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dreams do come true

Let your dreams grow like this cotton tree in 

Kamakwie, always reaching for the sky.
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At midnight, on October 3rd 1990, the 
bells are ringing in Berlin, former and 
new capital of Germany, to announce 

a new day and the beginning of a new era. A 
new era not only for Germany. Among these 
bells is the ‘Bell of Freedom’ ringing in the 
Schöneberger Rathaus. It’s inscription is the 
famous quote of Abraham Lincoln: “That this 
world under God shall have a new birth of 
freedom”.

At a distance of 350 km to Berlin, the imag-
es of tens of thousands people celebrating 
the reunification of my country in front of the 
Brandenburg Gate are projected into my liv-
ing room, where I am sitting together with my 
family, tears in my eyes. We watch as the fire-
works explode in an inky black sky and the 
German black, red and gold flag is hoisted in 
front of the Brandenburg Gate. Somewhere 
in this crowd of joyful people my future wife 
Marion is celebrating the reunification of 
Germany. The Iron Curtain has dropped. The 
conflict between East and West has come  
to an end. 

At the time, I am a soldier and struggling to 
understand what has just happened. The col-
lective dream of an entire nation has come 
true! Not only for the people of East and 
West Germany, but of the entire world. The 
world will be at peace from now on!

No it will not, as we all know. Since then, 
not a day has passed without war, without 
bloodshed, without starvation, without crying 
injustice.

that this world under God 
shall have a new birth  

of freedom.

Abraham Lincoln
16th President of the United States of America (1809 - 1865) 
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While Marion grew up in West Ber-
lin, on an island of democracy and 
prosperity - yet surrounded by a 

wall, my youth was shaped by life in a small 
town in Northern Germany. Aged 15, we both 
did not have a real idea of what life in East 
Germany really meant and felt like – con-
fined and spied upon, queuing for bread and 
butter, waiting 15 years for a car, a ‘Trabbi’, 
grateful for care packages from the West.

But what did already unknowingly connect 
us at that time was a deep awareness of 
injustice and the urge to make this a better 
world, even if only by a tiny bit. I, for my part, 
sold sachets of cacao in school to support an 
herb garden in Brazil and joined a third world 
group supporting a hospital in Liberia. There 
and then it was born, my wanderlust, my 
dream of Africa.

A strip of death separated  
East- and West-Berlin for 45 years. 

Fisher boats seem to slumber  
and dream on the beach of Tokeh.
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the German people  
had a Great dream.  
the dream to be  
united aGain. 
and free.

Still unable to believe what has happened, people 

climb the Berlin Wall opposite the Brandenburg 

Gate on November 10th, 1989, after the borders 

were opend the night before (left). Nearly a year 

later, on October 3rd 1990, East and West cele-

brate the reunification of Germany on the famous 

street “Unter den Linden” in Berlin (right).
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Thirty years later, another dream came 
true - Marion and I married. We have 
four healthy and happy children from 

our previous marriages, we earn enough to 
live well, have a sturdy roof over our heads, 
are (too) well nourished, have access to clean 
water, a reliable power supply and excellent 
health care. We are able to travel as much 
as we want to and enjoy incredible cultural 
diversity in the midst of an enviable infra-
structure. And suddenly, it comes back to the 
surface - our dream of Africa. It was never 
gone, just sleeping.

We finally took the liberty to fulfil our dream. 
We packed our bags and flew to Africa for 
the first time in 2017. To Sierra Leone, of 
all the many African countries. We made 
our dream come true and were plentifully 
rewarded, not in terms of money, but in our 
hearts and souls. Our first step on African soil 
was in Freetown. That cannot be a coinci-
dence.

The same Abraham Lincoln, whose words 
are engraved in the Berlin Bell of Freedom, 
finally abolished slavery in the United States 
of America. Since 1792 former slaves were 
resettled on Africa’s West Coast in a free 
town then called Freetown. The descendants 
of these liberated slaves are called the Krio 
and have their own culture, language and 
architecture. Patricia Harding is one of them. 
She was the house manager of our first hotel 
in Freetown. Her original name is Bamejoko 
and her ancestors were native Nigerians that 
had been sold as slaves in the United States. 

Today, Patricia’s family has returned to the 
US and Patricia too is considering emigration. 
The fulfilment of a collective dream does 
not always bring happiness to each single 
person.

