
 

 1 

Vamba Sherif – Unprecedented Love 

 

Publisher: de Geus 

Foreign rights: Cecile Barendsma (cecile@cblagency.com) 

Information and sample translation: Susan Ridder (susan@tomali.net) 

 

 
 

 

Publication details 

Original title: Ongekende liefde 

Author: Vamba Sherif 

Memoir 

256 pages 

First published: April 2021



 

 2 

About the book 

‘You asked me recently to write down the story of your grandmother’s life and the place 

where we lived during my childhood.’ 

 

In his autobiography Unprecedented Love, these are Vamba Sherif’s first words to his 11-

year-old daughter, introducing his own and his family’s history. Growing up in an influential 

family of religious leaders and scholars in Liberia, Sherif was brought up by his strong, 

independent and enterprising mother and loving grandmother. When he was eleven years old, 

however, he broke an unwritten rule and had to leave. He joined his older brother in Kuwait, 

where he studied for his secondary school diploma, fled to Syria via a refugee camp in Jordan 

during The First Gulf War, and eventually ended up in an asylum seekers’ centre in the 

Netherlands. Trying to cope with life at the centre and the events affecting his family in war-

torn Liberia, Sherif turned to writing, which would prove to be his salvation. 

In the final part of the book, Sherif – now a respected member of Dutch society – returns to 

Liberia to find out what happened to his mother. 

 

By telling his daughter, Bendu, about their family history, the author intended to show that 

she doesn’t need to be ashamed of who she is. Hoping to give her the courage to stand up for 

herself in a society often dominated by anger and fear, he shows Bendu that she can be who 

she wants to be. ‘Nothing can break your humanity. Negative experiences will only take hold 

of you if you let them. Cherish both the big and small things in life. Seek for unity between 

people. This is your heritage.’ 

 

About the author 

 
Vamba Sherif (1973) is a Liberian-born writer who lives in the Netherlands. He writes in 

English and Dutch about themes including colonialism, migration, refugees, belonging, and 

love. Having spent part of his youth in Kuwait, where he completed his secondary education, 

Sherif fled to Jordan during the First Gulf War, from where he travelled to Syria, and 
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eventually to the Netherlands, where he applied for asylum and began to write. His attempt to 

cope with events affecting his family during the Liberian civil war resulted in his first novel 

(1999) about the founding of Liberia. The English translation, Land of My Fathers, was 

published in 2016. This novel was followed by The Kingdom of Sebah (2003), Bound to 

Secrecy (2006) and The Witness (2011). Bound to Secrecy was chosen as one of the ten best 

translated books in Germany in 2010, and it was translated into various languages, including 

English, French, German and Spanish. In 2015, Sherif wrote The Emperor’s Son, and in 2018 

he contributed to and co-edited Black. Afro-European Literature from the Low Countries. 

Sherif has written for numerous publications around the world, including The New York 

Times, Long Cours (France), Kulturaustausch (Germany), the African Writing Magazine, The 

Kalahari Review, and many more. 

Vamba Sherif studied law in the Netherlands, where he met his wife, with whom he has three 

children. 

 

On Unprecedented Love 

‘Unprecedented Love is a beautiful book.’ 

- Tzum, a literary magazine.  

‘An ode to Liberia and the most important women in his life.’ 

– Het Parool, Amsterdam-based daily newspaper 

‘Unprecedented Love tells a melodious story full of unexpected realities.’ 

– Dagblad van het Noorden, newspaper for the Northern Netherlands 

‘This book is based on wonder, curiosity and mildness, its message is one of resilience, trust 

and connection.’ 

– Dagblad van het Noorden, newspaper for the Northern Netherlands 

‘The book fills you with awe for the wealth of the culture he describes, as well as the wisdom 

and sophistication of its spiritual leaders.’ 

–Voertaal, website for a Dutch and Afrikaans-speaking audience living in the 

Netherlands, Belgium, South-Africa, Suriname, the Antilles and the diaspora 

‘Unprecedented Love is a jewel.’ 

– Hebban, online readers’ platform, the Netherlands 

‘An easy to read book… A gripping story.’ 

– De wereld morgen, online readers’ platform, Belgium 
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Interview with the Author 

Vivian de Gier, Het Parool, 30 April 2021 

 

Vamba Sherif’s Autobiography is an Ode to Liberia and the Most Important Women in 

his Life 

In Unprecedented Love, Vamba Sherif (47) tells his turbulent life story to his daughter, 

Bendu. It is an ode to his native Liberia and the most important women in his life. 

 

‘I was born in an influential family of scholars. The Sherifs were a family of theologians, who 

were considered to be the guardians of Islam in Liberia. They enjoyed respect and prestige, 

and people came from far and wide to ask my parents and uncles for advice. Sherif Quarter, 

the compound where we lived in Kolahun, was run by my mother. She was a businesswoman 

who managed shops, petrol stations and housing. The community consisted of some two 

hundred people, so the compound was always lively. After a breakfast of rice porridge, the 

boys would sweep the compound, while the girls went to fetch water from the well. In the 

afternoon, we were taught Arabic and English by teachers from Liberia, Guinea or Sierra 

Leone. 

