Circular Letter Number 6.
Anjomorbe

Prov. Detamhariva

Madagascar.

My Dear Friends,



Many of you will recall the story in Kipling’s “explorer”.   He had reached the “edge of cultivation” and felt there was no sense in going further – at least that is what the settlers there told him, so he broke up his land, sold his crop, built his barns, and strung his fences “on the little border station tucked away below the foothills where the trails run out and stop”.   “Till a voice as bad as conscience rang interminable changes, on an everlasting whisper, day and night repeated – so something hidden!   Go and find it!   Go and look beyond the Ranges!   Something lost behind the Ranges!   Lost and waiting for you – go.”



“Go said the master.”    “Go ye all into all the world.”   In that tremendous “Go” many a man has caught a glimpse of the other side of the hill, and so has saved the church from narrowness by his going, and at the same time has enriched and strengthened his own faith, the gospel, that I wish to tell you in this circular letter.   The instinct to look for “something lost behind the Ranges” lingers in the most humdrum of us.   In this case however it was something bigger than adventure and exploration which drove me “behind the Ranges;” the burden of lost souls.   Peril and adventure were inevitable in such journeys, but I wont – not because of these, but in spite of them it is time I got to my story.
I. A HARD NUT TO CRACK - - UNCRACKED.
                    In my circular letter number 2 I told the story of the father of one of my Pastor’s, who, penetrating a lonely area in the Marofotsy country to purchase cattle, was murdered by the natives.   It was a murder of unsurpassed brutality and atrocity, for none of the people knew the murdered man, or had anything against him.   In spite of the strictest enquiry by the government, the murder could not be brought home to any individuals.   The effect has been to make these bandits even more fearless, believing their charms to have protected them from justice and its penalties.   


In my travels among the Marofotsy this year, i had allowed for a possible visit to the region inhabited by these bandits, for I had a vague idea where it was.   I therefore made enquiries as to the whereabouts of Marovitsika, said to be the name of the village where these marauders lived, but only one man had any precise notion.   The natives knew that it was somewhere beyond the eastern hills, but where exactly they were as vague about it as I was.   At last I found one man who had actually been there, but accompany me thither – not a bit of it!   The actual situation was practically unknown, because none dared to venture into that region.   The risks were somewhat great, but surely the duty of attempting the evangelisation of these brutes greater.   “Safety First”;   ought this to apply to the Mission Field as well as the streets of London?   I had got out of more than one tight corner before, and felt I should do so again.   The government had endeavoured to round up the wild savage bandits infesting this region, the administrator had sent a posse of soldiers to arrest them and destroy their nest, but when they arrived on the scene they only found a burned village and the people scattered they knew not where.


We interrogated the one man who had once been at Marovitsika very minutely, but only got the scantiest information from him.   “You cross this valley below us to the east, then you ascend the range of mountains beyond.   When you reach the summit you will see three streams.   These unite in the plain at the other side of the mountains you are to cross, a fairly large river being the result.   You follow this river eastward until you come to the confluence of the three streams.   You then follow the one on the extreme left, which will bring you within sight of Marovitsika.   Keep to the bed of the stream or you will never find it, for there are no paths or tracks to indicate which way you should go.   You ought to be getting away, for it will be sundown before you reach the village.”   Randrianjafy, my evangelist, and I, kept the information we had got to ourselves, lest our bearers mutinied.   Through the whole of that long day we never came across any semblance of the track that had been trodden by man or beast.   One can go a long way from sunrise to sunset.   We ascended the trackless mountain east of Antsatrana and from the summit beheld the three streams as the man had said, three broad streams like ribbons of yellow stretching away as far as the eye could discern until they lost themselves among the mountains 50 or 60 miles away on the farther edge of the vast plain which lay at our feet some 2,000 feet below.   Of Marovitsika there was no sign.   These people had apparently found an unknown and in-penetrable hiding place, a desert of scorching heat and burning sand and tearing cactus.   No human being was to be seen, no birds, no beasts, only an occasional kite, wheeling in the heavens in search of prey.   It seemed as though even the kites and eagles would have to desert this God forsaken land.   Only the sun lived, hot with a white heat as it burned like a disc of silver overhead, and red – gold later in the day, far away on the rugged rim of this desert – world.   Nothing seemed to breathe in that awful vastness.   The dazzling brilliance of the sun as it shone on the sand on either side of the streams made the eyes ache and stab with pain.   Far as the dark hawk-eyed Malagasy who accompanied me could see, to the north, to the south, to the east stretched the illimitable glaring desert undulating, rough, peaked here and there, belted with yellow slopes.   The whole scene from the summit of that great range was impressive but awesome.   It made the eye weary and heart think, the only relief being the fringe of green where the streams flowed.   In the far, far, distance this desert merged into an immense and boundless void of grey haze.   This wilderness was bounded on all sides by mighty mountains, which dropped steeply to a barren desolated land of sun and grass and cacti.


