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Honorable members of the Truth & Reconciliation Commission,

Members of the Advocate for Human Rights

Officers of the Union of Liberian Associations in the Americas and its chapters 

Members of the Clergy 

Members of the press corps, 

Friends of Liberia, 

Ladies and Gentleman. 

My name is James Yarncie Hunder, Sr. I was born in PZ Town, Todee District, Montserrado County, Liberia. I presently live in Winston-Salem, North Carolina where I am employed with a prominent security company. I am the president of the Liberian Organization of the Piedmont and the southern regional Vice President of the Union of Liberian Associations in the Americas-ULAA.

I am pleased to have the opportunity to appear before you today.  I hope that this statement about my experiences, about the experiences of my family, and the experiences of my fellow Liberians, is of value to the Commission in its very important work to bring unity and healing to our nation.

The events that have brought us all to this point had their roots long before the Rice Riots or the coup of 1980.  I was a child of about 5 years old during the 1955 political crisis in Liberia known as “the plot that failed”, which took place under President Tubman.  During this saga, my father was a supporter of David Coleman, a Tubman rival and a clan chief in Todee district.  My father was Gbodowah Hunder, also known as PZ.  My father learned that Tubman had implicated him in the 1955 plot to overthrow the government and sent his soldiers to 'bring [my father] back alive or bring Tubman his body'.  

My father had a Mandingo friend who was a soothsayer who gave him a talisman.  When he kept his talisman with him, the soldiers pursuing him would become confused.  One day, my father was sitting on his porch when soldiers came into the village, 'grabbing chickens, food, animals and things'.  The soldiers came and asked 'where PZ Hunder was'.  My father pointed to his left and said 'he went that way'.  The soldiers, supposedly under the influence of the magical talisman, became confused and my father was not harmed that day.  After this incident, my father went into hiding for 2 years.  When he came back to the village, he again found himself on the wrong side of the Tubman administration.  My father was related to paramount chief Kpannah Goba, who happened to be a Tubman supporter.  Paramount Chief Goba made every effort to convince my father to join Tubman’s campaign but without success.  My father and Chief Goba had a 'falling out'.  Goba was able to retain his position as paramount chief and later became a member of the Liberian legislature.  But because my father did not support Tubman’s policy or administration, he lost his position as clan chief and never again sought any government jobs.

My father was very impressed by the soothsayer’s magical power, which he credited for saving his life, so he decided that one of his children should become a Muslim and train as a soothsayer.  That is how, as a young boy, I was sent to a Muslim school.  I went to live with my foster parents (Lassana and Mamusukullah Trawally-Keita) who at the time owned and operated several diamond mines in Bassa camp near Weasua.  I was forced to learn only the Q'uran, but I dreamed of going for formal schooling. I secretly learned to read and write English and was taught by a person in the camp.  Thereafter, with the assistance of my kind and loving step-mother, I escaped and went to live with my foster sister and her husband (Mamade and Fanta Trawally-Jalloh) in the Bong Mines industrial camp.  There, at the age of 14, I was enrolled in formal school at the Zaweata Elementary School. 

I later moved to Monrovia and entered a night school (Student Union High on Broad street, where my brother taught at night). My high school education prepared me for employment with the Special Security Service (SSS) at the Executive Mansion. The SSS is responsible for the protection of very important personages (VIP): the president and his immediate family and other special dignitaries. Upon completing the requisite requirement for employment, I was admitted at the National Police Academy for six months basic police training. I graduated on July 23, 1971, the very day President Tubman died in a clinic in London, England.  All graduates were ordered to report to headquarters for special assignments alongside other law enforcement agencies so as to maintain peace and stability during such an unprecedented event. President Tubman was immediately succeeded by his long time Vice President, Rev. Dr. William R. Tolbert, Jr.Upon completing 6 weeks VIP training course in Cestor village in Congo Town, Monrovia, I was fully assigned to the SSS. By virtue of my frequent assignments to the president, I became known and privileged to accompany President Tolbert extensively on local, national and international travels.

