Circular Letter Number 5.
ANJOMOROBE
Prov. Detamhariva,

Madagascar.

5th November 1927.

My Dear Friends,



A. G. Gardiner declares that “the secret of letter writing is intimate triviality”.   When I read that less than a week ago, it made me sit straight up and rub my eyes.   My mind challenged it instantly and stubbornly.   Intimacy is one of the secrets unquestionably, but “intimate triviality” surely not?   I suppose we should give the premier place to Cowper’s “letters” among literature of that kind, but one could scarcely think of Cowper as being trivial, however intimate his letters may be.   I beg all my friends to regard these circular letters as intensely personal and intimate, being just as personal and intimate as if I wrote the same details to each one separately.   The things I have to write about, however are far from being “trivial” for they concern the souls of men and the Kingdom of God.   I am not concerned to write my experiences merely to give you pleasure, but that I may serve you and the Kingdom of God in linking you on to this work in sympathy and prayer, let me therefore continue the story I began in circular letter no.4.
UP THE GULLEY.
 
We had reached a certain village just before noon an inspiring journey along the banks of the Mahajamba and on the high-hilltops, a  man I had not hitherto known was waiting for me there.   With head uncovered and an obeisance which made me ashamed, he approached me.   He explained his errand.   “Away beyond the mountains to the west is a large village called Antanimbaritsara” he said.   I had never heard of it.   He had been sent by the people to beg me to go out to them the following day.   They wanted a church.   A lump rose in my throat as this man pleaded with me.   It might have been his life he was agonising for, it was something vastly more important – his soul.


I wish (just for once) the readers of these letters could sit and watch a savage pleading for the gospel.   What that gospel is he cannot even faintly realise, but he is conscious of a divine urge within him wanting a something he has not got, but which somehow he is convinced he needs.   He more nearly resembles a sick man approaching a doctor than a sinner seeking a Saviour, he is really seeking the latter and does not know it.   The LMS would have no trouble about finances if its whole constituency could have been at Maroadabakely that Sunday morning.

I had to explain to the man that I could not possibly visit them this year, as my next place of call was Ambatobe, three days journey NE while Antanimbaritsara was due west.   Ambatobe was expecting me in the evening of May 11th, and I must not disappoint them.   His face fell, and I did not feel very cheerful.   “Which route are you taking” he asked me.   I led him outside the hut and showed him a village in  the far distance to the north.   The man started, his face lighted up immediately.   “The path finishes with that village” he said, “beyond that there is nothing but the trackless wilderness, there is no village where you and your men can get food and shelter, nothing to indicate which way you should go, nothing whatever until you come within sight of Ambatobe.   I pray you not to attempt it”.   The people in the village verified what he had affirmed.   I turned to the man saying “Go back home today and tell the people at Antanimbaritsara that I am coming, but that I can only remain there an hour or so”.   He shook me by the hand and literally bolted.

Man proposes but God disposes.   I now know that God thrust me in the direction of Antanimbaritsara and not for Antanimbaritsara’s sake only as I shall show presently.
Next morning, long before daybreak, I and my men plunged into the fascinating unknown again, off to blaze another trail for Christ.   My bearers entered into the thrill of the adventure with as much vim as myself.   Road there was none.   Ten minutes after we had left Marcadabakely we entered a narrow sombre valley alternatively sandy and rocky.   Splashing through the gulley my men bore me on and on and on for hours.   It was too narrow and precipitous for the sun to penetrate it.   It was almost uncanny in its darkness and silence and loneliness.   It terminated in a cul-de-sac among the mountains, wild, weird, and desolate.   “Which way now” I asked, for we seemed to have come to the end of the world.   After searching they found some semblance of a path which we decided to follow.   There was no possibility of my being carried now, for the path led shear up the face of the mountain.   Out of the gulley the sun “found us”.   We reached the summit and there on the hill opposite about two miles away, with a valley between, lay Antanimbaritsara.   

