
CHAPTER I 

At first, my discoveries of the skills, accomplishments, preferences, 
ingenuity, and acceptance of Roslyn and me by our Loma 
neighbors was only an extenuation of my discoveries about her. 
Roslyn—my wife of only eleven months when we made our first 
trip to Zorzor, our home in the interior of Liberia, West Africa—
proved an increasing surprise, and I admit to a later charge of an 
elder who told a group of his peers: Saada (their pronunciation of 
Sadler) knows book, but his wife can do things. 

I had met Roslyn in Cuba the summer of 1935, where I was visit-
ing a friend. She was sixteen, a mere child, too young for me. I was 
a brand new college graduate using the summer to recreate before 
entering law school—on the way to conquering the world. 

My ambition, which I was not slow in voicing, did not prevent 
my recognizing that the American girl living in Cuba—her father 
managed three sugar mills—spoke grammatically correct Spanish 
without accent, which was far superior to the battered Spanish I 
had learned in college. What was more upsetting was her English: 
Boston-cultured in contrast to the Baltimore dialect I spoke. 

Her superiority in two languages added to her charm for me; it 
was our mutual love for horses that won me recognition from her. 
But again she had the advantage, for she had been a horse owner 
most of her life, and her present one was a beauty. She borrowed a 
young gelding for me, and we rode the hills and riversides for miles 
around the city of Guantanamo, her home. Before long, as our 
friendship developed I called her Mike, part of a double name I 
had for her. One name, Angelo, was due to her appearance when 
dressed for the many dances. The other was for when she was 
astride her horse and often wet from rain or sweat—she called it 
perspiring. “Lady’s don’t sweat,” she said with a laugh.  

As my visit progressed, I discovered that she unquestionably 
looked better on a horse than I did. When she claimed that she was 
the more accomplished rider, I did not argue, for by then I had a 
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grander goal that had nothing to do with horses. Before we parted 
that summer, I reached my highest peak of intelligence. I said to 
her, “You and I were sitting beside this slow-moving river the tenth 
of July, one month to the day after I graduated from college, the 
happiest day of my life up to then. It’s a magic date, the tenth. So 
on the tenth of each month I want you to mail—note: mail—a let-
ter to me. I’ll do the same.” 

She did. Five years later, after a massive buildup of letters to and 
from seven countries, plus two meetings in Maryland and one in 
Louisiana, I achieved my grand goal: she married me. Africa had 
become my dream; it soon became hers. I had turned from an am-
bitious lawyer to a confirmed missionary, she had gone from study-
ing fashion designing in New York city to saying “I do” to a life 
that spread out before her into a vast unknown. 

The unknown did not dismay her. On our first trip into the inte-
rior of Africa she was twenty-two, accomplished in some of the 
arts and a few of the sciences, all of which must have advanced her 
proclivity for asking questions of me, seeking answers elsewhere 
and adjusting Africa to her life in its midst. Her questioning 
brought horses for us to ride “knee to knee,” as she called it. Gre-
garious and interested in what she saw and who she met, she ac-
companied me on many of my trips to the villages. As a crowd 
pleaser, she was an asset. The women gathered around her. Young 
girls came to look and exchange smiles. When we were alone, we 
shared the experiences of the day. Our understanding of the life 
surrounding us grew, but we were hindered in its growth for the 
Loma language was unwritten, and since no foreigners could speak 
it, interpreters were used. We met a great need, and we both recog-
nized it was major in providing understanding and acceptance of all 
that Christianity offered.  

June to November during 1943, the third year of Roslyn’s and my 
first years in Africa, was a time of separation and waiting for both 
of us. She was in Monrovia, located on the coast, while anticipating 
the birth of our first child because the only available doctor was 
there. I was staying in the village of Wozi, waiting for a runner to 
report the birth, while unpuzzling the Loma language.  
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* * * 

The Loma study and three hundred and fifty Wozi neighbors al-
lowed no opportunity for me to become lonely without Roslyn by 
my side. The hours with my teachers were too demanding to per-
mit boredom. In the late afternoon I walked, sometimes in the for-
est but mostly in the village. After the evening study, I read or 
wrote to Roslyn, usually the latter. The one hundred and two pages 
to her from Wozi represent a record for me. But no wonder! I had 
three great events that crowded my thoughts in the brief night 
hours: studying an unwritten language, living in a Loma village, and 
anticipating my son. 

Living in a village included a daily bath out of a bucket in my cir-
cular bath fence of bamboo slats. It was quick, convenient, and 
effective, not totally unlike a shower. Working—studying, that is—
was in the inviting and stimulating environment of my neighbors. 
Sleeping was a silent night with only the sounds of the forest. Wak-
ing was to voices with an early morning cadence: a fusion of queru-
lousness over the interruption of sleep and eager anticipation of a 
new day. 

