 
Muslim minority of about 15 percent still 
made up most of the merchant class in a 
desperately poor country.

And so when the Seleka were pushed 
out in January, Christian fighters within 
minutes descended upon Muslim 
shops and claimed Muslim homes. The 
backlash turned into a blood bath, and 
hundreds of thousands fled their homes. 
Among them was Hamamatou’s family.

As Hamamatou sat on the same patch 
of forest, her stomach rumbled. She 
dragged herself toward the grass she had 
seen the cattle eat. That night, when it 
rained, she sipped from the puddles.

She was growing weaker by the day. 
And Souleymane was wrong — no matter 
how much noise she made, no one could 
hear her.

She counted the number of times the 
sun rose and set. On the third day, she 
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heard voices, and her heart began to race. 
A group of Christians from town passed 
her lying on the ground, and laughed.

She begged for water. “If you leave me 
here, I will die here,” she cried. They kept 
walking.

Hamamatou began to lose hope of 
ever leaving the forest alive. Two more 
times it rained at night, leaving her wet 
and cold.

She lay down her head and waited to 
die.

On the tenth day, a man with a 
rifle and a machete turned up on the 
footpath along with his wife. She knew 
right away this was the enemy: He wore 
the necklaces and amulets the Christian 
fighters claimed would protect them from 
attack.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. 
“Where are your parents?” He suspected 
she might be part of a trap to ambush 
him.

Hamamatou was too tired to lift up 
her head. “My father is already dead, 
my mother has abandoned me because I 
cannot walk,” she told him.

“You are lying,” he said. He 
threatened to kill her. “What have I 

done to you? Nothing,” she replied in 
resignation.

As he approached her, Hamamatou 
closed her eyes. She did not know 
which weapon he would kill her with, 
his machete or his rifle. As she awaited 
her fate, she did not even have the 
energy to cry.

Instead, the man picked the child up 
like a baby and carried her to a creek. 
There he ordered his wife to wash 
Hamamatou’s red and black cotton top 

and her filthy skirt. The woman bathed 
her in the stream as the laundry dried in 
the sun.

Then the person she least expected to 
save her carried her for several hours all 
the way back to town, where he brought 
her into his own home. His wife tried to 
serve her broth, but after days of starving 
Hamamatou could no longer swallow.

They took her to the home of one of 
the last remaining Muslim families in 
town. The Christian militiaman never 
told her his name.

She never saw him again.

Hamamatou was brought to a 
church in the nearby town of Djomo, 

She did not know which weapon 
he would kill her with, 

his machete or his rifle.  << 
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and then to another church about 130 
kilometers (80 miles) away. She now 
lives inside a large tent at a church 
compound with more than 800 other 
trapped Muslims, guarded by armed 
peacekeepers.

There are three other girls with polio 
here, only one of whom has a mother 
to look after her. Hamamatou has been 
diagnosed with malaria, and her braids 
were shaved off because of lice. Just to go 
to the toilet, she must crawl past a maze of 
shelters until the red mud, still wet from 
showers, cakes her forearms and feet.

But she is alive.
She seems older than her years, with 

large eyes that reflect the intensity of her 
short life. She does not blame her brother 
for leaving her behind, and hopes he has 
made it to a refugee camp in neighboring 

Cameroon.
“It’s not his fault he couldn’t carry 

me all that way,” she says. “He’s only 12 
and he’s small for his age. He’s not very 
strong.”

All Hamamatou will say of her mother 
is that she abandoned her. There are no 
tears, just the same matter-of-factness 
with which she relates her story. Her only 
ties to her old life are the shirt she uses 
as a pillow and the earrings from her 
brother.

She is among hundreds of children 
registered by UNICEF who await 
reunification with families that may or 
may not be alive.

“If you find my brother,” she says, 
“tell him I am stuck here with no way to 
leave.”

“I am waiting.”

Jerome Delay • AP 

hamamatou harouna found refuge in Carnot, Central african republic.
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GUEN, Central African Republic (AP) 

T here are no headstones to mark 
these graves, no loving words, 
nothing to tell the world who lies 

in these two giant pits full of bodies, or 
why. Yet a handful of village elders are 
determined that nobody will be forgotten.

These old men, their eyes clouded 
by cataracts and their ears hacked by 
machete blades, sit on dirty straw mats 
at a church and gather the names of the 
dead from broken survivors. They write 
each name carefully in Arabic with faded 
blue ink on lined paper, neatly folded and 
stored in the pocket of one man’s tattered 
kaftan. The list is four pages long.