There was sunlight, but it was sunlight that blistered hand and cheek.   The curse of God rather than his benediction seemed to have reduced the landscape to a condition of bleached and withered hopelessness.   This was the land we beheld, and this was the land we had to cross.   But why?   There were from two hundred to three hundred people somewhere yonder, and all with souls.   For these – not less than for ours – Christ died.   “Them also I must bring.   True the people at Marovitsika obey no law either of God or man.   They are not ‘tormented by insomnia of the conscience.’  They are desperadoes of the deadliest breed.   They are too lazy to work for an honest living, but not too lazy to steal other peoples cattle.   They cannot be persuaded to dig and sow and reap while there are men to be robbed and murdered.   They are such liars that they can only deceive by telling the truth.   They were a hard nut to crack.



We began the descent, down, down, precipitous, no path, the ground broken.   We followed the fiver to the confluence of the three streams.   We plunged through the waters of the one to the left, following its windings.    Further up stream we espied a man running for dear life.  He had seen us, and was making for the village post haste to tell the people of our coming.    We knew then that we were on the track of Marovitsika.   I watched this man keenly with some misgiving, pondering what was in store for us.   We pressed forward.   We did not slacken speed as we approached, but walked into the village at a good, bold, swinging pace.   The entire population turned out to witness our arrival, and it was some relief to see that they were unarmed.   It was a barricaded village, the first of its kind I have seen in Madagascar.   The barricades were not formidable but would have afforded some protection in case of sudden attach.



I greeted the natives of Marovitsika with more warmth than I felt, letting them know immediately who I was.   I wondered what their individual histories were.   They looked me up and down; glances passed and re-passed between them; they said but little to one another.   I kept the ball rolling, making conversation, but carefully avoiding the mention of cattle or recent events among them.   Presently I asked for rice for myself and men, also for lodgings, for the sun had set before we reached the village.   I fancy they were somewhat relieved to find that I was not a Chef de Poste or administrator, and that my men were just bearers, though they could not know whether I was armed or not.   My only weapon of defence was an umbrella.   They offered me a hut, and ere long brought sufficient rice for our evening meal.   They would take no money for the rice, which I regarded as a good omen.   While they were all assembled, I brought out the gramophone and started it.   They were fascinated, spellbound.   They shrieked with laughter; they let themselves go absolutely.   After a while I told them the object of my visit.   The crowd didn’t melt away; they slunk away individually.   There is a possibility of doing something when the people are prepared to argue the point, but I do not know what can be done with a person or crowd which slinks off sideways.   As I put the gramophone back into the box I said to myself “Anything might happen here tonight.”   I walked about the village until my rice was cooked, after which I ate my meal and strolled forth again.   Not only was the village barricaded but every house as well.   I wanted to visit every home and talk with the people one by one, but nothing would have induced me to venture within one of those barricades.   I knew there was not a man or woman in the village to be trusted.   I also knew too much of the history of these people.   There is a whole stack of “Broken Earthenware” at Marovitsika; one day, please God, He will make them again into other vessels.   If I could have got the individual story of each man and woman there, it would make a book far more tragic and terrible than that of Harold Begbie.   As I patrolled the village, I was to see something more awful, more disturbing, more brutal, more hellish than I have every witnessed in this land of foul deeds, and yet I dare not interfere, for they would have turned on me and torn me to pieces.   The lust of blood was in their veins.   I cannot tell you what it was.   I now realise more than ever the savage and moral abandonment of the people.   After that I knew that nothing was too vile, or detestable, or inhuman for them to do. 


About ten o’clock I went to my hut sick at heart, more distressed than I ever remember.   I had come to try and save these people, to give them the Christ and his gospel;   I had seen Christ rejected and the devil in absolute possession.   



The hut I occupied for the night was only of rushes, but I barricaded it as firmly as I could with the poles of my luggage bearers.   I may have slept, but it was with one eye open.   



At the first cock-crow the following morning I arose, aroused my men, and prepared to depart.   Marovitsika is a hard nut to crack, and it is still un-cracked.   I had spent my strength for naught.   Perhaps not, for I intend to return next year.   Will you please concentrate in prayer on  Marovitsika.   I must return there.