Some Krio board houses still exist in Freetown.  
They are whitnesses of this cities history and  
its peoples dreams.
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That also applies to Germany thirty 
years after reunification. Quite a few 
East Germans today have the feeling 

that they are on the downside of this unified 
Germany, even if they have been the motor 
of the change. The people in Leipzig with 
their ‘Monday Demonstrations’ caused the 
dictatorship to fall and those in East Berlin 
gave the wall its final push. But still today, 
many of them earn less than their West Ger-
man colleagues. Many are still struggling to 
find their new identity in this unified German 
State and find a new perspective. And quite 
a few are turning to populists and fascists for 
answers. 

It was exactly this lack of perspective that led 
to the civil war in Sierra Leone in 1991, one 
year after the German reunification. It took 
only ten years to completely devastate this 
former Pearl of West Africa, leaving not much 
but burnt soil, charred buildings and muti-
lated people – visibly on arms and legs, less 
visibly in their souls. 

In Makeni I met Ibrahim Mosto Conteh who 
sells simple prosthesis in his Enable Salone 
Workshop, Lady’s Mile 8. For some, even a 
wooden leg with a board-foot could sym-
bolize freedom, but for the lack of the two 
dollars needed remains a wish, a dream. But 
it must not stay one.

Germany was separated into East and West 
for 45 years. Berlin was cut in half by a wall 
measuring 3.60 metres in height, secured by 
East German border guards and self-firing 
systems. The preamble of the West German 
constitution reads: “The people of Germany 
are summoned to fulfil the unity and freedom 
of Germany in self-determination”. I admit, 
in the mid-80s, I was convinced this dream 
would never become true, not so Marion, 
living in Berlin. 

Träume keine kleinen 
Träume, denn sie  

haben nicht die Kraft, 
die Herzen der  

Menschen zu  
bewegen.

dream no small dreams  
for they have no power  

to move the hearts of men.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,  
German Poet (1749 - 1832)
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Luckily, I was wrong. No doubt, the 
reunification was made possible by 
geopolitical factors, but mainly through 

the vigour and determination of the people 
of East Germany. Dreams don’t simply come 
true, they are made true. By people. In Ger-
many as in Sierra Leone.

Who ended the civil war in Sierra Leone? 
Not the white man, but the people of Sier-
ra Leone. Who rebuilt the country? Not the 
white man, but the people of Sierra Leone 
- certainly, with money from the wealthy 
countries, however it was not donated by 
pure philanthropy but to safeguard their 
own interests. During my trips through Sierra 
Leone I was impressed to find that reconcili-
ation is very well advanced here, as opposed 
to other former civil war countries I have 
experienced (such as the countries of former 
Yugoslavia). I am not surprised to learn that 
already in 2010 UN General Secretary Ban 
Ki-Moon stated in Freetown: “Sierra Leone 
represents one of the world’s most success-
ful cases of post-conflict recovery, peace-

keeping and peacebuilding”. Which, by the 
way, was one of the reasons for us to choose 
Sierra Leone to travel to. And now the peo-
ple of Sierra Leone have even managed a 
peaceful democratic change of power. This is 
no dream but reality. We are impressed!

Emilia Diah Conteh also made her way. The 
young woman is owner of a small restaurant 
in Kono. Before, she worked for a German in 
the diamond business, but when he returned 
to Europe in 2010, she invested her compen-
sation into her future and opened her res-
taurant. Now she is even hoping to expand. 
While Marion and I are enjoying her cassava 
leaves and rice, we meet Mamei Mbayoh. 
She is studying Business Administration and 
believes Sierra Leone must free itself from 
the influence of the many NGOs. “We can’t 
live only from donations! And the foreign-
ers act according to what they think is right. 
Which must not necessarily match with what 
we believe is right”. She answers my ques-
tion, where she wants to work after having 
finished her studies, with “For an NGO”.  

We all have our dreams, no matter what col-
our our skin is. I dream of being able to return 
to Sierra Leone, a dream that unfortunately 
has been put on hold by COVID-19 this year. 
I dream of friendly and happy black faces as 
a change from the many grumpy and sullen 
white faces I often see in Germany, despite 
all the prosperity in my rich country. Certainly, 
these are luxurious dreams. 

John M. S. Conteh from Kamakwie, 18 years 
old, dreams of having enough to eat the 
next day. Not an issue in Germany’s affluent 
society. But John also has greater dreams 
when his tummy does not rumble. He wants 
to finish school and study architecture, to 
build new, different houses. Different houses 
to those in Germany, where the inhabitants 
of residential blocks don’t even notice if a 
neighbour has been lying dead in his flat 
for days. John dreams of building houses in 
which people are happy to live and meet. 
Dream on John! 