At least 5,186 people have died in 
Central African Republic since fighting 
between Muslims and Christians started 

in December, according to an Associated 
Press tally gleaned from more than 50 
of the hardest-hit communities and the 
capital, Bangui. That’s well more than 
double the death toll of about 2,000 
cited by the United Nations back in 
April, when it approved a peacekeeping 
mission. The deaths have mounted 
steadily since, with no official record.

As the U.N. prepares to go into the 
Central African Republic next week, the 
death toll underscores how the aid is 
coming too late for thousands of victims. 
The about 2,000 extra troops to boost 
African forces fall short of the almost 7,000 
authorized in April, with the rest expected 
by early 2015. Yet the conflict has turned 
out to be far more deadly than it was then, 
and warnings of potential mass carnage 

AP: More than 5,000 dead in

Central african republic

Sept. 12, 2014

By KRISTA LARSON 
Associated Press
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survivor Maximin lassananyant, 13, right, sits with 
his father and other relatives in the village of nzakoun. 
lassananyant said that he ran for his life the night 
Muslim rebels attacked his village. 

right: rebels set ablaze more than two dozen houses.

Krista Larson • AP 

from former colonizer France and from the 
U.N. itself have gone unheeded.

“The international community said 
it wanted to put a stop to the genocide 
that was in the making. But months later, 
the war has not stopped, “ says Joseph 
Bindoumi, president of the Central 
African Human Rights League, who 
collects handwritten testimonies from 
relatives stapled together with photos of 
their slain loved ones.

“On the contrary, it has gotten worse. 
Today, towns that were not under severe 
threat back in April have become the sites 
of true disasters.”

Both life and death often go 
unrecorded in Central African Republic, a 
country of about 4.6 million that has long 
teetered on the edge of anarchy. Nobody 
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Even when Christian militias forced 
the rebels to withdraw in late January, they killed 

as they went. <<

knows just how many people have died 
in the grinding ethnic violence, and even 
the AP tally is almost certainly a fraction 
of the real toll.

The AP counted bodies and gathered 
numbers from dozens of survivors, 
priests, imams, human rights groups and 
local Red Cross workers, including those 
in a vast, remote swath of the west that 
makes up a third of the country. Many 
deaths here were not officially counted 
because the region is still dangerous and 
can barely be reached in torrential rains. 
Others were left out by overwhelmed aid 

workers but registered at mosques and at 
private Christian funerals.

The U.N. is not recording civilian 
deaths on its own, unlike in Iraq or 
Afghanistan, for example. And it took 
months to gather troops from different 
countries for the mission, which will take 
over from regional peacekeeping forces 
on Sept. 15, said Stephane Dujarric, 
spokesman for the secretary-general.

“Mobilizing troops for peacekeeping 
mission takes time because it’s not like 
they’re waiting in New York for us,” 
Dujarric said Wednesday. “We have 
to go knock on doors for troops, for 

equipment, helicopters...”
The conflict started when Muslim 

rebels captured the capital last March, 
for the first time since independence 
from France in 1960. The rebels, known 
as the Seleka, killed hundreds, possibly 
thousands of Christians, leaving families 
to push the bodies of their loved ones to 
cemeteries in wheelbarrows and carts. 
Even when Christian militias forced the 
rebels to withdraw in late January, they 
killed as they went.

In the tiny Christian village of 
Nzakoun, where the only sounds after 

dark are of crickets and the occasional 
mango dropping on a rooftop, the roar 
of vehicles woke up 13-year-old Maximin 
Lassananyant in the dead of night in 
early February. Soon the gunshots rang 
out. The Seleka had come.

The rebels set ablaze more than two 
dozen houses. Then they went door-
to-door, killing villagers and stealing 
everything they hadn’t destroyed.

Maximin stumbled out of the hut 
where he slept with his mother and two 
siblings into the darkness, with only the 
moon to light his path. He hid for two 
days in the bush, petrified. He prayed that 
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hissein abakar lost his 14-year-old son ali when he was shot in the head by Christian militia fighters in Boda.

his family was just hiding someplace else.
Then the other survivors from the 

village found him. They told him it was 
time to come home and bury his family. 
The stones of his home still reeked of 
blood, caked on the ground and the 
walls inside.

Now it is only Maximin and his father, 
a traumatized man of few words, who 
remain, along with another brother who 
was away that fateful night. The boy’s 
hands shake as he tries to write down 
the names of his family. He cannot bring 
himself to say them aloud.