 

I was an incredibly curious, naughty little boy. I loved experimenting, so I ended up doing 

things that were forbidden. One day, for instance, I put on a mask of the heathen Poro society, 

which was taboo within our community. Everyone disapproved of it. 

 

When I was eleven, my curiosity ended in disaster for me. Growing up with books, I loved to 

read. Our family had a library containing very valuable, handwritten books that were 

forbidden to people under forty, the age at which you were considered to be an adult in 

Liberia. So the room in which these books were kept was always locked. I knew the books 

included several written by my father, who had died when I was about five years old. I always 

heard people talk about him, saying he had beautiful handwriting, but I had never seen it. 

 

One day, I could no longer contain my curiosity. Via the attic and ceiling of the room with the 

secret manuscripts, I managed to get access to it. I can hardly describe what it meant to me to 

finally see the beautiful handwriting of my father and grandfather, to know what all those 

people had been talking about.’ 
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A Chorus of Indignation 

‘For months, I secretly read one manuscript after another in a sliver of sunlight coming in 

through a crack. I almost began to believe that it was normal what I was doing, until one day I 

heard the voice of my brother-in-law. I had been caught, and his tone suggested that this 

would have serious consequences. In the days that followed, a growing chorus of indignation 

could be heard in our compound. No one in the family showed any sympathy. I just wanted to 

disappear. 

 

What I had done was so serious, it was decided I should be sent away – I was banished. From 

one day to the next, my world, which had been full of love and kindness, fell apart. My sense 

of safety was gone in one fell swoop. I felt completely deserted. Lonely and cast out. 

 

At the time, my older brother Vamuyah had been appointed to a university in Kuwait, and he 

took me with him. We lived in an apartment with other people, kind people. I went to school, 

we had books and we didn’t need to cook our own food. So I had a rich life, yet one that was 

poor too, without my mother and grandmother. I saw them only once afterwards, during a 

short holiday to Liberia. I had a wonderful time there, but because it would hurt so much to 

say goodbye again, I left very early on the last day, without telling them. 

 

Back in Kuwait, I heard my grandmother had died. Shortly afterwards, civil war broke out in 

Liberia, and the First Gulf War started in Kuwait. I had to leave again, this time because of 

war. Me, my brother Vamuyah, and cousin Alpha fled the country. 

 

We ended up in a refugee camp in Jordan. Alpha and I travelled on to the Netherlands. After 

three years of uncertainty, I was given a residence permit. I studied law and married a Dutch 

woman. We live in Groningen with our sons Jamil (16) and Noah (13), and daughter Bendu 

(11). 

 

It was years before I could write this book. Whenever I talked about my grandmother, I burst 

into tears. My entire childhood revolved around her. She was the one who raised me, she 

protected me and was always there for me. She was a wonderful woman and she could sing 

beautifully – I still remember her songs. I couldn’t handle writing about her death. 
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But, as I’ve had to concern myself recently with all kinds of issues the world struggles with 

today – such as being black, belonging, origin and migration – I wanted to formulate an 

opinion about these. These women have made me who I am, they feature in everything. I have 

modelled all female characters in my books after them: strong, independent and enterprising 

women.’ 

 

Don’t Cling to Your Money 

‘I see much of their temperament in my daughter Bendu, and in myself. I’ve been inspired by 

my mother’s generosity and openness. Every Friday, she would give money to the poor and 

make sure that children could study and learn. I remember a poor woman stopping my mother 

in the street and asking her to send her daughter to school, after which my mother offered her 

a place in our compound. 

 

I’ve learned that you shouldn’t cling to your money but share it with others, to be there for 

others and approach them with love. This is what she taught me. I felt it was my duty, almost, 

to share this way of seeing, this way of life, through this book, because we need such values 

in these times of populism and fear of immigrants. 

 

I hope that my book shows that people in Africa, in Liberia, don’t necessarily have a less 

valuable life than people out here. There are beautiful, wise people there whom we can learn 

from. There is not a single way of life which is superior, so let’s listen to each other’s life 

stories and enrich ourselves with each other’s experiences.’ 

 

No Future 

‘Migration and the short time I spent in a refugee camp in Jordan have increased my sense of 

homelessness. What I’ve seen there, I don’t wish on anybody else – it was hell. Many people 

think that refugees should be grateful for the help they get, but it’s a really tough life. There 

was no future, no hope. My life was dominated by fear. If you suddenly lose control of your 

life and others decide everything for you – what you eat, what you do – it marks you for life. 

 

In a rich country like the Netherlands, where we really could make a difference to people who 

suffer, we do very little for refugees. We immediately start talking about their duties without 

listening to what they have been through. There is little empathy with migrants, which makes 
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me sad. We don’t realise it really is a miracle if refugees manage to successfully participate in 

society despite all that they’ve been through. 