Chief Mamolu’s guesthouse—constructed of the same forest ma-
terial as my neighbors’ dwellings, but larger and oblong—had been 
prepared for my arrival. Built for visiting government officials, it 
had three rooms and a verandah under its thatched roof. The local 
District Commissioner had approved my use of it for the next four 
or five months during Roslyn’s and my separation.  

 
Moon over Rooftops (Ill. M. Miller) 

There was beauty in my surroundings. On August 15 I noted in 
my diary: “… a slice of moon coming up between the inverted V 
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of the rooftops of two houses.” On August 31: “The rice is attain-
ing a splendid height … and the sun is sending occasional remind-
ers through the clouds that its time is coming.” About my 
neighbors: “I am charmed and invigorated. They have many vital 
things to teach me … They are inquisitive, to be sure, for I am the 
first white person to live with them … My forty-two trips to the 
villages before moving to Wozi was nothing compared to this ex-
perience.”  

Being barbered, though, proved an experience more than mildly 
unnerving. Two years of haircuts by Roslyn had grown progres-
sively tolerable and minutely more acceptable aesthetically. Folo-
moku became my Wozi barber on July 28. My memory of it is still 
keen without referring to the eight hundred words I devoted to his 
technique in a letter to Roslyn. 

The men and boys of the village accepted me early on, our con-
tact increasing as the days passed. The women and girls were reti-
cent, slow to ease their restraint toward me. Little-by-little they be-
gan to ask me questions, mostly about Roslyn. One woman told 
me that she remembered her from her first visit to Wozi when she 
was riding a horse. Another commented on Roslyn’s hair, showing 
me how long it was by measuring the length on her own back. One 
very shy woman hoped Roslyn would visit Wozi with the baby 
when I brought them from Monrovia. 

Kezele, my expected son, was a ready subject of conversation. My 
confidence that the baby would be a boy continued to amaze them. 
“How do you know, Saada? How do you know?” 

They liked the name Kezele and wanted to know why I had se-
lected it. They were pleased when I replied that Roslyn and I had 
met a man named Kezele and liked him and the sound of his name, 
and so we had decided it would be a good one for our son. 

They wanted to know if he would wear walking bells. A g-string? 
A robe? “Will he talk Loma?” they asked. “Will he play with Loma 
children?” They laughed at my enthusiastic yes to those questions. 

The men were also interested in the baby, with the conversation 
sometimes including the promised cow, for my announcement af-
ter I learned of the expected birth back in March had stated “I will 
buy a cow for a feast when my son is born.” Of course I was asked 
what I would do if the baby was not a son. In my exuberance at the 
time, I stated, “I’ll buy a chicken and eat it myself.” One question 
from them now was would I really provide a cow for a feast. And 
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where? In Zorzor? Would I send them word so they could be 
there? A frequent suggestion was that I had better make the cow a 
big one. 

No woman asked if Roslyn would nurse her child; to them there 
was no other way. The men did not ask why I wanted my child to 
be a boy; a male child for the firstborn was the hope of all Loma 
men. 

Young boys often gathered on my verandah to listen to my Loma 
and to giggle. Young girls visited less frequently, for they were oc-
cupied in a continuous educational process under their mothers 
and grandmothers, learning to carry water, launder, cook, sweep, 
tend farm, spin cotton, weave fiber bags and palm mats, and look 
after the younger children in the households. 

Children were of great importance. They were cared for, they 
were loved. I never saw a woman carry a child in her arms. Always 
the infant was transported on her back, against her skin, fastened 
there by her wrap-around, from birth becoming familiar with the 
warmth and body movements of the mother. Nursing times were 
governed mostly by whims, meaning that he or she could nurse at 
any time and place and in any company. On one occasion I saw a 
young mother with a group of women. She was sitting on a low 
stool. Her child, about two and one-half years old, was dancing 
before her, performing what resembled an awkward buck and wing 
in response to the beat of drums. He decided he wanted nourish-
ment, and with no break in his dancing, he reached over to nurse. 

All that proximity and warmth and milk were his until he was 
four, the weaning age for boys. The weaning age for a girl was 
three. There was no other milk supply. The people did not milk 
their cows or goats, and there were no commercial sources. Until a 
child was weaned, the mother had no sexual relations. 

No safe place was denied a child. He went to the farm with his 
mother, to the river when she fetched water, to market, and when 
on visits to my house. I learned not to jump up in consternation, or 
to gasp, or to even blink when a non-ambulatory youngster decided 
to relieve himself on my veranda. The mother, at first indication of 
an overflow, simply held him at arms length and let it go. After all, 
what difference did it make? The floor was earth, high in blotting 
qualities.  

Such arrangements, plus the absence of dresses, diapers, bibs, and 
bonnets—so much a part of the American infant—made the Loma 
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baby appear closer to all around him and more inviting to be loved 
and cared for. 

