April 6, 2005 Interview with Bibi Roberts Jr. – a 
Liberian graduate of Berea College

Interviewer:  Why did you come to the United States and more specifically to Kentucky?

Bibi:  Well, I came to the United States because I was looking for a better opportunity.  I had this one friend who encouraged me to write to schools all over the United States.  As a matter of fact, I wrote to about 75 schools.  Basically, I was looking for schools that would give scholarships to international students.  I came to Kentucky because Berea College was one of the only schools that gave full scholarships to international students.    

Interviewer:  When did you come to Berea College?

Bibi:  I came to Berea in 1988, and I graduated in 1991 with a degree in biology.

Interviewer:  Why did you then decide to stay in the U.S.?

Bibi:  First of all, Kentucky is a very nice place.  One thing that influenced me were friends of my parents who lived in Lexington.  While I was in college they took me to different places in Kentucky.  We went to see Fort Boonesborough, to the play about Daniel Boone, to Shakertown.  All those different things made a historical impact on me. It was easy to make the decision to stay because I had family support here in Kentucky.  On a more personal note, I met the lady I’m now married to at Berea.  She was originally from Alabama.  I graduated before her and after she graduated in 1992, we got married.  

Interviewer:  And then recently you decided to become a citizen.  What made you decide to become a citizen?  

Bibi:  The way I looked at it, it was in the best interest of my family; we could all be U.S. citizens.  I could exert more influence if I was a citizen.  

Interviewer:  Can you tell us how you become a citizen?

Bibi:  Well, there are different ways you can become a citizen.  In my case, being an international student I was on a F-1 visa.   Then I applied for permission to work, but Immigration denied that so I applied for Temporary Protected Status that they were giving Liberians at the time because of the war in my country.  That was my status until I got married.  Then I had to apply to become a resident.  You can’t become a citizen right away.  There’s a process.   I had to be married to my spouse for three years or be a resident for five years, so I had met the qualifications long before I applied.  I decided to apply for citizenship in 2003.  I had to fill out a bunch of forms but they are pretty straightforward and I didn’t need a lawyer.  

Interviewer:  Does it cost money?

Bibi:  It’s a pretty expensive process.  Every time you fill out a form for Immigration it’s going to cost you some money and, of course, you have to go to Louisville or Cincinnati.  You have to go to Cincinnati to get fingerprinted and to Louisville for the interview.  But everything worked out well and I was sworn in last July 2004. 

Interviewer:  Do you remember any of the questions they asked in the interview?  

Bibi:  They ask questions like “How many senators does each state have?” and they ask questions about the Bill of Rights and the first president of the United States.  Some basic civics questions.

Interviewer:  What do you like about living in the United States?

Bibi:  What I really like about the country is that it is process oriented and for the most part things flow pretty well.  When you go someplace and there is a show people stand in line because they know eventually they are going to get their turn.  People believe in a system.  There is also good recordkeeping.  If you to a clinic you know they are going to keep the information for a number of years.  There are things in place that make people’s lives very easy.  For example, 911.  If you get in trouble, you dial 911.  You know help is on the way.   

Interviewer:  What don’t you like about the United States?

Bibi:  I don’t like the lack of sensitivity to differences.  I think this is something the U.S. has really struggled with.  They have struggled with it so much that there are books written on it, courses taught on it, and it is part of job training.  In my opinion, there is really a difference between civilization and technology.   Technology has a lot to do with things that make your life easier.  Civilization has to do with how you relate, how you interact.  As technologically advanced as the United States is, they are far removed from the state of being civil because there is this idea of viewing the world only in terms of themselves.  And so if everyone else is not like us or doesn’t do things like us, that’s a problem.  Just the general idea of respecting differences.  That really concerns me.  

Interviewer:  What do you miss about Liberia?

Bibi:  I miss the landscape.  Liberia has a really unique landscape.  I also miss breathing the Liberian air.  

Interviewer:  What is the landscape like?

Bibi:  It’s mountainous in some areas.  Where I’m from is a place called Gbargna.  I lived on Cuttington College campus.  There is laterite soil, red soil.  When I went to Louisiana I saw the same kind of soil.  Most of the time the air is dry except during the rainy season.  I really miss the landscape.  It’s something I long to see.  I also miss the camraderie, the sense of community.  I think that’s really important, the sense of people caring for each other, the sense of concern.  Also the sense of hospitality.  Anytime you go to see someone it’s a good time.  You don’t really have to tell them you’re coming, you just show up.  And every time you show up they are excited that you have come.  They do everything they can to make you welcome.  They say,  "John, go to so and so, buy some of this, some of that because my relative is here and we want to make him or her feel good.”  That sense of acceptance -- that’s what I miss.  

Interviewer:  What are you teaching your daughters about Liberia?  They are now six and eight.