 

I’m still learning to curb my fears and let go. Writing has been my salvation. With every 

novel I write, I retrieve a little bit of the world of my childhood and the people I loved, 

everything that no longer exists. Turning my loss into art is a way for me to deal with my 

experiences and traumas.’ 
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Sample translation Unprecedented Love 

Translated by Susan Ridder 

p. 59 - 82 

 

9 

 

On the day of our departure from Barkedu, Alhaji Ansumana Dukuly sent for me. He sat at a 

long table on the veranda, set with a rice dish including a sauce made with palm oil, fresh, 

mashed okra and fish from the Lofa River. ‘Would you like to have breakfast with me, Kamo 

Vamba?’ he said. I washed my hands and sat down. ‘I hope that one day I’ll be able to come 

and listen to a talk by you. And when that day comes, don’t shy away from telling the truth. 

More importantly, though, always be a bridge between people, don’t spread hatred.’ His 

words sank deep into my soul. ‘And come back soon, or I’ll come and get you,’ he said, 

smiling. 

 After breakfast, he walked me and my grandmother to the car. I remember his white 

skullcap, his slender face and 3-day stubble beard, and how he looked at me through the car 

window, his eyes warm and cheerful. ‘Nkoro, could you bring Kamo Vamba back as soon as 

possible, please? There are people here who’ll miss him.’ 

 My grandmother nodded. ‘We’ll be back during the school holidays next year,’ she 

promised. 

 I left the city with an insatiable hunger for knowledge. My great-uncle was my 

example, and in order to attain my goal, I thought I needed to read everything I could lay my 

hands on. But the books that were available to me, were few. My school had no library, so I 

made it a habit to borrow books from fellow-pupils. Or I read the books of my brothers – who 

attended Western schools – and those owned by the uncles who lived with us. These books 

were often copies, or copies of copies, worn out and frequently illegible. Sometimes, when 

my mother went to the market in Koindu, Sierra Leone, where traders from neighbouring 

countries Liberia and Guinee gathered, she returned with books. But these were often 

children’s books. I wanted to read adult books. 

 Thanks to a contribution from my grandmother, I managed to purchase the four-part 

edition of One Thousand and One Nights. My mother brought the books back from Koindu 

and I was so excited, I couldn’t sleep. After school, I locked myself in the bedroom to wander 

through the magical world of Arabia during the times of Caliph Harun al-Rashid. I was 

fascinated by the love stories, the tales and poems were written in rhyme, and I could identify 
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with many different characters, yet reading them made me feel uneasy. Some of the stories, I 

felt, did not do justice to the female characters, who were depicted as a source of misery to 

men, on whom they were entirely dependent. This didn’t fit with my image of women, 

particularly that of my mother and grandmother. 

 I remained a voracious reader. One of my brothers had a suitcase full of books from 

his college years. Without asking for his permission, I opened his suitcase and dived in. This 

is how I learned about the fate of the North-American Indians and the role of the buffalo in 

their lives. A role as important as that of the buffalo in the legend of one of the most 

illustrious figures in African history: Sundiata Keita or Mari Jata, The Lion King, the first 

great king of Mali, whose mother had a buffalo as her totem. 

 Gradually, the world of books became more beautiful, appealing and pleasant than the 

world of reality. On the pages of novels written by Africans, I found confirmation of the 

cultures and traditions that are my heritage. I panted with impatience when the heroes of these 

novels faced a crisis, as in the work by Guinean author Camara Laye, whose novel The 

African Child was one of the most famous on the continent. His novel The Radiance of the 

King, about Clarence, a white man who requests an audience with the young king of an 

African country, would later inspire me to write The Witness, a novel about Onno, a white 

man. I read works by the great Kenyan author Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, whose books were 

compulsory reading at schools in Liberia and elsewhere, and I dived into the novels of the 

Senegalese Cheikh Hamidou Kane, whose work – especially his novel L’Aventure ambiguë – 

was rooted in my reality. As I read, I sometimes had the urge to help the characters, reassure 

them, tell them that everything would be alright, even though this wasn’t always the case. 

 My efforts were actually exercises in evasion, for during all that time, I wasn’t being 

honest with myself. If I wanted to become like my great-uncle, I didn’t need to look very far. 

Our own home housed a great collection of books, treasures offering enough knowledge to 

make me a scholar. 

 The books were kept in the largest room of the house, a room connected to my late 

father’s bedroom. It was beyond the reach of everyone else, including my older brothers, 

sisters, uncles and aunts. No one could enter that room. 

 The stories about that room and the knowledge concealed in its ancient manuscripts 

kept haunting me: I wanted to gain access to its visible and invisible knowledge. Some books 

were written in gold, they were priceless. Throughout the centuries, my ancestors had carried 

them from one place to another, sometimes risking losing their lives. These precious 

documents, which offered insight into both the visible and invisible worlds, had survived 
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wars, hunger, plunder, the greed of rulers and the slyness of people who joined the family just 

to steal them. My ancestors had treasured these books. They were their lives. 