A village chief has hand-printed 
the names of 22 buried victims on 
a weathered piece of paper from a 

classroom notebook. Maximin’s mother, 
Rachel, is No. 11 on the list of females, 
and his 5-year-old sister Fani is No. 13. 
His 7-year-old brother Boris is on the 
list of males. A separate list details the 
homes destroyed, the people missing.

The sound of an unknown vehicle 
passing in Nzakoun still sends families 
fleeing back into the forest.

It was only a matter of time — 
sometimes just hours — before the 
Christians took revenge.

The mounting hatred was fuelled in 
part by economic resentment. Muslims 
make up about 15 percent of the 
population, compared to Christians at 50 
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A 10-year-old and a 13-year-old 
survived only by lying still amid the bloody corpses 

until darkness fell. <<

percent, yet Muslims ran the merchant 
class and the lucrative diamond business. 
As Christian militias took back control 
of town after town, they unleashed a 
violence believed to have left several 
thousands dead, mostly Muslims.

Soon after dawn one morning, 
Christian fighters stormed the outskirts 
of Guen, a town with a sizeable Muslim 
population because of the diamond 
mining nearby. They attacked the brick 
homes of Muslims, identifiable by fences 
traditionally put up all around them, and 
killed men in front of their children.

“We have suffered under the Seleka 
and now it is your turn,” they screamed 
at the Muslims.

Within hours, 23 people were dead.
Several days later, the Christian fighters 

stormed a house in town where dozens of 
Muslim men and boys had sought refuge. 
A few escaped. The rest were herded at 
gunpoint to a shady lawn beneath two large 
mango trees, recalls a survivor.

Here the terrified victims were 
ordered to lie on their stomachs. 
Then the militia leader, armed with a 
Kalashnikov rifle, began shooting them, 
one by one. He ordered his fighters to 

finish off the wounded with machete 
blows to the head.

In the end, 43 people were slain under 
the mango trees, including two 11-year-
old boys.

A 10-year-old and a 13-year-old 
survived only by lying still amid the 
bloody corpses until darkness fell. Then 
they ran for their lives to a nearby town, 
according to other survivors, including 
the mother of one of the boys.

The lives of three Muslims in town 
were spared: They were the ones who 
transported the bludgeoned bodies to two 

mass graves on a wooden stretcher, still 
stained with blood months later.

A villager named Abakar lost four of 
his sons that day, all between the ages of 
11 and 16. The thought of his boys awaiting 
certain death has him sobbing so hard he 
cannot speak. Even now he will only give 
his first name because he is so afraid that 
the militants will hunt him down.

“Each night before I go to sleep I pray 
to God that I don’t have nightmares about 
that day,” he chokes out between his sobs.

Two community leaders — both 
Christians — pleaded for the lives of the 
boys and men that day in Guen. They 
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aminatou Bello, a 24-year-old Muslim, was attacked in anti-Balaka violence. 

were told they too would be slain if they 
did not leave. They could not eat or sleep 
for days. “What more could we do?” they 
now say to each other, over and over.

Edmond Beina, the local leader 
of a Christian militia, is unrepentant. 
Everyone killed that day was a Seleka 
Muslim rebel, he says. Even the children.

Today, pages from holy Qurans blow 
through the grass at the house where 
the boys tried to hide. They are the only 
reminder of those who died.

The violence is now bubbling up 
in previously stable corners, hitting both 
Christians and Muslims. In Bambari, 
northeast of the capital, at least 149 
people were killed in June and July 

alone, according to witnesses, including 
about 17 Christians sheltering at a 
Catholic church compound. And in the 
Mbres area in the north, Muslim rebels 
left at least 34 people dead in August.

About 20,000 Muslims are trapped 
in isolated communities across the 
nation, despite a mass exodus earlier 
this year, according to a U.N. report in 
August. Among them is Saidou Bouba, 
who waits outside the mayor’s office in 
the town of Boda.

Bouba had spent his entire life 
in this diamond town south of the 
capital. But when the Christian militia 
fighters burned his house down in early 
February, the 46-year-old herder knew 
it was time to leave.
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A group of heavily armed men on foot, 
wearing traditional Muslim clothing, opened fire  

on the crowd. <<

So he and his family joined a group of 
34 Muslim refugees heading for Cameroon. 
They took with them all their savings — 
some 300 cattle — to start a new life.

About 37 miles outside town, they 
stopped to rest beneath a tree. There, 
a group of heavily armed men on foot, 
wearing traditional Muslim clothing, 
opened fire on the crowd.

Bouba shouted in disbelief: “Why are 
you trying to harm your fellow Muslims?”