John M. S. Conteh in Kamakwie tells 
Lars about his dreams of becoming 
a great architect.

Photo: Marion von Oppeln
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i dream of expandinG my restaurant  
With a larger restaurant, I could train young people  

and give them a perspective.  

Emilia Diah Conteh, 33 years,  

owner of the restaurant “Emidiah” in Kono

Excerpt from the book “No food for a lazy man”, 2017
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i dream of independance for my country
Nothing would work in this country without foreign help.  

But in the long run we cannot live off donations and the  

NGOs cannot stay here forever. 
Mamei Mbayoh, 20 years, university student from Kono

Excerpt from the book “No food for a lazy man”, 2017
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i dream of becominG an architect 
I want to build colourful houses with innovative design  

in which people are happy to live and meet.   
John M. S. Conteh, 18 years, student in Kamakwie

Excerpt from the book “No food for a lazy man”, 2017
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And John isn’t the only one to dream. 
Ibrahim Sannah, aged 70, is manager 
of the Eco-Tourism Camp on Tiwai 

Island. The people living in the surrounding 
villages appreciate their big island, so rich 
in biodiversity;  11 species of primates live 
here! A real touristic attraction. But Ibrahim 
does not dream of hordes of tourists on Tiwai 
Island. He wants to preserve this unique 
ecological niche. The island in the middle of 
the Moa River is part of the Gola Rainforest, 
the last remaining rainforest in West Africa. 
“We want to preserve it for our children yet 
unborn!” he told me. Ibrahims dream is larger 
than it may seem at first sight. The green belt 
along the equator, to which the Amazonas 
also belongs, is the lung of the entire planet, 
responsible for cleaning the air the industrial 
countries such as Germany pollute.

Twenty years after the end of the civil war, 
tourism in Sierra Leone is starting once more. 
The developments on the Peninsula espe-
cially give reason for hope. The number of 
foreign tourists visiting this country is con-

stantly rising. Sierra Leone’s beaches, the 
ocean, fresh fish and friendly people – a real 
dream for tourists! But this dream is only a 
few steps away from a nightmare as you can 
see all around the Mediterranean Sea. The 
many unofficial clearances on the Peninsula 
give us a taste of what is to come if there are 
not enough cautious and proactive people 
such as Ibrahim Sannah.

The exploitation of Sierra Leone’s wealth in 
the form of minerals, gold and diamonds or 
bauxite are a cause of worry not only to me, 
but also to Paramount-Chief Joseph Tommy 
Kposowa from the Chiefdom of Bumpe. The 
challenge is not only the destruction of the 
environment but also the fact that Sierra Le-
one itself often has only a limited profit from 
the exploitation of its wealth. International 
companies earn millions of dollars while the 
local people have only a short-term benefit.

Many rain drops fill a river and many  
dreams can change the face of the world.  
Sketch of the Moa River from Tiwai Island.
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»
I have seen a lot in my long life. The 
trouble is that the largest problem is still 
the same: Corruption! My people are 
suffering and the politicians in Freetown 
are filling their own pockets. Since 10 
years I have been promised that the road 
from Bo to Bumpe will be renewed. And 
what happened? Nothing! We were also 
promised the establishment of a voca-
tional centre, nothing happened. The for-
eign companies are no better. Those for 
example, who are operating mines in my 
chiefdom to extract bauxite to produce 
aluminium in Europe. Of all the promises 
they made – scholarships for our youth 
for example – nothing much happened.

But I am very proud of my people! They 
are very capable and motivated to make 
a change. Before the civil war, we provid-
ed the entire city of Bo with rice, we even 
delivered rice to Kenema. Today we have 

to import expensive rice from Pakistan or 
Bangladesh. The damage of the war has 
not yet been rebuilt. We were on a good 
way when Ebola came.

One day, this Chiefdom will again be the 
rice granary of this country. All children 
will be able to go to school, they will 
have access to a qualified training and 
those working in mines will receive fair 
wages. Yes, these are my dreams. The 
hospital of the German Doctors already 
is a shining example. Step by step, my 
people, who are being trained there, will 
take over. In the long run, we will be able 
to stand on our own feet. Not today, but 
soon.

Joseph Tommy Kposowa, 85 years,  

Paramount-Chief of the Bumpe- 

Ngao-Chiefdom

i dream of prosperity for all

Excerpt from the book “No food for a lazy man”, 2017
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Marion and I were impressed by the 
German Doctors, the way they offer 
help for self-help, a concept which 

has been discussed for decades in Germany 
but very seldom implemented. Instead, state 
development aid often creates new depend-
encies. On our first trip, we met Saidu Ses-
ay in Kamakwie and became friends. Even 
though our houses are at a distance of 7,500 
km we have the same dream; To promote 
education for Salone youths to give them a 
self-determined future. In their own country. 
Without risking the dangerous trek to Europe.