Bibi:  It’s really tough.  I don’t know if you can teach culture.  Culture is one of those things that’s going to change for you when you come into contact with different people in different places.  Obviously, you’re not going to be the same person you were 17 years ago.  But one thing I try to do is instill some really good primary values.  Like respect.  I think that’s really important.  I try to get them to refer to grownups as Miss or Cousin or Uncle.  That makes a sense of boundaries.  They know they are not the same age.  They have to respect them by giving them a title.  We teach good hospitality, be nice to people, be able to live together.  I’m really big on those things.  I also teach them very early to accept responsibility.  They also know where their daddy is from.  They may not know what that means – to be from Liberia.  Typically people say Africa.  They don’t key in on specific places, they just use one term, and don’t recognize differences.  As my children get older, I’ll share more about Liberia with them.  

Interviewer:  What is your current job?  Has your Liberian upbringing made a difference in how you do your job?

Bibi:  Yes, your growing up shapes you.  I’ve been a social worker for ten years.  I work with youth between the ages of 12 and 18 and I also work with their families.  What I try to do in my work is to let my clients know I care about them.  I’m not doing the job because of the money.  For me, it’s about the service.  When I was growing up, my dad was a farmer and we had to do a lot of tasks and sometimes we wanted to take a short-cut.   And he always said, if you are going to do something you have to do it well.  That’s how I go about doing my job.  I show my clients I care.  I talk about a sense of community, a sense of support, and primary values.  My religious and spiritual values are also reflected in what I do. 

March 31, 2005 Interview with Bibi and Jemima Roberts – Liberian graduates of Berea College

Interviewer:  Why did you come to the United States to live?

Mr. Roberts:  We came to the United States to live because there is a war in our country which has raged for almost 14 years.  And the war intensified during the year 2003, to be specific in July, and as a result our son got in touch with our friends and they sent us money for airline tickets to come over.   Coming over we met so many kind people who have been so nice to us.  We actually didn’t want to leave home because there is no place like home but under the circumstances – well, the Lord took us out of the war situation and here we are. 

Interviewer:  Tell us what you were doing in Liberia before, during the war.  What were your jobs?

Mrs. Roberts:  I served as Dean of Women for Cuttington University College from 1988.  In my capacity as Dean of Women, I was responsible for the overall life of the women in the dormitory, to be able to settle their disputes, to see that the dormitories were clean.

Interviewer:  And where is the college located in Liberia?

Mrs. Roberts:  It is about 120 miles from the capital Monrovia and it’s a private college owned by the U.S. Episcopal Church.  When the war broke out again we had about 500 students because students were kind of afraid to go upcountry.  Before the war we had more than 1000 students.  

Interviewer:  What was your job, Mr. Roberts?

Mr. Roberts:  I served as farm manager.  We have a small diversified farm.  The main thing on the farm is a cash crop, rubber.  Then we had an animal compound: there we had pigs, chickens, rabbits, ducks, and pigeons.  And also we ran a good size vegetable garden and that was to support the cafeteria.  I served in that capacity from 1966 until the war broke out.  In 1994 because of the war we went to live in the Ivory Coast for three years or so.  And going back to Cuttington in 1997, I had the responsibility to help renovate some of the buildings.  Of course, I had carpenters working under me but I actually directed the day to day operations.  Just before 2003 I had been asked to leave running the rubber farm and work directly on campus overseeing the maintenance and the vehicles.  

Interviewer:  So you had to leave your home at Cuttington College a number of times during the war? 

Mrs. Roberts:  When we came back from Ivory Coast in 1997 until 2000 it was a normal life.  But after that we ran away several times when the rebels were coming to our county where the college was.  The first time we ran to Monrovia because that seemed to be the only safe place at the time.  All the people were running away from villages toward Monrovia.  We decided we would open the school in Monrovia.   When things improved we decided to go back but again we ran and this time it took a longer time so we opened the school again in Monrovia, running classes and taking care of the school there.  It was at this point in 2003 when things got worse. 

Interviewer:  What made you decide that maybe you wouldn’t go back?  You had been to visit your son and his family in Lexington several times during the long wartime and always returned to Liberia?

Mrs. Roberts:  Actually it was not our intention to stay.  We hope things will improve so we can go back and pick up our lives again, but unfortunately we are still looking at the disarmament process and so we decided to wait until after the elections in October 2005 and maybe go back to our country and pick up our pieces from there.   Our son decided we should remain here awhile and see if we can put our life back together here.

Interviewer:  Can you tell us how people who are on a visa apply to be a permanent resident?

Mr. Roberts:  Well, it is a very long process but we are fortunate that ours went quite smoothly and in relatively short time.   Our son is a citizen so he applied for us.  When we came to this country in July 2003. the immigration officer extended our visitors visa six months.  Then before the six months were over we reapplied because conditions at home were still very, very bad.  So we asked for an extension of our visa which we got for a year, and then our son applied for us to become permanent residents.  We are fortunate that the extension had not expired before we got permanent residents cards.

Interviewer: And what does permanent resident mean?  

Mr. Roberts:  It entitles us to all the privileges Americans have.  The only thing I understand is that we cannot vote.

Interviewer:  So you have now been here for almost two years.   You have lasted through two winters in a row.