But they were not Muslims. They were 
Christian fighters wearing the clothes of 
their last victims. “Lie down, dogs!” the 

men shouted.
The last thing Bouba remembers 

is being knocked unconscious with a 
machete blow to the head.

When he awoke, he was surrounded 
by the bodies of his two wives and five 
children. Mama and Abdoulaye, both just 
3 years old, Nafissa and Rassida, 6, and 
Mariam, 8, were all dead, their tiny heads 
bashed in with machetes.

Only Bouba and one other man 
survived. They sat among the 32 bodies 
for an entire day in shock before making 
their way back to town.

“I put everything now in the hands 
of God,” he says softly, his face and head 
still scarred by machete wounds from 
that awful day. “He gave my family to me 
and then he took them away.”

There are grieving fathers everywhere 
in this tiny enclave: Abakar Hissein has 
lost two sons, both shot to death, Ahmat 
earlier this year in Bangui and Ali on Aug. 
20 in Boda. Hissein carried Ali’s body 
back in his own arms. His wife has been 
missing for five months — he thinks she 
has made it to neighboring Chad — and 
does not know yet another son is dead.

Even in death, there is no peace for 
the victims.

Earlier this summer, a Muslim man 
was buried at a cemetery in Boda, just a 
mile away from the zone where Muslims 
are barricaded.

Later that evening, after the sun set, 
his body was dug up from the ground and 
set on fire.

Associated Press writer Steve Niko in 
Boda, Central African Republic and 
Edith M. Lederer at the United Nations 
contributed to this report.



Krista larson  |  ASSoCIATEd PRESS 

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC 091214: Map 
shows deaths by village and towns in Central 
African Republic; 3c x 4 inches; with 
BC-AF--Central African Republic-Counting the 
Dead; ETA 5:30 a.m. 

Editor’s Note: It is mandatory to include all 
sources that accompany this graphic when 
repurposing or editing it for publication

Boda

Carnot
Guen

AP

100 km

100 mi

CAMEROON CONGO D. R. C.

CHAD

The number of people killed in a 
village or town was between ....

The killings by location and month

1-10 11-25 26-50 51-100 100 or more

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

DETAIL

AFRICA

Widespread atrocities in Central African Republic 
About 5,017 people, as of Aug. 27, have died in this country 
since violence between Muslims and Christians broke out 
last December, according to an Associated Press tally.

Feb. April June Sept.July Aug.

1,532 people 
were killed in the 
capital Bangui.

 Jan. May

Nola

March

Bangui

Bambari

Bossangoa
Bozoum

Kaga Bandoro
Ngaundaye

Sibut

Dec.



1  of  4Krista larson  |  ASSoCIATEd PRESS 

MONROVIA, Liberia (AP)  

First the ring tone echoed outside 
the barbed-wire-topped walls 
of the Ebola clinic. Then came 

the wails of grief, as news spread that 
31-year-old Rose Johnson was dead 
just days after she was brought here 
unconscious by relatives.

Soon her mother’s sorrow became so 
unbearable, her body so limp and heavy, 
that even her two other daughters could 
no longer help her stand.

There had been no official 
confirmation of Rose’s death from 
hospital officials, no time for someone 
to explain her final moments, just word 
from a family acquaintance inside who 
said her bed had been cleared that 
morning to make way for a new patient.

Her grieving husband stood in a daze 
outside the hospital, scratching air time 
cards so he could use his mobile phone to 
notify other family members.

“I’ve been here every day, every day, 
every day,” says David Johnson, 31, 
now left with the couple’s 18-month-old 
daughter Divine. “Up till now there has 
been no information. How can I believe 
she is dead?”

As the death toll from Ebola soars, 
crowded clinics are turning over beds as 
quickly as patients are dying. This leaves 
social workers and psychologists struggling 
to keep pace and notify families, who must 
wait outside for fear of contagion. Also, 
under a government decree, all Ebola 
victims must be cremated, leaving families 
in unbearable pain with no chance for 

story 3 >>

Families wait in agony for word

ebola patients
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By KRISTA LARSON 
Associated Press
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finda saah, 28, holds 6-week-old Prosper Junior, as daughter alice, 5 and son augustin, 13, look on.
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goodbye, no body to bury.
“People are standing around for 

weeks. Nobody is coming to them. 
There should be a system in place for 
disseminating information but there is 
nothing,” says Kanyean Molton Farley, a 
39-year-old community leader in one of 
Monrovia’s hardest-hit neighborhoods.