Upon our return to Germany, we established 
an association (Mahmoo e. V.) to support the 
Sella Vocational Centre (SEVOC) in Kamak-
wie, directed by Saidu Sesay. Since that day, 
we have paid for a certain number of schol-
arships for vocational trainees. We financially 
support the school when necessary and are 
in constant exchange as to the development 
of the school and the entire town. We are 
hoping not to be presumptuous know-it-all’s, 
a reproach many East Germans have ex-

pressed towards the West Germans during 
the reunification process thirty years ago 
and to date. We are striving for cooperation 
and self-empowerment in which both sides 
learn and profit. We Germans for example are 
learning how to cope without running water 
and constantly available power... 

Principal Sesay is proud of his school and his 
work, it gives meaning to his life. The same 
holds true for us and our commitment. But 
it cannot be the only goal to donate money 
to Sierra Leone, here we agree with Mamei 
Mbayoh, the student from Kono. Coopera-
tion begins when both sides learn and profit. 
Born was the idea of our LIONBAGS, a dream 
made of plastic and cotton.

A dream made of plastic and cotton: 
Tailors of the SEVOC proudly presenting 
the LIONBAGS they produced.
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i dream of empowerinG youths 
I want to enable youths to become selfreliant  

and usefull in our society. 
Saidu Sesay, 50 years, principal of the  

Sella Vocational Centre, Kamakwie

Excerpt from the book “No food for a lazy man”, 2017
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At the Sella Vocational Centre, students 
learn tailoring by practicing with emp-
ty cement bags, fabric itself would be 

too valuable. This inspired Marion to design 
tote bags made from used Leocem cement 
bags with their typical lion head emblem in 
combination with colourful African fabrics. 
Leocem is a subsidiary of Heidelberg Ce-
ment, a German multinational corporation. 
Hundreds of LIONBAGS have already been 
sold in Germany. Newspaper articles were 
published and demand is growing. These 
bags are being produced by graduates of the 
Sella Vocational Centre in a post-graduate 
programme, allowing these tailors to earn fair 
money immediately after graduation and to 
gain experience. At the same time, the envi-
ronment is being protected: The plastic-wo-
ven cement bags are being upcycled and not 
thrown away.

When in 1985 Marion and I were dreaming 
how to make this a better world, even if only 
by a tiny bit, we had no idea we would use 
cement bags to do so! Dreams develop their 
own dynamics.

“I have a dream…” – with these famous words 
Martin Luther King called for more justice 
and equality for the African Americans in 
1963, allowing them too to live the Ameri-
can Dream. “We are the people!” were the 
words that tens of thousands of Germans 
chanted in 1989, making the German dream 
of a reunited and free nation come true. “The 
future of Africa lies in the dreams of its youth. 
It seems impossible until it’s done” is written 
in large letters on the wall in the newsroom of 
African Young Voices in Freetown. So: Youth 
of Sierra Leone, dream your “Salone dream”! 
And make it come true!

A dreamy view over Tagrin Bay to Freetown and  
the Peninsula Mountains on an early morning.
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sierra leone represents one  
of the worlds most successful 

cases of post-conflict recovery, 
peacekeepinG and peacebuildinG. 

(2010)

Ban Ki-Moon
South Korean Politician and UN General Secreatry (*1944)

The beaches of the Peninsula are idyllic places 
yet undiscovered by mainstream tourism – a lot 
of space for dreams. Sketch of Tokeh Beach.
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The German national anthem begins 
with the words ‘Unity and Justice and 
Freedom’. It was written by August 

Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben in 1841 
on the Island of Helgoland, at a time when 
the German state did not yet exist. But this 
dream set the trail. And still does today.

German unity still isn’t a reality everywhere 
in our country, even thirty years after the 
reunification. The wall has been taken down, 
replaced in large parts by nature conser-
vation areas, but the wall in our heads still 
persists. Sierra Leone is still struggling with 
disunity between its ethnic groups and politi-
cal parties. 

And when I see the current police violence 
in the United States of America, justice and 
fairness still seem very far away. Instead of “I 
have a dream”, African Americans and their 
supporters of all ethnicities chant “Black 
Lives Matter”. 

And, doesn’t freedom also imply being free 
from hunger and (preventable) sickness? 
There is so much room for new dreams!