 To understand why I was so keen on reading these manuscripts, you need to know that 

the world I lived in teemed with miracles. There was magic in everything around me – from 

the slant of the rainfall to the way the sun shone, from the presence of frogs at our compound 

after a heavy downpour, to the snakes believed to feed and care for children, caressing them 

with their soft bellies when their mothers’ backs were turned. 

 Not everything could be explained. It still can’t. 

 Before I took that ill-fated decision to read the manuscripts in an attempt to become 

like my ancestors, I began to meditate – in secret, because I knew I wasn’t old enough to read 

those manuscripts. My ancestors and family belonged to one of the oldest Sufi orders in 

Africa, the Qadirriyyah, an order based on love, the basis of life. And I wanted to become a 

Sufi. 

 By meditating, I hoped to attain the level of maturity of my late father or grandfather, 

and the best place to do it was the bedroom I shared with my grandmother, piled with floor-

to-ceiling stacks of suitcases full of clothes and other possessions. 

 On my seventh birthday, my grandmother called me aside, saying, ‘Open that suitcase, 

namesake of my husband.’ When I did, I found various pieces of jewellery, all handmade, 

most of them silver and gold, and a copper box. ‘Give it to me,’ she instructed. The box was 

heavy. My grandmother lifted the lid and took out various large necklaces and bracelets, all 

beautifully decorated and made of solid gold. ‘This was my dowry,’ she said. ‘It was a 

wedding gift from your grandfather.’ I had never seen my grandmother wear these ornaments, 

because they were not made to be worn. ‘This jewellery is for your future wife, this is her 

dowry. Whoever you choose deserves this jewellery. I’ll keep it here until you’re old enough 

to keep it safe yourself.’ 

 In between the suitcases and the bed was a space where I meditated sitting on a mat in 

a white robe. During meditation, I experienced a special kind of calm, inner peace, and 

afterwards, I felt like I could do anything. My dreams were amazing at that time – in my 

dreams, I was everything I tried to be in reality. 

 One day, my grandmother caught me meditating. Instead of reprimanding me, she 

stared at me until I began to worry. From that day on, I saw disquiet in her eyes. It kept me 

awake. ‘Namesake of my husband,’ she said one morning, ‘there is a time for everything. 

You’re too young for adult things. Be patient, one day your body and mind will be ready to do 

what you’re destined for. Go and play with your friends.’ 
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 Her words brought an end to my endeavour to become a real Sufi. And the fantastic 

dreams stopped, too, but not the miracles in the world around me. 

 Our family had a farm which was quite far from the city. We often went there by car, 

but sometimes we went on foot – to make men and women of us, the adults claimed. One day, 

after climbing a massive hill, we saw a pineapple field by the river. We thought they were 

wild pineapples, because the surrounding area was overgrown and was absorbed by the large 

forest. But in reality, the field was the property of a farmer who spent his days working the 

land. He was also known as a medicine man with magic powers. As soon as we were done 

eating a juicy pineapple, ominous black clouds gathered in the sky. When one of my older 

sisters saw us eating the pineapple, she raised the alarm, convinced that the farmer had called 

down the curse of heaven on us. The family had to act swiftly. That very same day, when it 

was still pouring with rain, my mother managed to find the farmer and begged him to stop 

punishing us with thunder and lightning. The farmer turned out to be very angry indeed, but 

when he discovered who we were, a family of scholars who could perform miracles, it was his 

turn to be scared. He recalled the thunder and lightning. 

 And it stopped raining. 

 This was the world I lived in.  
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10 

 

The room with the manuscripts was locked. Not knowing where to find the key, I didn’t dare 

ask anyone for it, for fear of incurring the anger of the family. After my father’s death, the 

house was run partly by my mother, and partly by the countless aunts, uncles, brothers and 

sisters. 

 My father did not name a successor, someone to preside over the manuscripts. My 

only memory of him is him sitting in an armchair in his bedroom, while I played on the floor 

in front of him. He tapped his fingers on the armrest, as if he were restless. Or was he 

humming a tune for his youngest child? He must have been very ill, he had a debilitating 

condition that confined him to his home. Sometimes, I wonder if I would have been the 

youngest member of the family if he had not become terminally ill. Shortly before his death, 

he asked a photographer who lived in our compound to take a picture of us.  

The photographer was Saah and he was from Sierra Leone. 

 Saah had a beautiful studio in the city. He had become part of the family, until years 

later he was forced to flee the country as a result of the civil war. War, having to flee, and 

migration compel you to long for people from the past with an intensity bordering on 

obsession. I often wished with all my heart to know what had happened to Saah, the 

chronicler of that period of my childhood. 