At least 1,830 people are believed to 
have died from the disease here in Liberia, 
and many fear the actual toll is far higher 
and rising fast. A recent update from 
the World Health Organization showed 
that more than half the cases in Liberia 
happened in the preceding 21 days.

Doctors Without Borders in Monrovia 
has three phone lines to answer calls 
from worried families. The group asks 

relatives to come in person for updates 
on their loved ones inside the 160-bed 
facility, but sometimes they get news 
from friends or family inside instead, 
says Athena Viscusi, a clinical social 
worker.

“We encourage them to come and 
meet with a counselor,” says Viscusi. 
She notes that Doctors Without Borders 
hopes eventually to photograph the 
dead before cremation to help with 
identification.

Dozens of family members show up 
each day at the gates of the city’s Ebola 
clinics, anxiously clutching cell phones 
and desperate for any update on their 
loved ones inside. They pace back and 
forth, leaving only to buy more phone 
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credit. All the while, they keep a safe 
distance from those stricken with Ebola 
who huddle by the gates in hopes of 
gaining a coveted bed inside and a chance 
at life.

Linda Barlea, 32, is desperate to know 
what has become of her boyfriend of 13 
years. One by one his family has been 
decimated by Ebola: First his brother, 
then his mother, then a sister, then 
another brother. Only the 7-year-old niece 
Miamu has survived, and then was chased 
from Barlea’s home by fearful neighbors.

Barlea’s mother called the clinic’s 

official hotline for patient information 
and was told his name appeared on the 
list of the dead. Barlea says she needs 
to hear it for herself. But every time she 
calls now, she gets a busy signal. So she 
has shown up here, demanding answers 
before she will leave.

The lack of official confirmation has 
led to disastrous misinformation in 
some cases: Julius Prout’s family held 
two wakes for him after being told by a 
security guard at the clinic that he was 
dead. Family members gathered first for 
several days at his parents’ home, then at 
his uncle’s.

Instead, health workers had merely 
moved him to another section of the 
hospital and burned his cell phone 
along with his belongings for fear of 
contamination.

When the 32-year-old nurse regained 
his strength almost a week later, the first 
thing he saw was a Bible given to him by 
a nurse. He says it is no coincidence that 
he opened it randomly to John 11, when 
Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead.

Prout then borrowed a phone to call 
the family. All he could hear was the 
deafening sound of loved ones yelling 

and cheering in the background.
“We rejoiced and were so grateful that 

he was alive,” says his uncle, Alexander 
Howard, 57.

Rumors only intensify the hellish wait 
for those like Alieu Kenneh, who took 
his 24-year-old pregnant wife to four 
different hospitals before they finally 
found a place for her at Island Clinic, the 
capital’s latest Ebola treatment center.

Several days after Mandou was 
admitted, word spread that a pregnant 
women inside had died. Surely, though, 
there was more than one. Could it be her?

The last image he has of her, 

Julius Prout’s family held two wakes for him 
after being told by a security guard at the clinic that 

he was dead. <<
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replaying in his mind, is as they slammed 
the ambulance door shut, telling him 
there wasn’t enough room for him to join 
her on the ride. Then a disinfection team 
sprayed the bewildered man left watching 
it drive away.

Kenneh held vigil outside her clinic 
for seven days.. One week after she was 
admitted, the phone finally rang. The 
doctor said she had died five days earlier 
after going into labor. The baby had not 
made it.

Kenneh, who met his wife when the 
two were teenagers living in a refugee 
camp in neighboring Guinea, now can’t 

bear to go back to the apartment they 
shared. Her photos and clothes are 
everywhere, along with the blankets they 
had bought for the baby.

On top of it, Monday was her 
birthday. She should have turned 25, 
he says in tears. She was so excited to 
become a mother, and didn’t know the 
sex of the child she was carrying. A nurse 
told her husband it was a boy.

“We give them to God and we cannot 
say anything more than that,” he says.

The tiny baby’s body was cremated 
before Kenneh even knew his son had 
been born.

Jerome Delay • AP 

Kumba “survivor” 
fayiah, 11, sits with 
relatives in her st. 
Paul Bridge home.
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MONROVIA, Liberia (AP)  

T he nurse excitedly grabbed the 
sheet of paper with 11-year-
old Chancey’s lab results. “It’s 

negative, it’s negative,” she shouted 
above the sound of her boots pounding 
the gravel as she ran toward the outdoor 
Ebola ward.

Soon the boy in a neon green T-shirt 
came running to the hole in the orange 
plastic fencing to greet her. The barrier 
separates health workers from those sick 
with one of the world’s deadliest diseases.

