
Author Information ‐ Ishmael Beah 

Ishmael Beah was born in Sierra Leone in 1980. He moved to 
the United States in 1998 and finished his last two years of high 
school at the United Nations International School in New 
York. In 2004 he graduated from Oberlin College with a B.A. in 
political science. He is a member of the Human Rights Watch 
Children’s Rights Division Advisory Committee and has 
spoken before the United Nations, the Council on Foreign 
Relations, and the Center for Emerging Threats and Opportu‐ 
nities (CETO).  His work has appeared in VespertinePress and 
LIT magazine. He lives in New York City. 

– Macmillan Academic 

For more information on Synergy or A Long Way Gone, 
visit www.uncw.edu/commonreading 

A Long Way Gone ‐ Awards and Distinctions 
National Book Critic Circle Award 
Winner of the Alex Award 
A Quill Book Award Finalist 
A New York Times Notable Book of the Year 
A Time Magazine Best Book of the Year 
A Newsweek Favorite Book of the Year 
TIME 100 Best Novels (1923Present) 

The UNCW Common Reading Experience supports the 
university mission of integration of teaching, research, and 

service and the stimulation of intellectual curiosity, imagination, 
critical thinking, and thoughtful expression.  The program 

supports goal one of the strategic plan: Create the most powerful 
learning experience possible for our students. 
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A Long Way Gone is a powerful personal account of war and 
violence, redemption and hope. It was selected for its 

potential to spark passionate discussions and to increase 
awareness of global issues.  Read along with UNCW 

students, faculty, and staff and participate in events and 
discussions throughout the Fall 2009 semester. 

“Everyone in the world should read this book . . . We should read it to 
learn about the world and about what it means to be human.” 

– The Washington Post



Themes of A Long Way Gone 

As you read, think about what A Long Way Gone means to you.  Con‐ 
sider, but don’t limit yourself to, the following themes and issues: 

• War and Violence 
• Family and Friendship 
• Child Soldiering 
• Redemption and Hope 
• Coming of Age 

Visit the A Long Way Gone official website 
‐ reviews, author info, news and multimedia ‐ 

www.alongwaygone.com 

“One of the unsettling things about my journey, mentally, physically, 
and emotionally, was that I wasn’t sure when or where it was going 

to end.  I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life.” 
(A Long Way Gone, pg. 69) 

Sierra Leone’s Civil War 
After 150 years of colonial rule by Great Britain, Sierra Leone achieved 
independence in 1961 and struggled to build a stable government.  The 
Sierra Leone Civil War was initiated in 1991 by the Revolutionary United 
Front (RUF), led by Foday Sankoh, in response to poverty and corrupt 
government.  The RUF also sought to gain control of Sierra Leone’s 
diamond industry, using the money to finance their war efforts.  The rebels 
pillaged the country and kidnapped young children to fight, training them 
to kill their own friends and family.  In 1992, a group of young Sierra Leone 
military officers led by Valentine Strasser staged a coup,  believing that the 
military was not doing enough to stop the rebels.  They also used child 
soldiers in their fighting. 

With an imminent rebel take‐over of the capital of Freetown, British forces 
intervened in May 2000.  Within a year of British intervention, UN forces 
were in full control of the country, and gradually began handing over 
control to the reconstituted and retrained Sierra Leone armed forces. 

During the war that lasted from 1991‐2002, tens of thousands of people 
died, including innocent Sierra Leones, and more than two million people 
(well over 1/3 of the population) were displaced. 

Sources:  US Department of State Background Notes 
Wikipedia—Sierra Leone Civil War 

• Self‐Forgiveness 
• Culture and Tradition 
• Rehabilitation 
• Social Justice and Global 

Citizenship 

Fast Facts about Sierra Leone 

Full Name: Republic of Sierra Leone 
Capital: Freetown 
Area: 29,925 sq. miles; slightly smaller than South Carolina 
Population: 6,144,562 (2007 est.) 
Median Age: 17.5 years 
Life Expectancy: 40.58 years 
Literacy Rate: 36% (2002) 
Ethnic groups: Temne 30%, Mende 30%, Krio 1%, balance spread 
over 15 other tribal groups and a small Lebanese community 
Religions: Muslim 60%, Christian 30%, animist 10% 
Languages: English (official, regular use limited to literate minor‐ 
ity), Mende, Temne, Krio (English‐based Creole), 15 other 
indigenous languages 
Work force: Agriculture‐‐52.5%; Industry‐‐30.6%; Services‐‐16.9% 
Major Exports: rutile, diamonds, bauxite, coffee, cocoa, fish 
Type of Government: Republic with a democratically elected 
president and unicameral parliament 

Source: US Department of State ‐ 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5475.htm#history 

More information on Sierra Leone can be found at 
www.uncw.edu/commonreading