The entire population poured out to meet us singing they alone know what, some ancestral song which will not bear translation properly.   They had cleared out a hut for a meeting.   And a moving service it was!   If they and I could have held it on the platform of the Albert Hall it would have moved the assembly as no pulpit orator in Britain could have done.   “Come again soon and often” said the people as they swarmed round to shake hands and bid us farewell.   As long as we were visible on the veldt they shouted messages after us.   I was the first European who had ever been in their village, and though I only spent two hours at Antanimbaritsara they had been “crowded hours of glorious life” and think it was a light thing for us to become so vividly conscious of God working through us and using us?   Antanimbaritsara means the “village of the fruitful rice fields” we could not help feeling that we had struck some “good soil again”.   The very first service ever conducted in that dark wild spot, parched like an eyrie on the dizzy summit of a mountain was taken by myself on May 9th 27 and now permission to erect a church has been granted, worship has begun, a Pastor has been chosen and installed, and a day school will be finished and occupied before this is in your hands.   But that days doings are not all told yet.   As we made the descent and the heart straining ascent of the valley immediately to the north of Antanimbaritsara we were still in hitherto un-trodden country.    We bore northwards.   Two hours later we entered a village called Mahabe no.1 a gold mining concession.   The evangelist of the native missionary society had repeatedly tried to establish a cause here, but had failed.   Randrianjafy and I determined to try.   We succeeded.   I shall return to the story of Mahabe no.1 under another heading.   Two churches started in one day, we were in danger of becoming too elated.   But even yet the days deeds were not at an end.   After a further journey of four hours we reached another village called Mahabe, an unusually large one.   Here there was (or had been) a small cause, started by the native missionary society.   The church was in ruins and worship had ceased.   There never had been a real church there, the people had worshipped in a native dwelling of wattle and daub.

The sun had set and night was rapidly closing in, but we went from house to house, hauled the people out, and “shewed” them into the ruined church as though they were fowls.   What an unseemly crowd of ragamuffins they were as they sat there among the debris.   We had a good service however.   In the evening I gathered all the men of the village together into my hut.   The conference lasted until after 11 o’clock.   I had had 19 hours of continuous travel and toil that day.   A new church would be built at Mahabe 11 this year.   Antanimbaraitsara and Mahabe 1 entirely new causes and ‘both started the same day’.     Mohabe 11 resurrected – and all in one day.   

“After they were come to Mysia, they essayed to go into Bythynia, but the spirit suffered them not.   And they passing through Mysia came down to Troas.”   


It was for the same reason that we passed up the gulley instead of following the open country northward to Ambartobe.

THE MEDICINE CHEST.


Paul was a missionary.   Lest we who succeed him should dissipate our energies too much with minor matters, he warned us to stick to our lasts.   “This one thing I do” he declared.   I wonder if he, in these days, would put that among his obiter dicta?   But I remember that “Luke the beloved physician” was with him in many of his journeys, but that I have no such valuable colleague as companion on touch.   To preach the “gospel of the blessed God” is the main purpose of all my journeys, but it is not the only thing I do, like Paul I have to make myself all things to all men, if by any means I may save some bodies as well as souls.   I often have a bad time when out there in the wilderness.   I come right up against some disease I can diagnose but am quite unable to treat, so I am face to face with something which utterly baffles me, in which case I am just as useless as in the former.   The Marofotsy  country  is about the size of Wales, and yet there are only two doctors (natives) for the whole tribe, hence what I can do in passing is the only medical attendance the vast majority of these people get from January to December.   In consequence I have crowds of patients and when I would fain rest after a long journey in the sun and a long service in the church, I have still to toil on, and in my toil rejoice, if I can bring even a little relief and occasionally save a life, it is my limited knowledge and my limited stock of medicines which give me such a bad time.   Being a European the natives think i must have all knowledge, so even when completely baffled I always give them something, a dose of salts, or quinine, something calculated to do no harm to save myself from the charge of indifference.   Coughs, malaria, dysentery, pneumonia are easy to detect, and knowing that I shall everywhere meet with these I go well prepared.   The needle is in constant use, I had reached Ankazonaoaike here Ramanundamy a little curly headed negro is doing admirable work but his wife she pleaded with me with her pathos which was tragic to help her.   I could do nothing however but I took the matter up when I reached home, interviewed doctors and sought advice and secured a bed for her in the government hospital in Tananarive but she refuses to enter the hospital or submit herself for treatment and there the matter rests.   The Malagasy have a perfect horror of operations, I mention the above as the kind of tragedy one meets with en route, tragedies which rob ones journey of much of its joy.   


