
                                                                               
 

        
 
 
The Si st er s 
 
Too often, stat ist ics are jarr ing in their  hopelessness.  Bu t the five Cathol ic sisters 
running the Ganta Leprosy and T.B. Rehab Center near the Liber ia-Guinea 
border can boast  some impressive numbers: for  instance, they have a combined 
one hundred years of experience living and work ing in Liberia. 
 
Yet  they most cer tain ly don’t boast.  They are fu ll of humility, even after all 
they’ve done and lived through.  The women, some of whom are in their  70s, 
exhibit  a grace you wou ldn’t  expect from people who have left  their  home 
countr ies and spent decades in somebody else’s war-torn  nat ion. 
 
Liber ia, though, is not  somebody else’s nat ion to them.  If one defin it ion of “home” 
is where you love and are loved, then, for  the sisters, Liber ia is just that. 
 
They have cared for  hundreds of leprosy and tubercu losis pat ients in the years 
they’ve been at  the center  in Ganta, which the Catholic mission runs for  Liber ia’s 
Minist ry of Health .  Family members of those receiving t reatment can also l ive in 
the community, which is home to more than 700 men, women, and children.   

 
Sister  Rita, an Italian nurse and nun who is in her mid-
70s, sits down at  the table; she’s wear ing what she 
wears every day: a simple blue dress, a white head-
cover ing, and a pair of fl ip-flops—the near ly 
omnipresent par t of the Liber ian wardrobe, known as 
“slippas” throughou t the country.  
 
She tells us abou t Peter , speak ing affect ionately about 
th is old man who everybody calls “Walk ie-Talk ie.”  He 
was once the Town Cr ier , Sister  Rita says.  Today, 
though, besides being disfigured by the leprosy that 
struck him decades ago, he is also ravaged by cancer 
that ’s tak ing over  h is body.  Bu t Walk ie-Talk ie is 
amazingly joyfu l and incredibly productive.  Along with 
several others in the community, he’ll keep using his 
mangled hands to create detailed woodcarvings that I 
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cou ldn’t  make, even with all  ten digits in tact.  Walk ie-Talk ie wil l spend the rest  of 
h is l ife in the safety of the colony the sisters oversee, cared for  and known by 
name, just l ike the hundreds of others who live there.   
 
And she and the other sisters—Carla, Mar isa, Gaudi, and Josephine—
energet ically relate the story of how they ran from Ganta dur ing Liber ia’s 14-year 
civil war, alongside well-informed polit ical analysis abou t their adopted nat ion.  
“We actually left in one day,”  recalls Sister  Gaudi, who has been in Liber ia since 
1963 (“a short time,”  she tells me).   
 
“The attack on Ganta in 2003 happened 
suddenly.  It was a betrayal to Ganta, eh?”  
They didn’t  want to leave town, bu t they 
were finally convinced to board one of the 
Catholic mission’s vehicles:  “We didn’t 
w ant to go—but the shooting was coming 
over our heads…zhoooooo!!!  So we had to 
go.  So we went w ith the last car,”  Sister  
Gaudi continues.   
 
While they were gone, they ar ranged to have food bought in neighbor ing Gu inea 
and delivered to the colony.  Final ly, they retu rned to their  house in Ganta, 
finding it  looted and destroyed—for the second t ime dur ing the civil  war.  
Everyth ing was missing.  Soon, though, they found ou t  that they’d been taken 
care of wh ile they were gone.  Their  pat ients, many of whom had lost  fingers, toes, 
hands, and feet  to leprosy, had traveled down the long dir t  road connect ing the 
colony with the sisters’ home, rescu ing things from the house.  Sister  Gaudi says: 
“Our beds were there—our own beds.  It w as really moving.  They said, when there 
w as no shooting, the times that were quiet, w e went down and piece by piece we 
carried the things up here.”    
 
 
Brut us 
 
Our white Land Rover with  the Mercy Ships logo emblazoned on the side sat in 
the midst  of the crowds at Ganta’s local market .  Several of us shopped for  eggs 
and bread and spices and oil and vegetables, all the th ings we’d need to make 
that  n ight’s meal.  A couple of others stayed with  the Rover.   
 
Soon, a man in h is 30s approached Debra, who was tak ing photos nearby.  
“Excuse me, can I talk to you?”   He introduced himself as Sampson, and he 
poin ted to h is two wheelbarrows abou t 20 feet  away; ou t of them he sold 
toothpaste and other assor ted toilet r ies to make a living for  his family. 
 
