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Vanity Fair 
July 2012 
 
Amazing Grace? 
 
He’s now an evangelical minister, but in his former life Liberia’s Joshua Blahyi was a warlord and 
cannibal who went by the name General Butt Naked. And he has a story to tell. 

 
By Tom Freston. 
 
Of Africa’s 55 nations, I’ve always been the most curious about Liberia, on the southern curve of West 
Africa. First off, only Liberia and Ethiopia were never colonized. Liberia’s history is in fact unique. The 
country was founded in 1820 by freed slaves from the United States. The capital, Monrovia, was named 
after President James Monroe. Then, in true Jim Crow style, those freed slaves (called Americo-Liberians) 
took what they had learned from the master-slave plantation system in the U.S. and used it to dominate 
and suppress the local native population—97 percent of the country’s people. The locals were denied 
citizenship until 1904 and could not vote until 1963. The Americo-Liberians held power until a coup in 
1980 led by Sargent Samuel Doe, a semi-literate member of the local Krahn tribe, dislodged them. 
 
The overthrown president was disemboweled and his 13 Cabinet members were tied to telephone poles on 
the beach and shot by drunken soldiers. Liberia began to unravel under Doe—wholesale corruption, ethnic 
violence, increasing poverty. Civil war broke out in 1989, the rebels led by Charles Taylor, an Americo-
Liberian. He dislodged Doe, but the war continued until 1996, cooled down for a bit, and then blew up 
again in 1999, continuing to 2003 when Taylor went into exile. 
 
Of all the African conflicts in late 20th century, the Liberian civil wars stand as among the most macabre, 
gruesome, and sensational. President Doe was videotaped being tortured; his ears were cut off and he was 
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told to eat them. He finally bled to death on the floor as his captors sat around drinking Budweiser. 
Child soldiers, some as young as nine, ruled the streets. Taylor called his recruits the “Small Boys Units.” 
They were fueled by cocaine, alcohol, and marijuana, and would at times fight dressed as women, wearing 
wedding dresses, wigs, shower caps, and Halloween masks. Some fought naked, cutting off limbs and 
beheading people as they went. Cannibalism was not unusual. Some 250,000 people died in these wars, 
about 1 Liberian in 12. 
 
In 2005 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was elected president, the first female African leader. She has been called 
the Liberian “Iron Lady” and was a Nobel Peace Prize winner in 2011. Sirleaf has had her hands full 
trying to bring Liberia back to life. The country has been strip-mined and traumatized. Liberia lost 90 
percent of its G.D.P. between 1989 and 1995. There is 80 percent unemployment; a large percentage of all 
women have been sexually assaulted. The health and education systems were gutted during the wars, as 
was the rest of the country’s infrastructure. Today, according to some reports, only an estimated 5,500 
homes are connected to the electrical grid. Under Sirleaf, though, there has been modest progress. 
 
I traveled to Liberia in June with a bipartisan delegation brought together by the One Campaign, the anti-
poverty advocacy group founded by Bono, of which I am board chair. We regularly do these trips and 
they have proven to be extremely effective. The idea is to demonstrate to a group of politically influential 
people how smart, effective aid programs are not just productive but essential in post-conflict nations. We 
visited rebuilt hospitals and farms set up to rehabilitate former child soldiers. We met with diplomats, 
ministers, entrepreneurs, and President Sirleaf herself. 
 

 
For all Liberia’s problems, it’s hard not to be struck by its citizens’ belief that redemption and recovery 
are possible. For an extreme example of that, I left the group one day and sought out a meeting with the 
notorious former warlord and self-admitted cannibal who called himself General Butt Naked—a killer 
who converted to Christianity when, he says, Jesus appeared to him during a human sacrifice and asked 
him to repent his sins. Today known as Joshua Blahyi, he devotes himself to running a ministry, making 
amends, and rehabilitating former child soldiers. In his former life he ran the Butt Naked Brigade, a 
militia aligned with Samuel Doe. There were countless militias in those days, led by men who adopted 
noms de guerre such as General Bin Laden and General Mosquito. Butt Naked’s soldiers were particularly 
ruthless—killers and rapists who fought naked except for guns and shoes. Their nakedness was meant to 
instill fear and, they also thought, to protect them. By their own admission, before battle they often 
sacrificed young children, ate their hearts, and drank their blood. “The hearts were roasted,” Blahyi told 
me, as if that were a mitigating detail. In 2008, in front of Liberia’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, he claimed that he and his followers had killed more than 20,000 people. 
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Because of Mr. Blahyi’s new evangelical status, I asked Ralph Reed, the former head of the Christian 
Coalition, who was in our delegation, if he wanted to come and meet this self-styled warlord turned 
evangelist. He was curious and agreed. “I’ve never met a warlord before,” he said. So Ralph and I headed 
out one hot, humid afternoon in search of the former General Butt Naked, living now in a rundown suburb 
of Monrovia called the Chocolate City, as in the P-Funk album. George Clinton, like President Monroe, is 
on the Liberian map. 
 