P.S.   since the first rough draft of this letter was written, I have received news that as soon as their nest had been discovered, and the (European) had located it, the inhabitants burned their village to the ground, trekking to some still remoter and impenetrable spot.   This game of hide and seek is becoming quite interesting.   

II. NEXT DAY.
I had a little rice and a bit of chicken – the remains of the previous nights meal – and at five was ready to depart.   The entire village had assembled to see us go.   We looked out across the almost illimitable veldt.   As we looked in the direction we were to travel there was only a blurred sameness, an encircling vastness.   “We must not venture without a guide” said Randrianjafy, “for none of us has a glimmering of a suspicion which direction to take.”   We may become hopelessly lost, and only find our way out after days of wandering.   I roamed the plain ahead of us and realised how hopeless it seems to plunge into that unknown vastness alone.   It would be daylight madness, so I turned round and begged for a volunteer.   What was the thought of the crowd?   Did they think I was trying to inveigle one of them into the wilderness, and when far from his fellows, extort information from him preparatory to a raid upon Marovitsika?   Whatever it was , immediately every man took to his heels:  in less than a minute they were lost to sight, hiding in the long grass or making for the valleys below.   Had I kept a still tongue and seized one of them as guide, the probability is that they would have rescued him and turned on me.   We were in queer street now;  the men had gone and the journey still to be taken.   Then I had an inspiration; had all the men gathered there to witness our departure?   Was there still a man in some hut or other who had not heard my demand, and so had not fled?  I went round the village in and out of the huts and I found a man.   I laid hold of him.   I told him he must guide us until the village of Ambohitranivo came in sight.   How he wriggled and protested.   I told him I would pay him for his services, but go he must.   If he misguided us he would suffer with us.


The scene before us as we forced our way through the long grass, or crossed the deep narrow valleys, was a picture of bareness without relief.   No need to spy out the nakedness of the land; it was a land of implacable silence and aching solitude.   It weighed upon our spirits like lead.   It seemed as though the land and the sky were the only things in the world, and in the dim semi-darkness of the early morning, the voice of nature muffled and subdued, no one spoke beyond a whisper.   On and on we tramped, hour after hour, up and down, in and out, only the sky visible at times as we waded through the long sun bleached grass.   At last we came to the foot of the great mountain visible in the far distance.   One of the luggage carriers had fallen behind; we could not see him anywhere.   Had he taken a wrong path?   Was he lost?   We sent out scouts, while the rest of us sat on the broken ground half way up the mountain.   What a scene met our gaze as we stood on the summit of this sky scraping range – that is after finding our lost luggage carrier!   Not a village, not a tree, not an animal, not a bird was to be seen in the new land ahead of us, the land ‘behind the ranges’ only a repetition of the country we had crossed.   From that mountain top we had hoped for a glimpse of Ambohitranivo; we had to learn from our guide that we had only covered one third of the way.   Our hearts sank.   We were already tired and hungry.   When necessity holds the reigns, there is nothing for it but pressing your neck into the collar and taking the road.   Assuring us that the journey ahead was now quite simple – after giving us what appeared to be ample directions, we allowed our guide to return.   Never again!   We descended the mountain side to the plain below, where we began a game of blind man’s buff.    We had left a scene of desolation the other side of the hill, only to meet with another equally desolate.   