Mr. Roberts:  Living in America. . . well, in your national anthem I like the part that says brave and strong.  You have to be brave and strong to remain in this country, I’m telling you.  There are lots and lots of opportunities.  The young folks just take the opportunities for granted.  If some of them could travel into an African country, when they got back they would appreciate what it is to be here.  

Interviewer:  What are examples of how you have to be brave and strong to live in this country?

Mr. Roberts: One thing: every penny you earn you have to work for it because if you work eight hours they mean for you to put in eight hours.  At home you may have government ministers who go in just in the morning and he is not accountable for the time he is wasting.  Here people are straight.

Interviewer:  Did you want to add something?

Mrs. Roberts:  Here they are supposed to be straight.  Everybody looks to America as this land of milk and honey but it’s quite different when you come here.  It’s a very hard country.  Everything you get here you have to earn.  It doesn’t come on a silver platter.  You have to be strong.  In this country I look at the old people and they can hardly move and yet they are moving, even driving.  I feel for them.  In my country if someone is old the family will find someone to look after that person.

Interviewer:  What do you miss about Liberia?

Mr. Roberts:  I miss a lot.  In Liberia, for example, I go to work and my wife goes to work.  Sometimes we have a girl who comes in our house and is responsible for cooking and cleaning.  Here you have to do everything for yourself.  At home if I eat someone else might wash the dishes.  Here if I don’t wash them, who will wash them?  

Interviewer:  You would have hired someone to take care of your home while you were working?

Mrs. Roberts:  Yes, or sometimes a relative.

Mr. Roberts: We have what you call the extended family, so you may have two or three members of your family living with you.  School is so structured that maybe one person staying at the house in the morning can go to school in the afternoon.  

Interviewer:  What about the weather?  Do you miss Liberian weather?

Mr. Roberts: Oh yes.  We have two seasons, a dry season and a rainy season but it doesn’t rain every day.  In some years we have lots and lots of rain that washes away bridges.  But on the whole our weather is far better than here where every weather has its own clothes.  At home I can wear one set of clothes all through.  If it rains I just take my umbrella or raincoat.  

Interviewer:  And the temperature is constant?

Mrs. Roberts:  I dread the winter coat.

Mr. Roberts: And it’s not as humid as the summers here.  Even March the hottest month you have a wind.

Interviewer:  What about food?  Is there food in Liberia you miss here?

Mrs. Roberts:  You can’t get dried meat, dried fish, the nice pineapple.  The bananas are not as sweet as those back home.  I don’t eat the oranges here.  I’ve tried them but at home we wait until they get ripe on the trees. Even the plantain doesn’t taste right here.

Mr. Roberts: Even the names here are deceiving.  At home what we call plums are not here.

Interviewer:  Here they would be mangoes?

Mr. Roberts: Yes.

Interviewer:  Do you miss people?

Mr. Roberts:  Yes, of course.  It’s not like here.  When you live in a small community almost everybody knows everybody.  You can visit without even announcing you are coming.  With Liberians hospitality is very high.  You are not a stranger.  If I’m eating and people come in we hurry and get plates for them to come and join us.  We are open-minded, open-handed.  Here I would understand, someone could come in shooting.  But at home we don’t have that except in the time of war.  Anyone could come freely in my house and we would offer anything we have.

Interviewer:  What family is still at home?

Mrs. Roberts: I still have two children and their children at home.  I hope one day at least the children can come here to take advantage of schools.  There school hasn’t been regular and the teachers were not being paid during the war.  The public schools are not up to standard. 

Mr. Roberts:  And she has a sister there and I have a sister and other relatives.

Mrs. Roberts: So it’s difficult for us.  We’re sitting here thinking about the people there.  When I look at the grandchildren here they are so blessed.  Food they throw away here, children there would be craving.  I hope someday they get the opportunity to go to Liberia so they know where they come from.  The children there have missed a whole lot because of the war.  A friend told me her child was afraid when she put him in the bathtub and water came out.  He had only used a bucket because there was no pipe water during the war.  I will be glad if one day we can switch and the group here go to Liberia and the other group there come here.  

Interviewer:  What do you want your grandchildren in Lexington to know about Liberia?

Mrs. Roberts: They need to know Liberia is a country and the home of their daddy.  All these modern things their daddy had some but not all.  Things are done a little bit differently than here.  Now you have to go to a well to get water.  They would need to know how to cook on a charcoal fire.  Not just going to store, not just pushing a button.  

Mr. Roberts: They could start learning about the history of Liberia.  Maybe in years to come they will get to go to Liberia.

Interviewer:  What things would you like students in Kentucky to know about the connection to Liberia?

Mrs. Roberts:  They should know that the children there as the children here go to school and learn history.  They should know that Liberia was founded by free slaves and maybe some of the children here their roots came from there.  We knew some people who returned to Liberia before the war and traced their roots back to Cape Palmas there.  

Interviewer:  So it goes both ways.  People’s ancestors came from the Liberian coast and they have gone back to find their roots.  People -- freed slaves -- left Kentucky to settle in Liberia.   People like you are coming to live in Kentucky and may be going back to Liberia again. 