“We’re so glad he’s going to make it. 
His little brothers will really need him 
now — their mother just died last night,” 
a nurse told me.

Instantly that moment of rare joy 
amid Liberia’s Ebola epidemic turned to 

sorrow, and I could no longer make eye 
contact with the beaming boy. Knowing 
that he did not yet know his mother was 
dead — and I did — was just too much.

Here in Liberia, more than 2,000 
people have lost their lives to a disease 
that shows no mercy, and even the stories 
of survivors are tainted with unspeakable 
loss. Radio talk shows describe infants 
trying to breastfeed off dead mothers, 
orphans whose relatives are so afraid 
of contagion that they refuse to take in 
brokenhearted children.

For months I had pored over 
situation reports from the World Health 
Organization and listened to experts 
describe the possibility of a disaster 
beyond measure as the Ebola epidemic 
gathered speed. Nothing prepares you, 

story 4 >>
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though, for the heartbreak and the fear 
now ravaging Liberia.

Krista Larson, an Associated Press 
correspondent based in Dakar, 
Senegal, arrived in Monrovia on Sept. 
25 to join AP staff covering the Ebola 
epidemic. Here she describes some of her 
experiences.

Friends and family had begged me 
not to go. A housekeeper cried as I left 
for the airport and gave me a crucifix that 
she told me not to take it off even though 
I am not a Catholic. Even my assistant at 
the plastic baggage wrap station in the 
steamy overcrowded airport at midnight 
was sure this was all just some horrible 
mix-up. “Liberia? You mean Nigeria? You 

know people are dying there!”
The dangers of covering this story 

were brought home Thursday with 
word that Ashoka Mukpo, an American 
freelance cameraman who had just taken 
a job in Liberia with NBC, was diagnosed 
with Ebola and is scheduled to return to 
the U.S. for treatment.

After meeting my colleagues in 
Morocco, we embarked on a flight full 
of other journalists and aid workers for 
Liberia on one of the last commercial 
airlines still servicing the country.

We arrived in Monrovia at 3 a.m. in 
a thunderstorm, and after a sleepless 
flight, we washed our hands in a mixture 
of bleach and water for the first time 
and had our temperatures taken before 
we picked up the soggy luggage that was 

Jerome Delay • AP 

a woman being discharged 
from the island Clinic ebola 
treatment center. 
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not lost by our airline. Rainy season in 
sub-Saharan Africa is always a sweaty 
endeavor, and it takes every bit of self-
discipline to avoid touching your face to 
wipe the sweat from your brow.

Ebola is spread only through direct 
contact with the bodily fluids of people 
showing symptoms of the disease. That 
said, people have fallen sick after coming 
into contact with soiled linens. Vigorous 
hand-washing is the mainstay of Ebola 
prevention, though at this point it’s 
nearly impossible to know who is sick 
with Ebola and who might just have 
malaria or the flu.

The Ebola patients I saw lined 
up outside the clinic my first day of 
reporting were not bleeding from the 
eyes — we’re told that actually happens 
only in a minority of cases. Instead, 
we found a very weak and tired boy, 
and I winced at the sight of his mother 
touching his sweaty face with her bare 
hands. It might only be a matter of time 
before she too becomes sick.

It’s hard to forget the reason why 
we are in Monrovia: When you make a 
call with a local phone number a public 
service message reminds you “Ebola is 
real!” before the call goes through. The 
wailing of ambulance sirens is constant, 
and men can be seen pushing the sick in 
wheelbarrows when no such emergency 
vehicle is available.

I’m here as part of a team of AP 
reporters including photographers 

Jerome Delay and Abbas Dulleh, video 
producer Andrew Drake, correspondent 
Jonathan Paye-Layleh and television 
contributor Wade Williams, who 
fearlessly interviews Ebola victims with 
her warm, commanding voice.

“Wear long sleeves and don’t touch 
anyone,” she said firmly as I prepared to 
get out of her car and visit an Ebola clinic 
for the first time last week. “And leave 
your bag in the car.”

I admit I was initially afraid to come 
to Liberia. Unlike the wars and coups I 
have covered, you cannot see or avoid 
Ebola as you can a fighter. If you are 
shot, you know to seek medical attention 
immediately. Ebola’s incubation period, 
by contrast, is up to 21 days. Every sore 
throat, every achy muscle can set off 
anxiety.

And yet the world needs to know what 
is happening here: Ebola is obliterating 
entire neighborhoods, leaving orphaned 
children with no one to lean on but a tree.

