ROSEVELT’S AMERICA
Wednesday, April 25, 2007

10:30-11:00 p.m. ET
– The Inspiring Story of a Liberian Refugee’s Perseverance in the Face of Adversity –

Upwards of 200,000 people — most of them civilians — lost their lives during 14 years of brutal civil war in Liberia. Thousands more were beaten, robbed, raped and mutilated. The breakdown of law and order, which left much of the country’s infrastructure in ruins and sent unemployment soaring to 85 percent, forced hundreds of thousands from their homes. With three children in tow and a pregnant wife still stuck in the war-torn capital, civil engineer Rosevelt Henderson joined the flood of refugees and immigrated to the United States. Once in Chicago, Henderson worked day and night as a janitor, assembly-line worker and airport van driver to build a new life for his children while trying to secure his wife’s safe passage to America.  

ROSEVELT’S AMERICA is the story of Henderson’s day-to-day struggles, frustrations and achievements in a nation beset by growing anti-immigrant sentiment after 9/11. “There’s a joke in Africa that says when you come to America, the next place you’ll be going is … heaven,” Henderson says in the program. “That’s why I’m coming straight from Africa to America to improve my life.” ROSEVELT’S AMERICA airs Wednesday, April 25, 2007, 10:30-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS (check local listings).
Produced and directed by Roger Weisberg and Tod Lending, ROSEVELT’S AMERICA is the winner of a CINE Golden Eagle Award and top documentary honors at eight international film festivals. “An uplifting portrait of dignity under duress,” said the New York Times. The Los Angeles Times described the film as a “powerful and inspiring story of perseverance.”  

“It would take a hard-hearted person not to be stirred by Rosevelt’s harrowing journey from torture and desperation in Liberia to security and stability in America,” says Weisberg, a Peabody, Emmy and duPont-Columbia Award-winning director. “By putting a human face on one immigrant’s quest for a better life, I hope that ROSEVELT’S AMERICA can make a small contribution to efforts to counteract the prejudice and stigma that are faced by increasing numbers of new immigrants, especially refugees fleeing persecution in war-torn countries around the globe.”

ROSEVELT’S AMERICA is a cinéma vérité profile that poignantly illustrates the difficulty but not impossibility of overcoming poverty and prejudice in a new land. The film follows Henderson at church, at home — where he helps his sons adjust to life without a mother they can barely remember — and at his many jobs, where he earns less than $10 an hour. The film also acts as a timely reminder of the numerous contributions immigrants make to this country, including an estimated $10 billion each year to the U.S. economy.

In ROSEVELT’S AMERICA, Henderson matter-of-factly discusses his previous life in Liberia, which was settled by freed slaves from the United States. 

“I saw a lot of violence,” says Henderson, the great-grandson of an American slave. “I saw soldiers taking people off the line, shooting them. I saw bodies all in the streets … I was caught in a situation where they assumed I was a soldier … Then I felt this sharp pain. Two of my fingers had already been cut off. Man, that was a moment … When I think about the difficult times I went through, the torture I went through, I feel that I was real blessed … I am alive.”

After civil war broke out in Liberia in 1989, Rosevelt’s sister — a U.S. citizen — returned to the U.S. alone. She was able to bring her parents over in 1994. When the war worsened in 2000, Henderson’s mother, acting through an Episcopal church agency, brought Henderson, his brothers and their children to America. In Chicago, Henderson and his two sons shared a small, two-room apartment with six other people: his grown daughter and her son, his brother and his brother’s daughter, and his parents. Henderson juggled low-paying jobs and lay-offs for three years before he was reunited with his wife, Frances, and their baby daughter.  

Today, the Hendersons live in their own apartment. Life continues to improve. Frances Henderson works as a certified nursing assistant in a nursing home. Henderson returned to school and got a degree as a medical tech assistant and is about to start a new job. The family also recently welcomed a new baby. 

Roger Weisberg has won more than 100 awards for his previous 25 PBS documentaries and received an Academy Award nomination in 2001 for SOUND AND FURY and in 2003 for “Why Can’t We Be a Family Again?,” a presentation of INDEPENDENT LENS. Tod Lending is an Emmy Award-winning producer, director and writer whose work has aired nationally on ABC, CBS, NBC, PBS and HBO. His feature documentary, Legacy, was nominated for an Academy Award in 2001. 
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