 The photos that Saah took were varied – he used several colourful backgrounds, 

including a painted picture of a fridge full of food, and pictures of cars, including the most 

luxurious, a Mercedes. Or an impressive house. The men and women to be photographed 

were often dressed in beautiful batik gowns, they had enormous Afros, and wore wide-legged 

trousers. For a moment, the people posing in front of a plastic poster of a house or car had the 

illusion they were wealthy. Saah’s art and his studio made this possible. 

 In the black-and-white photograph of me and my father, I’m standing to his right. I 

have a large amulet around my neck to protect me from malevolent spirits, and a beret on my 

head. A neatly dressed boy of about four or five years old. To the left of my father is a man 

who, had he survived the war, would have been the most reliable source of our family history. 

Named after my grandfather, Vamba Kamara was to my father what my father was to his 

grandfather: his right hand, his rock. Small – like my father – light-skinned, and dressed in a 

beautiful robe, Vamba Kamara was in the habit of mixing several languages: Peul, the 

language of the Fulani; Mandé, spoken by my people; Mende, the language of Sierra Leone; 

and Gbandi, spoken in the north of Liberia. It sounded funny, this mix of languages. Vamba 
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Kamara did not become a great scholar, but he was so devoted to my father that many people 

assumed that he had inherited at least part of his knowledge. He stayed with my father until 

his death, loyal as a Sufi student to his Sufi master. During the war, he hid in our attic. But the 

rebels found him and used their bayonets to take him down. That is how he died. 

 I keep wondering about the child in the picture, I would like to know him better. What 

is left of him in the man who became your father? I would like to compare his face and 

behaviour to yours. Was he just as playful as you are? Did he laugh just as loudly, with that 

mischievous look in his eyes? I’m sure that you share the same impulsiveness and enjoyment 

of the little things in life. Like this morning, when I said I would fry some eggs for you. You 

cried for joy and ran towards me, hugging me with total abandon, making everyone, including 

your mother, brothers and me laugh. I suspect that you would have recognised a lot of 

yourself in the child I was, his striking nose or the vague smile on his face. And one day when 

you’re an adult, you’ll probably understand his desire to read the manuscripts, to become a 

scholar just like his great uncle, his father, grandfather and great-grandfather before him. 

 This desire led me to doing something with those manuscripts that would end in 

disaster for me. If no one could give me the key, and if I didn’t dare ask anyone for it, I 

reasoned, there was only one way to get into that room: by crawling across the ceiling. 

 Like elsewhere in the country, most houses in our compound had a space between the 

ceiling – made of a thin type of wood material – and the corrugated iron roof. This space was 

used for storing things like suitcases, tools, and the rice harvest. Mice made it their home, and 

cats went up there to chase them. It was a dark, dusty and dangerous place because of the 

number of nails holding the cotton wool insulation in place, as some of them had been put in 

the wrong way around, with the sharp bit sticking up through the wood. 

 The night before I planned to creep into the room, I was so excited that I couldn’t 

sleep. In order to reach the room through the space above the ceiling, I needed to use the 

suitcases in my grandmother’s bedroom as a ladder. Then, crawling across the entire length of 

various rooms in the enormous house, I needed to find my way to my goal. 

 My grandmother was up already, my breakfast was waiting for me on the other side of 

the door. I was in the habit of sharing my breakfast with friends, but on this particular 

morning, I sat at the table by myself, using a spoon to eat my favourite rice porridge. Looking 

back, I think I tried to humour my mother and grandmother. By doing everything by the book, 

I must have thought, my undertaking might seem less serious to them. But to be honest, I was 

hardly aware of the effect my plan could have on my life. Or on my mother’s and 

grandmother’s lives. I couldn’t have imagined how my actions would change their position 
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within the family for good. The only thing that mattered to me at this point was my hunger for 

those manuscripts.  

 ‘Namesake of my husband, you’ve eaten well,’ my grandmother said, looking 

satisfied. 

 I had put on my uniform and combed my hair according to school regulations. Using 

an old cloth, I buffed my new shoes, which my mother had bought in the capital, Monrovia. I 

strongly disapproved of the practice of using a school bag, because my favourite teacher, 

Teacher Conteh from Sierra Leone, used to walk around with his books pressed against his 

chest. Besides, what we had was mostly thin exercise books. 

 At school, I didn’t just learn what the teachers taught us, but also studied what was 

scheduled for weeks later. For some reason, I was asked to sing the national anthem and 

school songs every morning before class. I was convinced I had the best voice of the entire 

school. Now I know this wasn’t true. I see the same conviction in you. Whether you’re in bed 

or in the bath, upstairs or downstairs, you sing one song after another. 

 The best thing about school, as far as I was concerned, was hanging out with my 

friends in the playground. I didn’t really care about our classes, because quite often I already 

knew what they were about. While the teachers were busy explaining things, I would be 

reading other books. I only paid attention in Teacher Conteh’s class. Impressed by my 

enthusiasm for his subject, he gave me extra lessons after school without charging my mother 

or grandmother an extra fee. And as he and half the teachers of our school lived in our 

compound, I would sometimes keep him from his afternoon nap by pestering him about some 

difficult word or biology term. I intended to study medicine, as the family expected me to, and 

Teacher Conteh believed in me. Because of the war, however, I lost track of him. 