More and more international 
journalists are starting to come. Several 
dozen working for outlets ranging from 
American newspapers to European radio 
are now taking Liberia’s story to an ever-
widening audience.

Aid workers in West Africa say 
they need more than just gloves and 
supplies. They need more people willing 
to come here despite the personal risks. 
The anguish and pain are too much for 
Liberia to bear alone.
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MONROVIA, Liberia (AP)

F irst 16-year-old Promise Cooper’s 
mother complained of a hurting 
head and raging fever, and she 

died days later on the way to the hospital.

The following month, her father 
developed the same headache and fever. 
Her baby brother grew listless and sick 
too, and refused to take a bottle.

That’s when Promise knew this was 

story 5 >>

Liberia children orphaned, 

ostracized by ebola
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By KRISTA LARSON 
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Jerome Delay • AP 

Promise Cooper, 16, emmanuel Junior Cooper, 11, and Benson Cooper, 15, are now orphans, having lost 
their mother in July and their father in august. 
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not malaria.
She had heard about Ebola on the 

radio. When she tended to her father, she 
washed her hands immediately afterward. 
Desperate to keep her three younger 
siblings safe, she urged them to play 
outside their one-room home. Yet she was 
powerless before an invisible enemy, as 
her family of seven disintegrated around 
her.

In the meantime, neighbors and 
relatives were starting to become 
suspicious. No one came by to check on 
the kids, not even their grandparents.

Word, like the virus, was spreading 

through Liberia’s capital: The Coopers 
had Ebola.

In Liberia’s large, deeply religious 
families, there is usually an aunty 
somewhere willing to take in a child 
who has lost a parent. But Ebola, and 
the fear of contagion and death, is now 
unraveling bonds that have lasted for 
generations.

At least 3,700 children across Liberia, 
Guinea and Sierra Leone have lost one or 
more parents to Ebola, according to the 
U.N. children’s agency, and that figure 
is expected to double by mid-October. 

Jerome Delay • AP 

emmanuel Junior 
Cooper at his st. 
Paul Bridge home 
in Monrovia.  
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Nobody wanted to buy water from the girl 
whose mother died of Ebola, and whose father and 

brother were at the clinic.  <<

Many of these children are left to fend for 
themselves, and continue to live inside 
infected houses.

Promise was used to looking after 
her younger siblings, and often carried 
a baby cousin on her hip around the 
neighborhood. When her mother was 
alive, they would alternate weeks of 
cooking. She knew how to make porridge 
for breakfast, rice with potato greens for 
dinner.

When her father fell sick, she took 
over all the things her mother used to do. 
There was no school because of the Ebola 

epidemic, so she had time to wash her 
brothers’ soccer jerseys and jeans.

But nothing she did could help 
5-month-old Success, whose name 
reflected his parents’ dreams. Just 
like their mother, the little boy died. 
There was nobody to help them and no 
ambulance to spare, so his body stayed in 
the house for several days.

By the time the ambulance finally 
came to take away her father and the tiny 
corpse bundled in blankets, 11-year-old 
Emmanuel Jr. was stricken too.

Promise watched as medics packed 
half her family into the back of the 

ambulance. She was now alone with 
15-year-old Benson and 13-year-old 
Ruth.

She could not afford a phone call to 
see how their father and brother were 
doing, even if she could get through on 
the hotline for relatives that was almost 
always busy. A taxi to the Ebola clinic 
across town cost even more. An uncle 
stopped by to drop off some money, but 
left without touching the children for 
fear of infection.

Promise resolved to keep the family 
together until her father came back.

She decided to use what little cash she 
had to buy plastic bags of drinking water. 
The family had a cooler, and she planned 
to sell the bags she bought at $1 a piece 
for $2.

Day after day, though, no customers 
came. Nobody wanted to buy water from 
the girl whose mother died of Ebola, and 
whose father and brother were at the 
clinic. Promise looked healthy, but fear 
was overcoming compassion in the St. 
Paul Bridge neighborhood where they 
lived.

If the children sat down somewhere, 
people would spray bleach after they got 
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Jerome Delay • AP 

Promise Cooper, 16, fills a bottle with a chlorine solution with the help of Kanyean Molton farley, a community 
activist who visits Promise and her two brothers, emmanuel Junior, 11, right, and Benson, 15, not pictured.

up. When they tried to buy something 
with what little money they had, vendors 
refused to serve them.

