
U S I N G  S P O R T  A S  A  T O O L  F O R  S O C I A L  C H A N G E www.laureus.com       2004 Issue 2

FROM GUNS
TO SMILES
LAUREUS AT WORK IN 
WAR-TORN SIERRA LEONE 
PAGE 6

AWARDS 2004
Laureus World
Sports Awards
special section
PAGES 9-21

SYMBOLIC
Laureus World
Sports Academy
members carry 
Olympic torch
PAGE 2

BRAZIL
Hope for 
children of 
the drug trade
PAGE 24-5

Sean Fitzpatrick with children
from the Laureus-supported
Right to Play project in 
Sierra Leone

COVER  26/4/04  12:15  Page 1



6 www. laureus.com F o u n d i n g  P a t r o n s |    |    

Women in sport In 1898, Lizzie Arlington becomes the first woman to sign a professional baseball contract for the Philadelphia Reserves

The first thing that strikes you when you
arrive in Sierra Leone is the heat. Oven heat,
that blows hot across the runway and over the orange dirt
fields dotted with green scrub. Heat that leaves your T-shirt
drenched and your face wet.

And then smiles. Smiles everywhere. Lining up hot and
tired at passport control, you have every reason to feel irri-
table. But everywhere black faces smile as you cast your eye
across the line and wonder who would come here on a
Monday afternoon in April. The answer is the brave and the
foolhardy – perhaps more of the latter than the former.
South African miners, Lebanese diamond merchants, young
volunteers signing up for one of the many NGO schemes,
Belgians, Germans. French. And, today, a former captain of
the legendary All Blacks and the world’s greatest ever skateboarder.

By the time you’ve left the airport and headed around the corner to the
ramshackle hangar that is home to the Paramount Helicopter company, you
need to change your clothes and you long for a cool shower in an air-con-
ditioned hotel room. No Hiltons here though; just a Chinese-owned hotel

with beds like a concrete floor and
showers that give off less water than
a child could suck through a straw.
And we are living in luxury.

Taking an old Russian combat heli-
copter across the estuary, you pick
out the capital, Freetown, through
the haze. We swoop over Aberdeen
Bridge and pick out the crumbling
remnants of buildings. At first
glance, everything looks half built in
Sierra Leone. On closer inspection
you see that everything is half
destroyed. Every corner holds a
memory that we could only grasp at
in a Hollywood movie; inhabitants
burnt alive in their homes, shallow
graves filling every open space,
buildings broken down by hand, 
children maimed.

Later, driving in our combi-van,
Aberdeen Bridge – 100 metres of flat
concrete across an estuary framed
with car wrecks and the rubbish of
3,000 people – takes less than a
minute to cross. For hundreds of
civilians in 1999, it took a lifetime.
Used as human shields by the rebels,

women and children were marched across the bridge in view
of government guns, then split open by machine gun fire as
the rebels burst out from within their human cocoon. Over
200 women and children died in minutes, the estuary run-
ning red with their blood.

In those days, the acrid heat of Sierra Leone, the fires,
the destruction and the killing made it a hell on earth.
Today we drive through a city filled with dancing youths
on Easter Monday. Sound machines blast rap, young men
wear fake Beckham shirts. Beneath the smiles and the for-
giveness there is a sense that if the guns were returned
and the UN packed off in their shiny white Hercules

transports, the scenes of carnage would return. The price of rice today
is higher than at the outbreak of civil war. No-one really knows what
the civil war was about but the price of rice had something to do with
it. With 250,000 butchered – from a population of about five million –
and hundreds of thousands of others maimed, perhaps everyone is just
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too tired to go through it all again. For now, at least.
Our final destination is Koidu, a mining town in the Konu district; a

noisy one-and-a-half hour ride in a helicopter east across country from
Freetown. Beneath us, trees and orange dirt are broken by bending brown
rivers. No houses, no running herds of wildebeest across vast plains; just
dense, hot, humid jungle, once the home of soldiers. Through the chopper
door we see the open pits of the diamond mines, filled with giant pools of
grey water and crawling with black miners, digging and sieving for shiny
stones amidst the mud. This is the only industry here – now that the killing
industry is over. 

