Murdered nuns are ... Taylor's responsibility
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How soon we all forget Liberia, Somalia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Congo and now Darfur — those little wars that rage in faraway countries and the hundreds of thousands of innocent men, women and children who are killed, maimed, raped or forced to flee from their homes into refugee status because penny-ante warlords seek power and fortune.

Sixteen years ago this month, on Columbus Day, five American nuns from the American heartland failed to make it out from behind the battle lines in the Liberian civil war. They were murdered in the hot, dusty sands of West Africa by child soldiers in thrall to rebel leader Charles Taylor during his attack on Monrovia, the capital of Liberia.

Warlord Charles Taylor sits in jail in The Hague, the Netherlands, awaiting trial before a United Nations tribunal for his part in the war he sponsored in the neighboring country of Sierra Leone. But he is not being judged for his heinous actions in Liberia, and neither he nor any of his fighters ever have been called to justice for the murder of the five American women who went to Liberia to help the people of that desperately poor country. 

During the pre-dawn hours of Taylor's initial attack to seize Monrovia, the staff members of the U.S. embassy initiated our well-practiced plan to evacuate all American citizens. But as the days passed, despite our strenuous efforts, it became obvious that five middle-aged nuns who worked and lived in a Monrovia suburb did not make it out of their area before it fell to Taylor's troops. We knew immediately that they either had been snatched by Taylor's forces, had gone into hiding or were dead. 


It was almost two months after mortars fell on the embassy compound before we could recover the remains of the five Americans, their bodies still lying where they had been slain.

Eyewitnesses later recounted to us the details of the murders of three of the nuns at their residence on Oct. 23, 1992. In the early morning hours, a group of boy fighters surrounded the nuns' house, firing their AK-47s indiscriminately. Their leader, called Devil, was too young to be a soldier in any recognized army. He ordered everyone out of the house, threatening that he would kill them all if they disobeyed. The nuns, along with aspirants and refugees, gathered in the dusty front yard.

One nun tried to reason with him; he fired a shot, and she fell to the ground. He then walked up to her and killed her with a close-range shot into the back of her neck. 

Devil then made more demands — for American money, for car keys — and ordered the refugees and aspirants to move to the gate area. The remaining nuns protested, and he mowed them down with a burst of shots from his AK-47. 

Two other nuns were killed while attempting to reunite one of their local employees with his family. They were ambushed by rebel fighters at a road junction; all of the occupants of the car in which they were riding were slaughtered, their bodies left in their smoldering car. 

These selfless Americans were murdered senselessly. At a requiem Mass for them, Liberian Archbishop Michael Francis described the young killers as brainwashed and high on drugs.

On the tarmac at Spriggs Payne Airport, as we loaded the bodies into U.S. Air Force C-130s, we said farewell to Sister Barbara Ann Muttra, 69, of Springfield, Ill.; Sister Joelle Kolmer, 58, of Waterloo, Ill.; Sister Shirley Kolmer, 61, of Waterloo; Sister Kathleen McGuire, 62, of Ridgeway, Ill.; and Sister Agnes Mueller 62, of Bartelso, Ill. The five were members of Adorers of the Blood of Christ Order based in Ruma, Ill., 45 miles southeast of St. Louis.

Taylor's hordes of conscripted armed boys and girls were not soldiers. They were not trained. They were pressed into service by ruthless warlords in Africa using drugs and promises as lures; more often than not, they were as expendable canon fodder.

I have seen these children, armed with weapons as large as themselves, up close. I have met them at roadblocks and experienced their total unpredictability. The immature children who murdered the five nuns — and countless others — could not have understood the true import of their actions. Yet, the experiences mark them for the rest of their lives.

As the United Nations court considers the war crimes charges against Charles Taylor for his actions in Sierra Leone, the United States should press the court also to recognize his responsibility for the slaughter of the five Americans, as well as for the pain and suffering he caused throughout West Africa.

And all nations should take strong action to end the conscription of boys and girls into violent service by ruthless warlords. Such actions should be recognized as crimes against humanity and punished accordingly.
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