“ I w anted to thank you,”  Sampson said, with the dist inct ive Liber ian accent.  “My 
son came to the Mercy Ship last year and had surgery on his lip.  And now he is 
doing fine, very f ine.”  
 



A day later , we all returned to the market to do a l it t le more shopping.  Debra 
took  us by Sampson’s wheelbar rows, and we asked if we cou ld meet his son.  He 
told us he cou ld go get Bru tus, age 6, or  we cou ld come to his home—“a four -
minu te walk  away”—and meet Bru tus there.      

 
We elected to walk  with Sampson, and abou t 20 
minu tes later , a small boy and a small gir l came 
running fu ll-speed toward us.  The boy bore the 
subt le signs cleft  l ip su rgery: this was Bru tus. 
 
Our l it t le group approached the three-house 
compound where Sampson’s whole family l ived.  
Abou t 25 adu lts and ch ildren were gathered ou t  
front .  Several of the women were preparing 
heaping piles of r ice, cassava leaves, and other 
Liber ian staples.  They brought ou t benches for  us 
to sit  on, placing them under a huge shade tree 
that  shielded us from the already-hot morning sun. 
 
We asked Sampson if th ings had changed for  
Brutus, since his operat ion.  He said that  l ife was 
completely different .  Before the surgery, “much 
hatred was poured on him,”  bu t  now, Bru tus was 
accepted.  The qu iet  l i t t le boy didn’t  say a word, 

bu t he seemed to know that he was safe—with  h is family, even with us. 
 
After  a half hour or  so, we headed back toward the market, walk ing with 
Sampson.  Bu t  soon, Bru tus caught up with us.  He st i ll didn’t  make a sound, 
bu t I saw him approach.  I reached ou t my hand, and he took a couple of big 
steps forward and grabbed i t .  We walked in si lence to the market .  When we got  
there, I extended Bru tus’ hand to Sampson; Brutus pu l led i t  back, in no 
uncertain terms, keeping his hold on my hand.  This continued for  several more 
minu tes, me trying to gently convince Bru tus to let  go of me, and Sampson doing 
the same, unt i l fat tears were roll ing down the li t t le boy’s face.  He wanted to 
come back to the ship with  us.   
 
A crowd gathered.  Finally, 
somehow, he was convinced.  
He let  me go.  The Mercy Ships 
crewmembers with  me, 
however, were not  content to 
let me simply walk  away from 
the event, and from that  point  
on I was known as 
“Hear tbreaker,” a n ickname 
that , oddly enough, poin ted to 
the fact  that this l i t t le boy was 
loved well on our ship. 
 
 



John 
 
John lives at the Rehab 
Center in Ganta, one of 
many there who is 
categorized as an “ex 
leprosy pat ient,” as the 
disease is no longer 
act ive in h im.  Like most 
of them, though, he st il l 
l ives with leprosy’s 
effects. 
 
And also, like many of 
the others, he refuses to 
allow those effects to 
keep him from being 
fu lly alive.   
 
John is in charge of the shoe shop at  the Rehab Center .  Or iginally t rained as a 
tailor , he spent two years in Sierra Leone almost 30 years ago, learning from a 
German cobbler  who was teaching people to make specialized shoes for  people 
affected by debil itat ing diseases.  He even knows how to make prostheses (and 
wears a r ight leg that  he made years ago), bu t the Center can’t  afford the 
mater ials necessary for  h im to make any more of them. 
 
So, John and his team make shoes that  will  fi t  the men, women, and children 
who have lost  par ts of their  feet.  “We have more than one patient w ho has no 
toes, so we mold the shoe for the foot to sit in,” he explains.  “We take the 
measurement of the feet, then we draw it, then we cut it….  Because they have no 
size, they have nothing to buy in the store.”  
                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Loved 
 
We went to the Rehab Center later  that  day, after  meeting 
John, Walk ie-Talk ie, and the others.  Benches were set up, 
and people gathered, coming on their  cru tches, in their  
wheelchairs, and on foot . 
 
As I sat  tuning up my gu itar  to lead some singing (with a slew 
of small children watching me from abou t two feet away), I 
looked around the circle and saw a lot of familiar  faces.  
Walk ie-Talk ie looked at  me.  I smiled at h im, and he smiled 
back, broadly and unashamedly.   
 
Unashamedly.  It  struck me that  th is must be a special place—here, people 
seemed to know that  they were loved.  In too many other places, Walk ie-Talk ie 
wou ld have been surpr ised by my smile, and he probably wouldn’t  have smiled 
back.  Bu t here, he knew he was cher ished.   
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