One thing is cLear: Our dreaMs dO 

nOt cOMe true aLL By theMseLves. 

dreaMs are Made true. By PeOPLe. in 

gerMany, in the usa, in sierra LeOne! 

Let’s tackLe Our dreaMs in the sPir-

it Of aBrahaM LincOLn: “that this 

wOrLd under gOd shaLL have a new 

Birth Of freedOM”.

Dreams don’t simply come true, 
they are made true. By people.  
Pregnant women waiting for ultrasound  
examination in the Hospital of Serabu.
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what do you dream about?
where are you headinG for?

A keke driver in Bo City.
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View of River No 2 and the Peninsula 
Mountains – a real dream for tourists.

The portraits in this booklet are an 
excerpt of the book “No food for a 
lazy man“, published 2019, the first 
and as yet only book about Sierra 
Leone in German language. 

You can buy the book in Freetown:
German Shop, 6 Cassava Farm, 
Juba Road

You can order the book online: 
www.lbmd.de/shop

LIONBAGS are produced by  
vocational trainees in Kamakwie.

You can buy LIONBAGS in Freetown:
German Shop, 6 Cassava Farm,  
Juba Road

To order LIONBAGS online: 
contact info@lbmd.de
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MariOn vOn OPPeLn 
Born 1970 in West-Berlin, Marion studied Graphic Design 
in Heiligendamm near the Baltic Sea after the reunifica-
tion of Germany. Later she moved to Schleswig-Holstein 
where she met Lars. Next to her wallet and some mascara 
you will always find watercolour paints and a sketchbook 
in her handbag. When she is not sketching or painting, she 
loves to make music, with the viola and the accordion.
Her first vocational training as a foreign language corres-
pondent comes in handy on her trips abroad, she is fluent 
in English and French with basic knowledge of Italian.
On every trip to Sierra Leone, she collects new sketches 
of this beautiful country, some of which are featured here. 
On the right you see her sketching in the middle of the 
Gola Rainforest near Lalehun.
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Lars BesseL 
Lars was also born in 1970 but in a small town entourage 
in Schleswig-Holstein. His love to juggle with words gave 
him an early start into journalism. He worked for newspa-
pers many years, turned to radio and television and finally 
to online content. He writes books and produces films and 
is very glad to be able to combine this with his wanderlust. 
The last few years he has been focussing on Sierra Leo-
ne, transporting the touristic qualities of this country to 
a German audience. When he met his future wife Marion 
in 2016, he finally found the perfect partner for his vari-
ous projects, such as the “Mahmoo” Association providing 
scholarships for a vocational school in Kamakwie or the 
LIONBAGS which are being produced in this school.
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The German reunification gives ample 

evidence that even far-fetched dreams can 

come true, it is worth insisting. Pandemics can 

be overcome; health, education and skills can 

be spread; poverty can be reduced; climate 

can be stabilized; peace can be reached and 

maintained.

i am happy to have met Lars Bessel and  

Marion von Oppeln, journalist and artist, who 

came to Sierra Leone to make a long-cher-

ished dream come true. They made friends 

here, and started an engagement which has 

come to bear fruit. For us, they have crafted 

this booklet for the German national day – at  

a time when we are all busy dealing with a 

virus, and must delay the party. The beautiful 

water color paintings capture the charms of 

this country in a unique way. The story links 

personal dreams with the dream of a better 

world; it links Germany with Sierra Leone. 

Enjoy it!

Celebrate with us, the Germans in Sierra  

Leone. You find them pursuing the most 

diverse activities. Some are in development 

organizations like the GIZ, Welthungerhilfe 

WHH or Agiamondo. Others in companies big 

and small, yet others in the embassy. And they 

all have dreams and high hopes for the future. 

We drink a toast to the partnership between 

our two countries, soon to reach its 60 years’ 

anniversary.

30 years have passed since Germany became 

reunited, on the 3rd of October 1990. For me, 

this is a moment to think back, still in disbelief 

about the historic fortune my country has had. 

It was almost a miracle, but it was owed to 

good and far sighted leadership in Germany 

and a number of other countries. It was owed 

also to the many people who were courageous 

enough to go out in the streets, to protest in 

public. Their dream, the dream of many, has 

come true. Germany overcame a traumatic 

legacy of the war; all of Europe became more 

peaceful and united.

Horst Gruner
Ambassador

Photo: Isabella Gruner
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You see things;  
and You saY “WhY?”  
But i dream things 
that never Were;  
and i saY “WhY not?”
George Bernhard Shaw, Irish Writer (1856 - 1950)