 

My grandmother was out when I came back from school – she had probably gone to help my 

mother in one of her shops. My grandmother once told me that she wasn’t saving the money 

for my mother, but for me, for my studies or my future. 

 Without hesitating, I climbed the stack of old brown suitcases until I reached the 

ceiling and moved a loose panel. The space above was dark and dusty, but my biggest fear 

during the entire expedition was not that I would be injured by a nail, but that any misstep 

would lead to me falling through the thin ceiling onto the hard floor. A few minutes later, I 

realised that my clothes were impeding my movements, and salty sweat trickled into my eyes, 

which hurt, but I kept working my way through. 
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 It was difficult to determine exactly where I was, but at some point, I thought I had 

reached the room with the manuscripts. Rushing to move one of the ceiling panels aside, I 

created a tear in the thin wood material. Through a hole, I could see chests filled with 

manuscripts. I carefully lowered myself onto a stack of them and clambered down nimbly. 

 There was just enough sunlight in the room filtering in through a crack in the only 

window to find my way in the dark. My heart was pounding. 

 Here I was, finally, surrounded by the largest collection of knowledge in my world. I 

felt completely overwhelmed. Chest after chest, suitcase after suitcase, all laden with 

manuscripts written by the skilful hands of my ancestors or copied by famous calligraphers 

my ancestors had paid in silver and gold and salt. The library smelled of decay, with cobwebs 

furnishing the edges of chests and corners of the room. 

 Astounded by what I found in this treasury, I opened one of the chests and took out a 

leather-bound manuscript. Its pages still intact, the book was handwritten by my great-

grandfather, the man who was buried in the middle of the forest and whose grave was visited 

by hundreds of pilgrims each year. I read about his travels to Timbuktu and discovered that he 

was not only educated in Sierra Leone, as many people thought, but also in a country 

bordering on the desert. 

 To acquire this knowledge made me both humble and arrogant. When I crawled back 

across the ceiling to the room I shared with my grandmother, I was consumed by the idea that 

I now possessed knowledge no one else had – neither my older brothers and sisters nor my 

uncles and aunts. I knew what they didn’t know, and this was only the beginning. It would 

probably take me years to read all those manuscripts, but the knowledge and insight into the 

family history I would gain, would make me greater than my great-uncle, the Grand Mufti, 

greater than my great-aunt Mother Dukuly. My plan was that once I was done acquiring all 

that knowledge, I would open a great centre of learning and share it with the world. 

 Throughout the rest of the day, a mysterious smile played on my lips. Everything 

around me suddenly seemed unimportant. My peers no longer mattered. I had managed to lift 

myself up into the company of the very greatest.  
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The following day, I went back to the forbidden room. Devouring one manuscript after 

another, I spent hours without taking a break. My enthusiasm was so great that I was in 

danger of giving away my presence by uttering cries of amazement every once in a while. 

While reading, I discovered that my father’s younger brother, Vangamoh Sherif, who lived in 

Sierra Leone, was a better poet than my father. He had published several collections of poetry 

in Cairo. One of his collections was an ode to his Sufi master, a member of the Tijaniyyah, an 

order with a great following in West Africa, while my uncle belonged to the popular 

Qadiriyyah order. In the nineteenth century, this difference resulted in wars in West Africa, 

but these two men were singing each other’s praises despite following different doctrines. 

 I was so impressed by his poems that I learned them by heart. A few months later, I 

wrote a long poem in his honour modelled after one of his, and sent it to him – a decision that 

would have serious consequences, for it made him do something at a critical moment that I 

didn’t expect of him. 

 I became more reckless by the day. Sometimes, when I read something funny, loud 

laughter would emerge from the dark room. For instance, when I read my father’s story about 

a man whose only proud possession was a pair of dark glasses, which he wore day and night, 

even in bed. My father’s choice of words gave me a vivid impression of that man: tall like the 

Wologizi Mountains, he drove a motor bike so small that when he sat on it, only the tyres 

were visible. I imagined him lying in bed with his glasses stuck to his face. 

 After months of browsing through the manuscripts, I became increasingly convinced 

that what I did was completely legitimate, because no one stopped me. But it was precisely at 

that point that the dam that had protected me until then, broke. An avalanche of events 

dragged me towards a fate that neither my mother nor my grandmother or I could ever have 

anticipated or avoided. 

 Rumours began to circulate, whispers as soft as the morning breeze, so soft I did not 

pay attention to them. Later, they became louder, ending in a storm of indignation. 

 One afternoon, while I was reading a manuscript about how to summon spirits from 

the other world, I heard a man talk. He was married to one of my sisters, and like many 

others, he had decided to live with us, becoming dependent on his in-laws. 