When the moon appeared bright and close in the sky to stand 
guard against the forest, the people danced. After the evening meal, 
girls and young women would run a finger on the underside of 
their cooking pots, then trace designs on their foreheads and 
cheeks and chins, a cosmetic for a festive night. Drums and the 
Loma-type guitars usually supplied the music, although occasionally 
only voices and hand clapping beat out the rhythm. People loved it 
and joined in with enthusiasm. I loved it but did not join in, since 
my agility and choreographic inventiveness were no match for 
theirs. But I did enjoy, and that was accepted as my participation. 

The moon lighted other events. One evening some children prac-
ticed jumping over low jumps near my house. I heard one child 
mention my name, telling the others that, on the previous after-
noon, she had watched while I was doing a few jumps. She did not 
know why I was doing such a silly thing, but they would try it and 
see what happened. 

After only thirty-three days in Wozi, I noted in my letter to Ros-
lyn: “There is more peace here than anywhere else in the world, I 
believe.” As the weeks passed, I began to see and hear differently. 
There was fear. 

At full dark, the evening fires in the center of the dwellings 
winked out as doors were shut. The rooftops became silent. The 
forest, encircling and reaching high into the sky, darkened somberly 
and leaned forward, not to protect but to threaten. From the thou-
sands of living creatures who were abroad at night came a disso-
nance of competing chords, a cacophony of intimidation. 

There were spirits in Loma religious beliefs. Some were good, 
some bad. One day a woman living in a house near me gave birth. I 
visited her the next day. She was happy, proud—and concerned. 
The infant was a boy. She smiled broadly as she showed me. I 
asked if she wanted me to write the child’s name and date of birth 
on a card for her. She was pleased at the offer, for the Loma peo-
ple had no written calendar of days and weeks, and no custom of 
marking birthdays exactly. 

“What’s his name to be?” I asked. 
“Goveh,” she answered immediately, wholly solemn. 
I was puzzled. Goveh, I had recently learned, was the word for 

spirit. I wrote the name as I thought it should be spelled and re-



W E S L E Y  L .  S A D L E R  /  2 1  

peated it. Then I wrote his birth date and village, put the card in an 
envelope, and gave it to her. As she took it, she explained that she 
had had other children. All of them had died. This one she had 
named Goveh to confuse the spirits, believing they would look on 
him as one of them, a spirit, and not harm him. She seemed un-
happy while telling me that, and she was not without fear. 

My Wozi patients also contributed to my awareness of their fear. 
Armed only with aspirin, Vicks salve, quinine, and iodine, I tended 
several illnesses in late afternoons and evenings. One patient had a 
painful right shoulder. He had neither fallen nor taken a blow on 
that part of his body. He questioned, “Is someone making medi-
cine against me?” The word used for witchcraft or other means of 
causing illness or disaster was called medicine in spoken English. 

One of my more frequent visits was to a woman who, from her 
description, had amebic dysentery and headaches. I had nothing for 
curing the dysentery except advice: boil all drinking water, keep 
flies away from uncovered food, temporarily omit pineapple, gua-
vas, mangoes, and oranges from her diet, and wash her hands care-
fully before cooking and eating. The value of that advice was 
doubtful. Certainly it did not alleviate her fear or explaining ade-
quately to her why she had the illness. Her recovery was slow. But 
the aspirin I provided for her headache was successful and main-
tained her faith in my medicine. 

None of my Wozi patients had an explanation for the illness—no 
rational explanation, I was sure, for I was adding to my pre-Wozi 
impression that, for the Loma, there were no natural causes for 
misfortune. A malevolent force was responsible; an evil spirit was 
inflicting it on them, or magical medicine had been made against 
them. To play it safe, all my Wozi patients also sought help from a 
zowoi (medicine man). 

At one entrance to Wozi there were two upright posts with a 
wooden crossbar supporting a round object about the size of a 
football. It had been wrapped in big leaves and vines that had 
turned an earth brown. It was salei (medicine). Circling the village, 
including all dwellings, was a vine as thick as a man’s thumb. It was 
spliced together and held flat to the ground by forked wooden 
stakes. Its purpose was to protect the village from harm. That too 
was salei. 
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Small sacrifices were sometimes placed on the outskirts of the vil-
lage—at a fork in the path, for example. The sacrifice was often 
nothing more than a lump of charcoal or a small piece of old cloth. 

Several times during my stay in Wozi, the ngeni walai (big thing) 
was announced, all doors were shut and normal village occupations 
and sounds ceased. It appeared to me that fear was the essence, the 
nature, the substance of its character. 

Wozi Skyline (Ill. M. Miller) 
Moon-lit nights were active times, with dancing and laughter 

among the dwellings. Between moons doors were shut and the vil-
lage silent, except for a baby’s crying or a burst of coughing. 