On the day of the coup d’etat which toppled the Tolbert’s administration- the morning of April 12, 1980 - I was assistant second shift commander.  My shift had ended at 11:00 P.M. and I had gone home. I did not know any of the coup plotters and did not know of any plans by the military to stage a coup until the next day when I was awakened by gunfire from the direction of the military barracks. The shocking news of a coup was later announced on the various radio stations.  Following Samuel Doe's and his People Redemption Council (PRC) forces taking complete control of the Executive Mansion, it was announced that all SSS personnel were to stay away from the mansion and its environs until further notice. It was not until a few weeks later when 13 former cabinet members were executed that the SSS was ordered to report for duty. Any SSS personnel previously assigned or close to the late president Tolbert was re-moved from the Executive Mansion for security reasons. I was reassigned to the Post Stockade along with 2 other SSS personnel (Captains Edward Swaray and Charles Kimber). The Stockade is one of the maximum security prisons next to camp Belle Yallah where high-risk political prisoners were being kept.  I was under strict orders to report any clandestine activities of the inmates and other personnel having contact with the prisons. I was later warned by a close co-worker that my assignment to the stockade was a set-up so that I could be arrested for passing secret information from high risk political prisoners - since I knew all the prisoners. The conditions in the Post Stockade were terrible and almost uninhabitable-individual cells were often over-crowded, poor sanitations, verbal and physical abuses were the norms. The soldiers used constant harassment and intimidations to force the prisoners to demand money from their family members which they would often not receive. 

I was assigned to the stockade when A.B. Tolbert (the president’s son) and Varney Dempster (former SSS and LNPF director) were kept there.  I always pitied the prisoners and started carefully running errands for them, even though I knew it was risky. I ran more errands for some than others.  Passing communications from A.B. Tolbert, Varney Dempster and other inmates to their friends and family was almost a daily routine.  I made sure to know the contents of the messages before delivery.  Almost all the communications were requesting money from families/friends to pay guards for favors to avoid harsh treatment and to purchase decent meals usually prepared by a female political inmate (Ms. Angeline Sherman). I remember the last note I received from A.B. Tolbert was on a whole roll of toilet paper.  Which I flushed down the toilet before going back into the office because I suspected a soldier saw me taking the note from AB Tolbert.  A moment later, the post stockade commander, Col. Reeves Bouy summoned all operatives into his office for inspection because he suspected that personnel were in the habit of passing information to the prisoners. I learnt the next day that both A.B. Tolbert and Varney Dempster were secretly removed from prison and taken to the military camp Schefflin where they were gruesomely butchered and buried in shallow grave.  I do not know who took Tolbert and Dempster out of prison and I do not know who ordered them killed. But no prisoners ever left the stockade without Col. Bouy’s permission.

I also was a liaison between the Stockade and Special Security Service when the former PRC’s Vice Head of State Thomas Weh-Seyn and four other high-ranking PRC officers were arrested for an alleged counter coup against Samuel K. Doe in August, 1981. I befriended and won the trust of many prisoners. I would start up conversations with prisoners for the purpose of obtaining any verifiable information detrimental to state security. But not once did anyone ever admit, reveal, or indicate any signs of involvement in any attempt to topple the Doe government. My assignment was to clandestinely seek and report to president Doe through the SSS Director any information detrimental to the PRC government. Like others, I frequently spoke with former PRC Vice Chairman [sic] Thomas Weh-Seyn,  One night, Weh-Seyn asked me if I would do him a favor and if I was brave enough to deliver a message to CIC Doe.  I replied that I would.  Weh-Seyn said that he had a message for Samuel Doe: 'Tell Doe, if he causes my blood to be shed, he's going to pay in worst manner!'  "I did not wrong him, I did not go against him, and I never planned with any one to kill him- so, if he ends my life his blood will be shed or worse!"  The next day, I went to the Executive Mansion and conveyed the message to the SSS director, Thomas Gbeku-Wright who immediately arranged for me to meet Doe in his 4th floor office. I gave the message to Doe just as given by Weh-Seyn. Doe asked me 'How did he [Weh-Seyn] look?'  I said 'Sir, he looks OK to me, but he wishes for your kind interventions’'.  Doe said 'OK; you are dismissed to leave now.” 

Later on that same day, the Post Stockade commander, Col. Reeves T. Bouy summoned all the stockade details (soldiers and SSS) in his office. Col. Bouy said that it was mandatory all stockade operatives must meet back in his office that night. I was suspicious and very fearful that something real bad was about to take place in the stockade. I had no choice but to join others to meet with Col. Bouy in his post stockade. We were later joined by a special squad from the Executive Mansion Guard detachment. Very surprisingly, nothing specific was being discussed and  Col. Bouy asked his body guards if the convoy was prepare. Col. Bouy ordered the convoy to proceed to a night Club on Gurley Street where we disembarked and followed him into the club. Once seated Col. Bouy asked a bar tender to serve everyone drinks of their choice-so the party began.  After some time,  Col. Bouy abruptly requested for the bill, paid and started to head out to the cars. The convoy was heading back to the post stockade and by this time I became very suspicious of what was coming.  Upon arriving in the stockade fence, after a brief delay in his office, Col. Bouy ordered us into the main inner fence of the post stockade where the squad leader (name unknown) ordered his men into position. Col. Bouy ordered the jailer (name unknown) to release former PRC Co-Chairman Major General Thomas Weh-Seyn and his 4 co-conspirators. It immediately became apparent to Weh-Seyn and his co-conspirators that they were about to face their fate because they could vividly recall the false release of their fellow inmates-when A.B. Tolbert and Varney Dempster were prematurely released under the guard of darkness about the same time and they were never returned nor heard from any more. Suddenly, Weh-Seyn and his co-detainees, each broke into loud cries and hallowing in English saying: “my people, they coming to kill ussssoohh! Doe is killing usssssooohhh!”  They were repeating their cries in their various vernaculars continuously as the special squad was ordering them to shut up and line up. 

