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Sierra Leone? West Africa, Civil war, political instabilities, “Blud Diamond”, the famous 
movie with Leonardo Di Caprio, Helicopter crash, election of the new president! That was 
what I thought about when I heard from Sierra Leone… And that was hardly what I knew 
about Sierra Leone when I saw the announcement for the traineeship in Geology on the 
IAESTE website. Not really positive thoughts, not really happy news! So I sent an E-mail to 
IAESTE Switzerland and surfed a little bit on the net to get some more infos about this 
country! The news was very encouraging and I wanted to discover this African country. So 
did I! I took the decision to apply for this traineeship… and climbed on the plane on the 
20.09.07 direction Freetown (main town of Sierra Leone). 
 
Freetown, capital of Sierra Leone! What a difference with Europe: So many people in the 
streets, waiting during hours for the ferry and busses, pickpocket, (dried) fish market, 
animations in every corners, really hot and humid weather, puda puda (small busses with 
twenty people in them instead of 10...), plenty small shops along the road with really 
everything in them, noises, horns, smiling people all around, people calling you “Pumoï, 
Pumoï” (white man), kids running around you, lots of animation… Hopefully two students 
from IAESTE Sierra Leone picked me up at the airport and guided me through this new and 
animated Freetown! 
 
 
Freetown, capital of Sierra Leone 
 

  
 
 
 



Freetown and the beaches 
 

  
 
 
 
I spent one day in Freetown, walking on the beach, meeting some other IAESTE students, 
before I left, the day after, for Moriba Town, 135km south from Freetown (6 hours drive in a 
4x4 car on earth road). There is the company Sierra Rutile Limited implanted. It is a big 
mining company, around 1800 employees, exploiting Rutile and Ilmenite (Titanium Oxides). 
After visiting the campsite “Mobimbi”, the place where I would spend my five months 
traineeship, I met some of the people staying at the camp: Sierra Leonian, South African, 
Malaysian, Australian, Englander,… And not a lot of women (But by chance two of them 
were working with me as geologists!)… Mining is a men’s world!  
 
 
 
Mining, the world of men… 
 

  
 
 
 
My first two weeks in the company were devoted to the visit of the different parts of the mine: 
Dredge 1, Dredge 2 (Solondo Dredge), Wet Plant, Feed-preparation Plant, Laboratory (spent 
some days there trying to identify different minerals), Dry Mill, Powerhouse, Warehouse, 
Garage, Workshop, Security,… A good introduction to the mining world! 
 
 



Dredge and wetplant 
 

 
 
I met so many friendly people during these first two weeks but I never could remember all of 
them… I took some time before I knew the name of most of them! I was mostly working with 
Sierra Leonian people, but also with some expatriates… So it was a great opportunity to 
exchange lot of different experiences and cultures! 
After this “acclimatising time”, Chris, Sonsiama, Mohamed, Abdulaï, Tedwina and Evelyn, 
the geologists, initiated me to the local geology and took me to the field where the main job 
was running: Prospection. I started mapping, logging, estimating content in heavy minerals 
(Corundum, Zircon, Rutile, Ilmenite, Garnet,…), drawing maps and sections, planning,… 
At the end of my stay I had a big overview and a good idea of the mining geology! I was 
really part of the geological team there in Moriba Town! 
 
 
 
Working as a geologist 
 

  
 



In the field and at the office… 
 

  
 
 
In Sierra Leone, the official language is English, but only the persons who went to school or 
university can really speak English! Most of the population speaks Creole (also called broken 
English, a language brought by the slaves coming back from English speaking countries). 
Some people speak only dialects like Mende, in the South (where I was) and Timini in the 
North. In some parts of the country, as for exemple on Bonthe Island, the speak languages 
completely different that nobody understands… It was really interesting to try to 
communicate with the population… using sometimes the hands or drawings when needed… 
 
The nature in the southern part of Sierra Leone, by the time I was there, was blooming! 
Beautiful green, beautiful flowers and trees, pineapples (no mangos on the trees, what a 
pitty…), coconuts, maize, bananas, water everywhere, monkeys all around (also smoked on 
the market, glups), spiders and snakes (which I appreciated less…), birds, butterflies… 
Beautiful nature! It was the end of the raining season (still some big thunderstorms during the 
evening), and when I left in February, the dry, sandy wind was blowing. 
 
 
Beautiful nature 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 



Jungle and butterfly... 
 

 
 

 
 
All around the company’s buildings were small villages with rustic houses in clay, straw and 
wood for most of them… In the middle or not far from them, a well! There often was a 
market with some dried fishes and monkeys, onions, hot pepper, lemon, bananas, palm oil and 
palm wine (the local wine)! Small boys and girls playing all around or coming back from 
school were just shouting at you: “Pumoi, pumoi” with a big smile on their faces! 
The population is trying its best to restart the economy and the life after the 10 years of civil 
war: starts building, fixing,… Everybody tries his own business! But there is still a lot of 
corruption and most of the population is really very poor! There is a lot of sickness like 
malaria, HIV, hepatite,… Lots of kids die in a very young age! For some of the family, it is a 
real survival story! 
 
 
Surrounding villages and markets 
 

 
 
During the weekend, or for holidays, we spent some days with Tollie, Johan, Mauritz, 
Sheldon, Christo,… my South African friends on Bonthe Island, this big colonial Island just 
Southwest from Moriba town. To go there we had first to take the car and then it was one 
hour drive on the boat (more or less nice depending on the sea mood). There you could find so 

  



beautiful and big sandy beaches with nearly nobody, just some fishermen on their small boats 
and some small, lost villages! What a funny adventure when you meet small children who 
have never seen a white man or woman before!! 
 
 
Bonthe Island, beaches, friendly local population 
 

  
 

  
 
 
At Bonthe Island, we spent some time fishing from the beaches or from the boat, swimming, 
lying on the beaches, hunting crabs, walking around, laughing, having good time and some 
rest! 
 
 
Fishing time 
 

  



  
 
 
 
At the Mobimbi camp, different activities were organized as a “hash-run” in the jungle with a 
big barbecue at the end, different parties for birthdays, football matches, new year parties, 
barbecue evening,… So with all the people staying together in the camp, we spend marvellous 
evening! 
 
 
 
Sierra Leone was a wonderful experience! I want to thank Sierra Rutile limited for the 
traineeship, the accommodation,… But above all, all the people I met there and who made my 
stay so exceptional!!  
Thanks to IAESTE I spent five beautiful months in Sierra Leone. I’ve learned English (at 
least a little bit), met sensational people, learnt a lot about so many different cultures, acquired 
experience in applied geology,… I want to thank especially IAESTE Switzerland, Marianne 
and Naomi, for what they did for me! 
 

 
 