Koidu is more derelict than the most derelict parts of Freetown. But now
children, not soldiers, are everywhere. Babies being held by children, cling-
ing to mothers, sitting amidst the mudpiles, looking out from ramshackle
buildings. There is no order here, just as there was no order with the

killing. Buildings are not rebuilt. Roads remain broken and scarred. Old UN
containers lie in fields. And everywhere babies and children look at the
white people in the combi. 

And everywhere there are smiles. A millionaire in Manhattan can be
miserable; perhaps here, every day without the killing is a day to rejoice
and smile about.

The former All Black captain and the skateboarding legend have taken in
all these scenes and more. As Laureus World Sports Academy members, Sean
Fitzpatrick and Tony Hawk have travelled across the world to be here and
see the Laureus-supported Right to Play programme. Laureus and Right to
Play teamed up two years ago to launch the initiative in Koidu. Both organi-
sations are similar. Both are calls to action: positive statements. Amidst the
babies and the rubble and the orange mud and the diamond mines, we feel
like drops in the ocean – but maybe the right drops: oil on troubled waters.

Sean performs 
the Haka 
and the 
children 
surround him
in a giant 
circle and
laugh. 
They’ve seen
war dances
before 

Opposite page Reminders of the past are everywhere.
Above Sean Fitzpatrick performs the Haka with Tony Hawk in
the background. Far left The ‘wheelbarrow’ with Sean
Fitzpatrick. Left Lessons from the world’s best skateboarder,
Tony Hawk.
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Sean performs the Haka and the children surround him in a giant circle
and laugh. They’ve seen war dances before. The big white man doesn’t scare
them and after two renditions they join in and show us their own dance.

A couple of hours later, Tony Hawk grabs hold of the first and (probably)
only skateboard in Sierra Leone and flips it down in the rubbled veranda of
an old school and then later, a playground. Tony Hawk on a skateboard in
the war-smashed ruin of a school in Africa. It sounds like one of his video
games as children point in wonderment at the whirling dervish on four
wheels. For them the skateboard is a magic carpet as he holds hands and
spins around with children.

We hear about the project, about reconciliation, about learning to trust, lead-
ership skills and providing an infrastructure of coaches to carry on the work.
And we talk our talk about universal languages of love, music and sport,
shouting down the other universal languages of war, violence and terror.

But the truth is we don’t really know how we feel until we land back on a
smooth tarmac at Heathrow and can order a packet of crisps that we couldn’t
find in all of Sierra Leone. How we feel is that we can never really feel the
same again. That half the babies we saw will be dead in three more comings
of the rains; that the child with no hands at the helipad in Freetown could
only ever dream to see or play a PlayStation; that our traffic jams and train
rides are small burdens to pay in a world where we hope to become grandfa-
thers. And that most importantly, we have a hope to do something.

Every other Tuesday, the local cinema in Koidu plays Champions League
matches. We promise to send them the Laureus show; they are going to fill
every seat to watch our insert on Sierra Leone.

I wonder what they’ll think of Tony on his magic carpet flipping up the
ramps at the Laureus show or of Robby Naish on his surfboard at the
Laureus Beach Festival or of all the people in suits and ballgowns at the gala
evening. Whatever they think, we silently agree we’ll be thinking of them. 

And feel as small as a raindrop in the great rains of humanity. ■  

● David Butler is Laureus Sport for Good Director
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Women in Sport In 1969, 17-year old Ruth White becomes the first black woman to win a major US fencing title, and the youngest national fencing champion

From top, anti-clockwise
Skateboarding comes to Sierra
Leone; West Africa as seen
from a helicopter; Sean
Fitzpatrick looks on; skate-
board lessons with Tony Hawk
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