 ‘Things will end badly for this family if no one dares to take a stand against a child 

who has gained unauthorised access to knowledge that’s dangerous to him and all of us,’ my 

brother-in-law said. ‘Such arrogance! It’s unheard of! What’s the matter with the woman who 
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lets her child do whatever he wants? Isn’t it enough for her to be the richest of all in this 

family? Does she also want to be the best in everything? When will it stop, good people?’ 

 I stood rooted to the cool floor of the room, my hands trembling from the seriousness 

of his words. My secret had been revealed. If my mother and grandmother were to find out I 

had done something I wasn’t allowed to do, they would certainly be enraged. 

 The brother-in-law felt it was his duty to inform my grandmother of my actions, as my 

mother was on a business trip to Guinea.  

My grandmother couldn’t but listen helplessly to the fierce criticism of my behaviour. 

‘What did you do, Kamo?’ she cried. ‘You’ve given our enemies a reason to attack us. Even 

your grandfather wasn’t as voracious as you. Do you know what’s in those books? 

Knowledge so powerful that even adults can succumb to its weight. Let alone a child. Do you 

want to cause us even more grief? Do you realise how many offers your mother had to bring 

to have you? And then you go and treat life so recklessly? We should have been stricter. I 

should have been stricter. It’s all my fault.’ She went on and on about it. 

 Later that day, when I was in bed and my grandmother sat on the prayer mat in front 

of me, I heard her voice quaver with sadness while she prayed. 

 Somewhere in the thin-walled house someone said, ‘Doesn’t he know that we carried 

those manuscripts on our heads long before his mother was born? That we carried those books 

in the bright sunshine and pouring rain from one city and one country to another? Doesn’t he 

realise that we’ve done everything to protect those books? This can’t be true! A child of his 

age can’t have acted alone. Someone must have put him up to it. Such egotism! Such greed! 

Apparently, it’s not enough to have money and fame, they also want to rob us of our treasure! 

It’s madness. What kind of a world is this? What kind of a mother, what kind of a child?’ 

 ‘Ma?’ I heard my mother’s voice outside. 

 She was back. 

 My grandmother’s crying grew louder. 

 Then my mother stepped into the room, and I sat up. 

 I expected to be slapped, to get the whiplashes I deserved. This is when I would feel 

pain. Real pain. 

 There was a power cut, and the paraffin lamp turned my grandmother’s face into a 

canvas of emotions, streaming with tears. 

 But my mother ignored me, comforting her mother instead. I sat straight up on the bed, 

paralysed by her anger, which threatened to consume me like a fire.  
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Several weeks later, members of the Sherif family from Sierra Leone, Guinea and other parts 

of Liberia came together to discuss my place within the family. My future hung by a thread. I 

had never seen so many Sherifs in one place – more than a thousand people, mostly men, had 

assembled to decide the fate of a child. 

 During the days before the meeting, it felt as if I had landed in a dream, one in which I 

was a spectator rather than an active participant. And what made me speechless was that my 

own family, relatives I knew well, suddenly wanted nothing to do with me. 

 My mother’s behaviour was the oddest of all. She couldn’t bring herself to talk to me. 

This powerful woman was now reduced to someone who – probably for the first time in her 

life – had become dependent on the judgement of other members of her family, mostly men. 

She seemed utterly crushed, withdrawn. Her role as head of the family had been taken from 

her. Her supporters, even the people who truly loved her, were lost for words because there 

was no way they could justify my behaviour. It’s not that they were afraid of the relatives who 

now considered my fate. It was about my behaviour and the conviction that some knowledge 

could be dangerous to a child. There were countless examples of children considered to be 

geniuses, who eventually became victims of their own brilliance. A child needed guidance, he 

should be offered knowledge in appropriate portions. My behaviour was unheard of in the 

history of the family. 

 My eldest brother, Vamuyah, son of my father’s eldest wife, was absent. He seemed to 

be the obvious guardian of the manuscripts, but he lived in Egypt. I had never met him, as he 

left before I was born. My mother told me stories about his life in Egypt, and that sometimes 

she sent him money for his studies. In one of the many pictures of him, he was standing 

beside a woman seated in a chair. She was a young, black, Egyptian woman descended from 

the original inhabitants of that country. I often dreamed that I was in the company of my 

eldest brother, that I had discussions with him in Arabic about everything that I had read. I 

don’t know if the family wanted Vamuyah’s opinion on what to do with the manuscripts. 

People simply kept away from them, as if reading them was taboo. No one bothered with 

them until a child had broken the taboo. 

 I decided to tell you about this painful episode in the family history to show you that 

people disagree sometimes, hurting each other despite the love they feel for each other. It is to 

show you that in the end, you must find your own path in life. 
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 Among the scholars present at the large gathering were my great-uncle Alhaji 

Ansumana Dukuly, Grand Mufti of Liberia, and my uncle Vangamoh, the poet from Sierra 

Leone. My grandmother was still distressed, but since my mother – who still refused to talk to 

me – hid her shame by going away as often as possible, it was mostly my grandmother who 

was burdened with the repercussions of my actions. 