I wanted to leave the scene that moment but the gate was shut and guarded. The most unbearable moment came when the squad leader ordered his men to shoot. The condemned prisoners became to cry even louder but only to be silent for ever by the barrage of bullets when Weh-Seyn and his co-conspirators were savagely and unceremoniously gunned down without being blindfolded or even administered some spiritual rite  I stood there helplessly in total disbelief that I had just witnessed the murder of another human being. I can still picture the scene like it just happening.  It is a memory that I will take to my grave.  As if it was not enough to watch the gruesome murder of fellow Liberians without due process, I was even more heartbroken when the PRC government announced the same day that Weh-Seyn and his co-prisoners were killed as they were escaping through the attic of the post stockade. Not only did the Doe government murder fellow citizens in cold blood, but, they shamelessly lied without any remorse. 

In 1984, my then wife got a scholarship through the Nancy B. Doe scholarship Fund to study nursing at the Chicago State University.  So my wife and one of our children were in the U.S and I stayed in Liberia. Sometime the same year, while the Director of the SSS (Nathan Nelson) was with president Doe in his home-town of Tuzon, Grand Gedeh county,  I was instructed to represent he (Nelson) at a funeral.  On my way back from the funeral, I instructed my assigned shift driver to pass by my friend, Edith Dinklage's place and ‘get something to eat'.  As we drove into Edith’s yard, there was a strange man sitting on her porch. She walked up to the car and said: “ James, I am sorry the food is not ready yet.” I said, “well, I will come back another time.” But just before we attempted to drive away, Edith said to me, “Oh, please meet my friend-he is a businessman from America.”  I said 'Hi' nice meeting you’ and the person on the porch said 'Hi'. As we started to drive from the house, I heard a conversation over my military walkie-talkie describing the car I was in. The entire area was under surveillance and I heard someone say 'the subject is still on the porch'   I immediately tried to reach the Joint Security office with out success. Thereafter, I contacted director Nelson and briefed him about the happenings. He instructed me to report to the SSS office and turn myself in to deputy director Sam Ajavon.  Deputy director Ajavon was immediately joined by few high-ranking military officers who began to question me about my connection with a Edmond Johnson and a ex- US marine. It was during this interview that I found out what was going on.  Edith’s residence had been under constant surveillance since Edmond Johnson and his co-conspirator ex US marine (name unknown) left their hotel and took residence in Edith Dinklage’s home. Though I honestly told them that I did not know the men in questioned, I was arrested and turned over to the National Security Agency (NSA) for questioning about my role in the conspiracy to stage a coup against the PRC’s government. I was charged with secretly supplying the Conspirators with arms from the SSS office.

While at the NSA, I later found out that other SSS officers: Samuel Crump and Edward Swaray and our mutual friend Edith Dinklage  have also been arrested for allegedly conniving with Edmond Johnson and the ex-US marine to plot a coup against Doe.  After extensive investigation for close to 3 months being held in the NSA’s interrogation room, by His grace, we were each set free with any explanations. But we were barred from the Executive Mansion for several months before resuming duties.

I suspected that I was constantly under surveillance since my release from jail. From my previous experiences working at the post stockade and the experiences of fellow Liberians who were falsely imprisoned and savagely murdered under the guard of darkness, it was by His grace that I spared and survived to tell some of their stories and to openly once and for all set the record straight that former PRC co-chairman, Major General Thomas Weh-Seyn and 4 other PRC members were gruesomely murdered within the confine of the post stockade and that the PRC government lied on August 14, 1981 that they were killed while trying to escape from prison. 

Honorable members of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and all those assembled here, I thank you for your undivided attention and I look forward to being able to offer more information about ‘True Reconciliation’ tomorrow when I speak on behalf of the Liberian Organization of the Piedmont in particular and the ULAA southern region in general.  If the Commissioners have any questions I would be happy to answer them.  I thank you!