We were told to look for the general along the side of the road, just after the gritty port area, so he could 
guide us to his current headquarters. We drove through a crazy-quilt mix of dilapidated architecture—
unfinished and war-torn buildings next to concrete huts with rusting corrugated-tin roofs, all framing an 
endless street bazaar. We spotted Joshua Blahyi next to a ramshackle market. He is a husky, well-built 
man and gave us a broad smile. He was in a spotless brown army shirt and had on a nametag. We 
followed him deep into Chocolate City, coming at last to an open-air, half-finished concrete-block 
structure with a dirt floor, where he runs his ministry for young men from the slums. 
 
A group of Joshua’s staff and supporters, including a minister from neighboring Nigeria in a sharp suit, 
were assembled to greet us, along his current group of about 20 boys, whom he had handpicked from the 
slums for his program of rehabilitation that aims to get them detoxed and religious, and give them a craft 
to support themselves. We sat in a circle of plastic chairs and introduced ourselves. When Ralph said that 
he once headed the Christian Coalition, a huge cheer went up. Joshua had the boys stand one by one and 
tell their stories. All were drug addicts, now in withdrawal. They calmly related their recent pasts as 
rapists, armed robbers, child soldiers, outcasts from their families, orphans, graveyard dwellers. Several 
had the hollow, dehumanized gaze you’ve seen in photos of Kalashnikov-toting street toughs. 
 
Joshua then, with preacher-like cadence, recounted the story of his training at 11 as a tribal priest whose 
job it was to perform human sacrifices and cannibalism to protect his people, and how he brought that 
practice to the battlefield with his “Butt Naked Brigade” to spread terror and mentally fortify his young 
fighters. He described his conversion as a moment in battle in 1996 when he had just sacrificed a 
“peaceful, kind, three year old girl.” He had bloodstains on his hands and heard a voice behind him 
speaking in his dialect. “I saw a man in white linen, but he was so bright—brighter than the sun. And I 
discovered later that that man was Jesus, who told me finally to repent and live—or refuse and die.” Ralph 
asked him if he had known anything about Jesus. He said no, but that a group of Christians, an 
“evangelistic ministry,” came to teach him, embraced him, and let him stay in their pastor’s house. After 
54 days of struggle, he finally accepted Jesus as his savior, and General Butt Naked became Joshua Blahyi 
the evangelist—a conversion noted throughout the country. Joshua said it gave Liberians hope because 
they figured, “If God can change me, He can also change your children.” 
 
There are skeptics who believe Blahyi is just trying to dodge charges of war crimes, even though he freely 
admits to them and says, “There should be action for all the negative things I did in the past. But I know 
whatever action there is cannot tamper with my freedom with Jesus.” 
 
Ralph Reed says that it is hard to judge the legitimacy of Blahyi’s conversion but that one must look 
kindly at the good works he has been engaged in. Such is the reality of Liberia. Criminal judgment has 
been postponed. There are even acknowledged killers in the nation’s senate. One government official said, 
“If we went to prosecute all the warlords now, they’d just go back to the jungle and we’d have more war. 
We have a country to rebuild first.” They speak of the Cambodian model, where only now, decades after 
the Killing Fields, the aged Khmer Rouge leaders are being put on trial. 
 
Perhaps the war-crime shoe will drop one day in Liberia. In the meantime, it may be that good has won a 
slight advantage over the evil that has been so pervasive. There seems to be a church on every corner. The 
international community, particularly the United States, has been providing smart aid and assistance. One 
sees the diaspora of talented Liberians returning. Liberia has a long way to go to shake off its terrible 
history, but the process, however strange and tenuous, has begun. 
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OpEdNews 
Monday, 30 July 2012  
Opinon 
 
State Department Says Obama Official Misquoted on Rwanda 
 
Last week the Guardian quoted the head of the U.S. Office of Global Criminal Justice, Stephen Rapp, 
saying that the president of Rwanda may be tried for possible war crimes in the International Criminal 
Court (ICC). The story was puzzling for several reasons. Neither Rwanda nor the United States is a 
member of the ICC, established in 2002 as a permanent war crimes tribunal. 
  

