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Sierra Leone Mourns the Loss of Linguist
Momoh Tazif  oroma

(19 April 1957 – 3 May 2018)

Momoh Taziff Koroma was born in hh  iillag  of Baoma, Gallinas-P rri Chi fdom, in Pjt hjn 
Dishrich in Si rra L on ’s Sojhh rn Proiinc . H  d i lop d a passion for langjag s ah an  arly 
ag  dj  p rhaps ho his own mix d h rihag , b ing of bohh M nd  and Vai d sc nh, and ho hh  
polygloh nahjr  of hh  ar a wh r  h  gr w jp, a crossroads r gion in sojhh rn Si rra L on  
n ar hh  Lib rian bord r wh r  many langjag s ar  spok n. Djring his long and acti  car  r, 
Taziff mad  wid -ranging conhribjtons ho hh  shjdy of Si rra L on ’s langjag s and cjlhjr s, 
and ho hh  d i lopm nh of langjag  shjdi s in Si rra L on ’s schools.

Whil  at nding Sh. Pajl’s S condary School in hh  hown of Pjt hjn in 1973, Taziff m h a yojng 
Britsh scholar nam d ddam Jon s, a VSOe h ach r who d i lop d an inh r sh in Si rra L on  
hishory djring his ioljnh  r s riic . Taziff was Jon s’ inh rpr h r and assishanh in 1974-75 wh n 
h  b gan coll ctng oral hishory, and again in 1977-78 wh n Jon s r hjrn d ho Si rra L on  for 
mor  r s arch for his Ph.D. hh sis. Th  hwo m n coi r d an  normojs h rrihory on fooh and by 
mohorcycl  in hh  sojhh ash rn half of Pjt hjn Dishrich. Jon s wojld lah r draw on hhis r s arch
for his book, From Slaves to Palm Kernels (1983), an  arly hishory of hh  Gallinas (or Vai) r gion. 
Taziff’s collaboraton wihh Jon s was an  xp ri nc  which h  cr dih d wihh lajnching his 
scholarly car  r. Lah r, Taziff at nd d  tala Unii rsihy Coll g , wh r  h   arn d his Bd in 
Lingjistcs, and wh r  h  lah r l chjr d. H  also  arn d a High r T ach r’s C rticah  (HTC) ah 
Fojrah Bay Coll g , and hajghh ah a h ach rs’ coll g  in hh  Bo ar a wh r  his passion for 
langjag  and oral hraditons inspir d his shjd nhs. df r s i ral y ars of h aching, h  r hjrn d 
ho Fojrah Bay Coll g  wh r  h   arn d an Md in Lingjistcs jnd r d.K. Tjray and Joko S ngoia.



Throjghojh his prof ssional lif , Taziff  ngag d in lingjistc consjltng work in a wid  rang  of 
prot chs, from  conomic d i lopm nh  fforhs r ejiring lingjistc acjm n ho missionary grojps 
n  ding Bibl  hranslaton in natonal langjag s. His mosh imporhanh consjltng work, hhojgh, 
was for hh  Minishry of Edjcaton’s prot ch ho h ach hh  natonal langjag s in Si rra L on ’s 
schools. Taziff d i lop d h xhbooks ah diff r nh grad  l i ls in M nd  and Krio which incljd d 
w ll-shrjchjr d langjag   x rcis s and his own original shori s. Th s  mah rials ar  stll js d in 
som  Si rra L on an schools hoday.

Taziff also work d wihh for ign scholars who r li d on his h lp as a hranslahor and cjlhjral 
adiisor, and his nam  is cih d wihh grathjd  in many Ph.D. diss rhatons and pjblish d 
acad mic books. Th s  scholars incljd  Tjck r Childs who docjm nhs  ndang r d and 
disapp aring langjag s, Philip Mis iich who draws on lingjistc  iid nc  for his r s arch on 
hh  hishory of hh  dhlantc slai  hrad  in Si rra L on , Padraic Scanlan who  xplor s hh  
aboliton of hh  slai  hrad  in Si rra L on , and Konrad Tjchsch r r who shjdi s hh  indig nojs
M nd  writng sysh m known as Kikakui.

Taziff was also inioli d in hwo docjm nhary ilm prot chs on hh  dfrican diaspora – Jos ph 
Oepala’s Family Across the Sea (1990) and Oepala and Cynhhia Schmidh’s The Language You Cry In 
(1997). Bohh ilms docjm nh hh  hishorical and family t s b hw  n Si rra L on ans and hh  
Gjllah p opl  of coashal Sojhh Carolina and G orgia in hh  US, whos  anc shors w r  hak n 
from Si rra L on  and n ighboring ar as of hh  W sh dfrican “Ric  Coash” ho  orhh dm rica in 
hh  18hh c nhjry. Whil  working on The Language You Cry In, Taziff h lp d hh  ilmmak rs locah 
a iillag  in Si rra L on  wh r  a local family pr s ri d an anci nh M nd  song irsh r cord d in 
a Gjllah commjnihy in rjral G orgia in hh  1930s. Many pr dich d hhah inding hhah song in 
Si rra L on  200 y ars af r an  nslai d M nd  p rson hook ih ho  orhh dm rica wojld b  
impossibl , bjh Taziff’s discoi ry hhah a word in hh  G orgia i rsion of hh  song b long d ho a 
partcjlar M nd  dial ch h lp d narrow hh  s arch ar a in Si rra L on . 