A man at Andranomiantra begged me to go and see his boy, a lad of about twelve.   He had not a toe on either foot.   His feet were a mass of festering evil smelling sores.   In the beginning jiggers had probably wormed their way beneath his toe nails laid their eggs there which had not been removed, with the result that sceptic sores had been set up.   These through ignorance had not been cleansed the putrid matter gradually eating into the toes until the poor boy hadn’t a whole toe left.   The nearest doctor was only two days journey but the parents had been too indifferent and too lazy to carry the bright little fellow that short distance, and remain with him until he was cured.   The case is worse than that they had been too lazy to remove the jiggers from the toes of their laddie with the result that the poor boy will never share in the games of his fellows or walk again.   Staying in the village for one night only I could little so I brought them to carry the boy across the hills to a resident official doctor.   I thought of my own children and how my wife and I got a temperature if one our bairns coughed or sneezed and then I thought of this fine wee fellow a cripple for life owing to the gross idleness of his parents.


About two hours after sunset we mounted the knoll where Ambatobe stands.   I had been more than fourteen hours on the open veldt in the broiling sun, and felt as dry as a piece of string.   Immediately I reached the village however I was called to a man.   He had a huge swelling on his chest and was in great pain.   I got to work at once with hot fermentations afterwards liberally painting his chest with iodine.   I had to go forward the next day and leave him, and I have often wondered what happened to him.



I pride myself that I saved a man’s life at one village.   Happily I had to stay there for two nights, which gave me a chance.   The disease was quite simple but most obstinate, the man was in a very critical condition.   I spent every possible moment with him, fighting desperately for his life.   It was not until the evening of the second day that the disease yielded to treatment.   I was able to leave him with an easy mind but if I had not been there the church would have lost a valuable supporter and worker.   What happens when there is no one to help you can imagine.



A man rounding up his oxen had fallen and broken his thigh.   It had happened three weeks before.   I found him lying on the earth floor of his hut.   The fracture had set but with the foot at right angles.   He will be a cripple for life, I was three weeks too late to save him from that disaster.   When you read these letters it is possible that many of you envy me, a missionary taking these fascinating journeys, seeing new country, witnessing strange sights, having interesting experiences.   True, every word of it, but there is another side of the work which would hurt you to the quick, namely To feel yourself helpless in the face of a disease you know quite well but cannot treat, to behold person in acute pain, some disease or other making its fatal headway and you quite unable to make it out,  not being a medical missionary, harrowed by the knowledge that the man, woman or child is doomed, pushing on next day of necessity and yet leaving this one and that one in a grave condition, knowing that if only you could stay there is a possibility of your being able to save them.   I am up against that kind of thing practically every day.   Then, though the natives show real gratitude when you try to save them, there is often a painful brutal callousness which irritates you as much as it distresses you.   I had arrived within a short journey of home, when I called in to see a girl.   I saw at once that it was pneumonia, and strongly urged the parents to get the girl away to hospital in Anjozorobe immediately, for the girl had a good fighting chance.   I certainly could not remain there for eight or ten days to nurse the child, neither was there any need, for we have a fine native doctor in Anjozorobe, an earnest Christian man, but no, they would not make the effort, with the result that a few days later they had to come to Anjozorobe to register the girl’s death, and also make an effort, that is to dig a grave.   There was little doubt but that the doctor could have saved the girl.


There is a spice and thrill of adventure in our work as missionaries, but there is that also which beclouds the sun and harrows the heart.   



I fear I must still write “to be continued” for I have not finished the story of my last journey to the Marofotsy country.   I have still several incidents to relate which I fancy will be of interest to you.


With kindest regards and every good wish,   thanking you for your gracious letters and warm interest,




Yours in the service of Christ,







       W. Kendall Gale.
