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BLUE CLAY PEOPLE: Seasons on Africa's Fragile Edge, by William Powers. Bloomsbury. 291 pages. $24.95.

In 1999, William Powers went to the war-torn West African country of Liberia to work for Catholic Relief Services. Powers, who graduated from Brown University and Georgetown's School of Foreign Service, hoped to "fight poverty and save the rainforest." For two years, he directed agriculture, education and food-distribution programs. 

Blue Clay People: Seasons on Africa's Fragile Edge, is his memoir of that time. The title comes from a Liberian legend, as recounted Powers' friend Momo in the book:

God molded the first human beings from blue clay, and they were almost perfect. The only thing missing was some spice. But as God was grinding pepper, He sneezed. "He had let loose a fire that would burn in their blood, making people destroy each other and all of nature," explains Momo.

Although this is a work of nonfiction, Powers is as masterful a storyteller as Momo. He introduces the reader to people such as "The Jacket," an American aid worker who spends his spare time surfing, has several Liberian wives and hopes to provide all Liberians with mattresses.

Another intriguing character is Ciatta, an African CRS employee who wears her hair in "one hundred tight braids" that are "dyed with hints of light and dark blue." Powers is attracted to Ciatta, and his growing friendship with her challenges his relationship with his girlfriend back home. At the same time, things are heating up politically in Liberia.

Powers has a keen ear for dialogue and dialect, and his prose is lovely and lyrical. He describes a night in the remote city of Greenville: "Fine points of light prick the coal black dome above. Electricity is not to be found for hundreds of miles in all directions, so there is no light pollution. I've never seen a more vivid sky." He is especially good at describing places, ranging from the capital city of Monrovia to the lush rainforest of the Sapo National Park.

In Blue Clay People, Powers offers insight into life in Liberia. He also touches on issues such as economic sustainability, the connections between first-world wealth and third-world poverty, the innate imperfection of human beings and the destruction of the environment. If that sounds preachy or condescending, it isn't: Powers' honesty about his own flaws places him in the congregation rather than the pulpit.
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