 Our guests occupied all corners of our compound, but because we could not house 

them all, some were offered accommodation by other large families in town. The mood in our 

quiet compound was both grim and somewhat festive. 

 I remember I was asked to step forward. While my mother and grandmother sat with 

the other women on one side of the square, the brother-in-law who had informed the family 

about my activities addressed me. He was small and dressed in a blue robe. At dusk, he would 

stroll through town with a book in his hand, but he was actually one of the many who had 

failed to acquire the status of scholar, so he pretended to be one by obeying real scholars and 

making offerings to curry favour with them. 

 ‘Child, who asked you to read those holy books?’ he said. It was courageous of him to 

get up and speak in the presence of all those important people. 

 I did not have a suitable answer to his question. 

 ‘No child comes up with the idea to climb through a ceiling and crawl across a 

dangerous space to read those manuscripts. Someone must have given you instructions. Tell 

us, Kamo Vamba.’ 

 But I did not know what to say. No one had told me to do what I did. 

 ‘One name is enough,’ the man said. ‘We would all like to know who hates this family 

so much that he or she has persuaded a child to play with fire. One name, that’s all. Come on, 

say it, child.’ 

 From the side of the women a voice said, ‘Our patience is running low, child.’  

 I didn’t realise at that point that everyone was waiting to hear the name of my mother. 

But no one had asked me to read those books, so I remained silent. 

 ‘Then we have no choice but to ban you and your mother. You’re no longer members 

of this family.’ 

 A wave of indignation rippled through the crowd. 

 ‘Dear family,’ my uncle Vangamoh, the poet from Sierra Leone, said. ‘The 

manuscripts hold knowledge which has turned me and my late brother into scholars. 

Knowledge is not bound by age. We should not punish a child because he has read books, 

even though some of these books were not written for someone his age. I propose to open a 
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library and make the manuscripts accessible to everyone. By reading those manuscripts, he 

has been able to write a poem despite his age.’ My uncle produced the poem that I had written 

in his honour, and proceeded to read it out loud. 

 ‘So young, yet so gifted,’ he concluded. 

 ‘But it’s not acceptable what he did,’ the brother-in-law said. 

 ‘If he’s punished simply because he has read the manuscripts, then I don’t want to be a 

member of this family,’ my uncle said. 

 ‘You can’t do that,’ my great-uncle Alhaji Ansumana, the Mufti, spoke for the first 

time. ‘You are and always will be a member of this family.’ Then the Mufti addressed my 

mother. ‘Alamadi – gift of God,’ he said. ‘You are the heart of this family. It will fall apart if 

you leave. We can’t allow this. You need to punish your child yourself. We won’t do that. 

The family will remain together, despite what has happened.’ 

 My mother nodded, glad with this final verdict of my great-uncle. 

 Later that evening, when I was in bed and pretended to sleep, I heard my mother and 

grandmother discuss my future. 

 ‘He has to go, Ma,’ my mother said. 

 ‘But where, Alamadi?’ 

 ‘It’d be better for him to grow up somewhere where no one can hurt him. It’s better to 

protect him by distancing ourselves from him.’ 

 I promptly sat straight up in bed. 

 ‘I don’t want to go away, Ma!’ I cried. 

 ‘I wasn’t talking to you,’ she snapped. 

 ‘I don’t want to leave mama – grandmother,’ I said. 

 ‘You’re leaving, you hear me? You are leaving,’ my mother said. 

 She sounded harsh, without compassion.  
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This morning after breakfast – including your favourite, a slice of bread with turkey salami – 

you went downstairs. You stood in front of the tall mirror in our living room and asked me to 

come and look at your dance moves. Besides gymnastics, which you enjoy doing every week, 

you have been passionate about dancing in recent months. You watch clips on the Internet and 

copy the moves. While you were dancing, I thought of your birth. 

 It was the middle of winter. You were two weeks overdue, and we expected you to be 

a big baby, bigger than your two brothers. Your mother and I were dying to welcome you and 

escape the restlessness of those final days of pregnancy. 

 Your mother was at her most beautiful during her pregnancy: fragile, yet strong. There 

was a hint of fatigue in her face, but it was dominated by her smile, her disarming way of 

greeting life, of embracing it. Her smile is still her most surprising and characteristic feature. 

Everything about her radiated unbridled health and happiness. 

 You announced your arrival on a snowy, unbearably cold January morning. A winter 

child. Your mother, who was waiting for the contractions in hospital, asked me to get some 

magazines, because the waiting room had few of interest. And while I walked home, I thought 

I heard your grandmother in the deep stillness of the falling snow. Her voice did not sound 

commanding, but more like a soft whisper, like a lullaby: ‘I live on, Vatoma. I live on in the 

child that is coming. I am with you. I’ve never been away.’ 