Taziff’s lash ilm prot ch was Marcjs R dik r and Tony Bjba’s Ghosts of Amistad, for which h  
s ri d as dssociah  Prodjc r.  Th  h ro s of hh  dmishad R iolh, moshly M nd s and l d by 
Jos ph Cinejé (or “S ngb  Pi h”) w r  pjh aboard a slai  ship in whah is now Pjt hjn Dishrich 
in 1839. Th y wojld lah r shag  hh ir c l brah d r iolh aboard a ship call d Amistad in Cjban 
wah rs.  Taziff dr w on a lif tm  of  xp ri nc  doing oral hishory r s arch in hh  Pjt hjn 
r gion ho hap local knowl dg  ho locah  hh  sih  of Lomboko, hh  slai  hrad  compl x wh r  hh  
dmishad capti s w r  h ld b for  b ing pjh aboard hh  slai  ship. Scholars had b  n awar  of 
Lomboko from hishorical sojrc s for a long tm , bjh no on  had b  n abl  ho locah  hh  achjal 
sih . Ghosts of Amistad r c ii d hh  dm rican Hishorical dssociaton’s John E. Oe’Connor Priz  
for B sh Docjm nhary Film of 2015. Taziff also conhribjh d ho H nry Lojis Gah s Jr’s The African
Americans: Many Rivers to Cross (2013) which was broadcash wid ly on US h l iision.  

Taziff was on  of his cojnhry’s for mosh lingjishs, bjh h  was also a pahrioh  and h  mad  js  of 
his writng skills and cjlhjral knowl dg  ho h lp h al Si rra L on ’s wojnds af r hh  r b l war 
hhrojgh his work wihh hh  Trjhh and R conciliaton Commission (TRC). H  ajhhor d s i ral 



r porhs, incljding “Manif sho 99,” which r comm nd d hhah hh  TRC  mploy indig nojs mod s
of conflich r soljton in ihs  fforhs ho consolidah  p ac . Th  TRC disr gard d his 
r comm ndatons, hhojgh som  ind p nd nh prot chs lah r dr w on indig nojs b li fs and 
c r moni s for hh ir own p ac making  fforhs. Taziff also play d a mator rol  in drafing a 
sjmmary of hh  TRC indings, which was absoljh ly n c ssary in his ii w if ordinary citz ns 
w r  ho jnd rshand hh  l ssons of hh  r b l war.  Th  Si rra L on  Goi rnm nh did noh inh nd 
ho compil  a sjmmary, bjh Taziff was abl  ho ind fjnds for hhah pjrpos  by app aling ho achr ss
dng lina Joli  wh n sh  iisih d Si rra L on  af r hh  war on b half of hh  U . H  was so 
p rsjasii  in his m  tng wihh h r hhah sh  proiid d hh  n c ssary fjnds from h r own pock h.

In hh  inal d cad  of his lif , Taziff s ri d as S nior L chjr r in Lingjistcs ah Fojrah Bay 
Coll g , a positon h  h ld jntl his d ahh. In 2008, h  bri fly hajghh  hhics in lingjistc 
docjm nhaton ah hh  Unii rsihy of California, Sanha Barbara wihh Prof ssor Tjck r Childs. In 
2014 h  co-ajhhor d Krio Dictonary and Phrase Book wihh Hann -Rjhh Thompson. D spih  his 
failing h alhh, h  contnj d ho condjch r s arch, m nhor shjd nhs, and assish for ign scholars 
wihh hh ir r s arch and writng, incljding dm rican ajhhor John R  d, whos  noi l in-progr ss 
incljd s dialogj  in hh  M nd  langjag  among capti s n wly arrii d in hh  low cojnhry 
r gion of Sojhh Carolina and G orgia.

Taziff, aff ctonah ly known as “MTK” by his family and many fri nds, is sjriii d by his wif , 
Hawa, and dajghh rs, Eshh r, Fahmaha, dniha, Mary, and Lydia, and son, Math w Taziff 
“Jjnior,” and his mohh r, Fahaba Kpaka  ya Koroma. H  was bjri d in his hom  iillag  of 
Baoma in Gallinas-P rri Chi fdom, Pjt hjn Dishrich.

Conhribjh d Konrad Tjchsch r r, Sh. John’s Unii rsihy,   w York