 
Near Congo/ Rwanda border by Georgianne Nienaber 
 
Ironically, Ambassador Rapp joined the ICC in 2001 and led the prosecution against the leaders of the 
RTLM radio station and Kangura newspaper for inciting the Rwandan Genocide of 1994. 800,000 Tutsis 
and moderate Hutus were murdered by the Interahamwe militia. He is probably best known for directing 
the prosecution of former Liberian President Charles Taylor during the Sierra Leone Civil War. It seemed 
improbable that Rapp would make such a reckless statement, especially given his expertise about media 
and its ability to generate misinformation, hate crimes and prejudice.  
 
A phone call and email to the press office at the Department of State revealed that the Guardian misquoted 
Rapp and took comments completely out of context -- a mistake that the Guardian has yet to correct. 
 
A senior State Department Official provided the following in an email: 
 
    In his Guardian interview, Ambassador Rapp sought to underscore the importance of holding to 
account those responsible for crimes against humanity, noting as a general principle that neighboring 
countries have been held responsible in the past for cross-border support to armed groups. He was not 
calling for any specific prosecutions in this case. (emphasis added) 
 
The background briefing included "deep concern" about Rwanda's involvement in the region, echoing 
previous State Department comments on the M23 rebellion in eastern Congo. 
 
    The United States has repeatedly expressed to the Rwandan government its deep concern about 
Rwanda's support to the Congolese rebel group called M23, as outlined in the UN's Group of Expert's 
Report. Our immediate focus is on the cessation of violence in eastern DRC, the end of outside support to 
all rebel groups, and the demobilization of those groups. We support regional cooperation against armed 



 13
groups, including joint military operations that are conducted with civilian protection as the foremost 
consideration and that are based on mutual consent and respect for sovereignty. 
 
Unfortunately, the erroneous suggestion by the British press that Rapp was calling for the specific 
prosecution of Paul Kagame was immediately picked up by world media and subsequently used by anti-
Rwanda hate groups and lobbying organizations calling for the United States to pull back funding. In a 
token gesture, the US had pulled $200,000 in funding for the end of fiscal year 2012, but the funding will 
immediately kick in again in October 2013. The Netherlands followed suit after the Guardian article and 
suspended 6 million USD in aid. Whether the funding decisions were a priori in nature is impossible to 
determine. History will judge. 
 
The monetary amount is inconsequential except in the arena of public opinion, and public opinion is 
easily manipulated in this day of immediate response and rumor mongering by social media. 
 
An indictment by the ICC is reserved for the worst war criminals, and the erroneous Guardian  story 
significantly wounded an already beleaguered country in the arena of public relations. 
 
In the absence of a coherent African policy, is the Obama administration playing to an election cycle of 
rumor diplomacy? Or is this just another excuse to bolster AFRICOM forces in place of solid policy as 
this article suggests?  
 
    The lack of political muscle at State and USAID on Africa has come at a time when the Pentagon is 
increasingly active across the continent. The Pentagon's Africa Command, known simply as Africom, is 
well-resourced (established in 2007, Africom already has more personnel than the total number of USAID 
international staffers working on the continent), and wading into policy debates in ways that the Pentagon 
rarely did in the past when it came to Africa.  
 
Rwanda has consistently and vehemently denied speculation that it is supplying arms to the M23 rebels. 
The M23 rebellion has issued press release after press release saying the same, but the Washington Post is 
the only media outlet that is reporting on the content. 
 
As reported by Voice of America, Rwanda went through a United Nations report on arms smuggling "line 
by line" at a meeting with the Group of Experts who prepared the report. Foreign Affairs Minister Louise 
Mushikiwabo said Rwanda submitted a counter argument to the Security Council on Friday. The final 
report by the group of Experts is due later this year, but press leaks and lobbying by anti-Rwanda and anti-
Tutsi hate groups have fanned discontent. Rumors are rampant on social media that Rwanda has been 
abandoned by the United States, its strong ally since the 1994 genocide. 
 
Rwanda is not a perfect country and neither is any country in Africa or the western world for that matter. 
You can examine the conflict in Syria, the Israel/Palestine quagmire, or US actions in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and make arguments and counter arguments for placement of blame and whether atrocities 
occurred. 
 
Personally, I believe the current conflict in DRCongo will become the historical poster child for media 
bias, distortions, under-reporting and outright lies that have contributed to hate speech in social media and 
an escalation of a conflict that could have been resolved at the beginning by negotiation and 
implementation of the 2009 Goma Peace Accord. 
 
NOTE:  The Guardian "updated" its story this weekend with another quote from Rapp. 
 
    We have a lot of influence with the Rwandans. We've been very supportive of them. We're prepared to 
speak frankly to them as we have privately in the past, and now publicly," Rapp said. "M23 was 
reinforced by Rwanda, and that has to stop. And that's the message we're delivering. 