Neighbors didn’t want the Cooper 
boys playing with their children. 
And even though health workers had 
disinfected the path from the well that 
went right past their house, women took 
their brightly colored plastic buckets the 
long way around instead.

Promise, overcome with grief and 
beaten down by stigma, became depressed.

“Why don’t you want to talk to me? 
Why God does nobody want to come 
around?” she sobbed. “We are human 
beings.”

Finally she scraped together 
enough change from a cousin to take a taxi 
to the gates of the Ebola clinic. A security 
guard said he would check whether 
Emmanuel Cooper Sr. was on the list of 
the living.

Promise and Ruth paced outside the 
barbed-wire topped walls of the clinic for 
what felt like hours, waiting for an answer 
on when he would be coming home.

The guard came back. He said he was 
sorry, but their father was dead.

The girls broke down sobbing.
No one could tell them if 11-year-old 

Emmanuel was still alive.
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Farley worried most of all 
that Promise could fall prey to an older man.  <<
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Even as Promise lost both her 
parents, another man in the community 
was trying to document just how many 
children were orphaned in the St. Paul 
Bridge community. Kanyean Molton 
Farley, a human rights researcher by 
day, devoted all his spare time to making 
a list of the now 28 parentless children 
living alone. In most cases, teenagers like 
Promise are now raising their siblings 
amid an overwhelmed social welfare 
system.

“The story of the Cooper children 
touched my gut, and I never stopped 

coming back,” he said one morning, as he 
dropped off soap for the children.

The family’s rent was already paid 
through the end of the year, but they soon 
ran out of money to pay the electricity. 
Farley worried most of all that Promise 
could fall prey to an older man. At 16 and 
hungry, she was vulnerable to abuse.

Then the Cooper children caught a 
lucky break: Promise saw her brother’s 
face on television, among government 
photos of children who had survived 
Ebola at the city’s clinics but were still 
separated from their families.

“It’s him, it’s him!” she told Farley. 
Off they went to get Emmanuel — the 

first in the family to survive the plague 
sweeping their neighborhood.

Not long after Emmanuel came home, 
Ruth became feverish and unwell one 
night. How could this be happening 
again? A terrified Promise called their 
friend Farley late at night. He couldn’t 
come until morning because of the 
curfew.

So he told her to use the family’s 
mattresses as room dividers in the single 
bedroom where they all slept. Ruth 
would stay on one side; the healthy 
children would sleep on the other.

At first light, an ambulance called by 
Farley took Ruth to the hospital.

Now it is just Promise and the boys.
She insists they will never go live 

with strangers. Yet they no longer want 
to stay in the house where their parents 
lay dying and their brother’s body sat for 
days.

On a Sunday afternoon after church, 
there is no television to watch without 
electricity. The TV set sits gathering dust 
with a soiled stuffed unicorn on top of it.

The children sleep together in their 
parents’ bed at night, instead of crowding 
on the floor below as they did in their 



6  of  6Krista larson  |  ASSoCIATEd PRESS 

previous life. Some nights her brothers 
weep for their mother, and Promise tries 
to be firm but caring.

“I tell them Ma and Pa are no more, 
and that they shouldn’t worry about 
that,” she says. “We must concentrate on 
living our lives because they are gone.”

Just a few weeks ago, their aunt Helen 
came around to the house — the first 
family member to do so in months. She 
had been upcountry when the children’s 
parents died and wanted to see how they 
were doing.

It pains her to think of her brother, 
and what he would say about the children 
out of school, cooking and cleaning for 
themselves.

“I have to come back because 
everyone has abandoned them,” says 
Helen Kangbo, breast-feeding her 1-year-
old daughter Faith after joining her 
nieces and nephews for a paltry dinner of 
rice. “I must have the courage to come.”

Of course, now that Helen is in 

contact with the children, she is shunned 
by the same extended family that fears 
Promise and her siblings.

Each day Promise mixes up bleach 
and water in bottles to keep the house 
and her brothers clean. “Don’t go 
around people. Don’t touch your friends. 
Anything you touch, you wash your 
hands,” she scolds them.

Days later, she says her prayers have 
been answered: After three weeks at 
an Ebola treatment center, 13-year-old 
Ruth is cured. She is still weak, so she is 
staying with Farley’s family. When Ruth 
is well enough she will return home.

Here in their house, there is little 
trace left of dead loved ones, because 
authorities have burned their parents’ 
clothing in a bid to stop the spread of 
the disease. The only photos of their 
parents are on their voter ID cards. And 
the only reminder of Success is the two 
bottles of baby powder, still sitting on a 
table in the room.
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