The sun was high in the heavens now, and we knew it.   We were surrounded by thousands of acres of un-habited and un-habitable country.   There was no semblance of a trail anywhere.   Now and again we came across hoof-marks of cattle, with a short track, but these only led into the long grass and ended.   We toiled on bearing north-east.   We were doubly fagged; the uncertainty as to direction wearying the mind, and the almost intolerable het draining our vitality.   It was a welter of palpitating heat and light.   Though we were on a plain, we were still at a great height.   Far ahead we saw what we took to be a dip in the plain; this dip might be a valley; in the valley there might be a stream; if so the stream would probably find its way down to the river Mahajamba, which we knew must be away there to the east somewhere.   It was as we had thought.   There was a valley.   There was a stream.   The stream became our trail.   We followed it.   We were not tempted to watch the antics of any wild creature we might meet, for there were none.   We were not intrigued by rare specimens of wild flowers, for there were none.   We were not diverted by delicate hues of landscape or sky, for there was nothing to be seen but the blinding heat-waves on veldt and mountainside.   After about three hours in this valley, to our horror we saw that the stream struck due west, and if we followed it further, it might only take us a little north of Marovitsika where we had started, and the journey to begin all over again.   We decided to leave the valley and climb the mountain on our right.   This proved to be a good move, for from the summit we saw below us another valley with a fairly wide stream in more open country.   At last one of the men gave a shout.   Away in the distance seen but faintly because of the heat/fog, he espied a village.   Was it Ambohitranivo?   It was!   In an hour and a half we were there.   We had started at five; it was now four in the afternoon.   We had been on the way for eleven hours without ever seeing a human being, a human habitation, scarcely a bird, scarcely a tree.   A plate of rice and a bite of chicken and on we went again, reaching Maromaniry at dusk.   Tired though we were we held a service, and for once I preached in total darkness.   May 7th 1927 I have written down as one of the memorable days of my missionary career.   May 8th, I was in country I knew well, but the day after that again I was to penetrate the unknown once more.   When we reached Ambohitranivo we found only women in possession.   The men were all out scouring the hills for cattle; the marauders of Marovitsika were out on a raid.   Danger dogs one’s steps in these wide silent lands, infested by bands of lawless cattle-stealers and cut-throats.
III. TWO HARD NUTS TO CRACK – BOTH CRACKED.
On the western side of the mountain where the gulley terminated, we found quite a decent path leading to Mahabe, two hours or more to the north.   Mahabe was one of the largest villages we had come across, and a very likely place in which to plant a church and school.   I was not the first on the ground, as the evangelist of the Native Missionary Society had tried repeatedly to start a cause there but without success.   The natives Mahabe were not the brutal blood-spilling savages I had met with at Marovitsika, but they were infected with other passions antipathetic to Christianity, hence the refusal to have a church.   Mahabe is a gold concession.   The inhabitants of Mahabe are a medley of races, they work seven days a week, hence they have no time for religion.   The lust for gold is on them.   Gold is their god.   All civilised lands know the type, he is generally one of the imovables.   That was the nut Randrianjafy had to crack at Mahabe.

Randriamahaleo himself a Marofotsy tribe and a fine Christian, the president of the Marofotsy Free Church Council (as it might be called) is the agent of the gold syndicate, residing not far from Mahabe, so we knew that he would be in sympathy with our efforts – and we meant to use that for all we were worth.


We called all the miners, their wives and children together.   By long experience we knew just what arguments and persuasions would be most telling.   In addition we brought forth the name of Randrianahaleo as a make-weight.   The people hummed and hawed, protested and declined.   Then the fight began in earnest.   I could tell them at Mahabe that at Ambatobe (wither we were going) we already had a church and school on the concession of the syndicate, permission to build having been heartily given by the European Secretary of the Company in the Capital.   Randrianjafy and I argued them into silence, but not into acquiescence.   I can make nothing of a pig headed silence.   There was nothing for it but to argue the matter right out and through.   When you have argued a man into a compressed-lip-set-jaw silence, you are done for so far as that native is concerned, unless something unforeseen happens, which you had not reckoned upon.   At Mahabe it was a strong minded woman and her children.   This woman was from the Capital, and had been a worshipper until her husband brought her to this remote spot.   She was a woman of some force of character.   When she was the hesitation of the men she ‘walked into them’ in rare style.   I was glad and grateful for her assistance that day, but secretly rejoiced that she wasn’t my wife.   Here was a breach in the wall.   We hammered at it until a great part of it began to crumble.   Presently all that remained was to pour in through the breach and take the city.


We soon had their names on paper, the petition signed, which has since been sent to the government.   A hard nut to crack --- cracked.



Three days later we reached Ambohipihaonana, another gold diggers village.   In my circular letter number 3 I told of a visit to this village a year ago; how I gathered the people together in the ‘pale moon light’ how I gave them the gramophone and showed them my scripture pictures but nothing more, thinking it unwise at the time to press for signature for the erection of a church.



There was quite a buzz of excitement when I entered the village again last May.   Here was the white man with his ‘singing box’.   I brought out my typewriter and wrote a letter or two.   Most of the miners were still at the diggings, but my typewriter brought what population there was swarming round me to witness the working of this new marvel.   “But the white man is clever” they exclaimed, “he must be a god come to earth”.   It was most entertaining.   What with my typewriter and the prospect of the gramophone, they became quite wrought up.   I was greatly amused.   There was nothing to be afraid of now in Ambohipihainana.   



At dusk I sent round the town crier.   He bellowed the information that I was going to set the ‘singing box’ to work.   One cry was enough, in two minutes everybody was there.   After a few rousing band pieces and songs I stopped the gramophone and suggested the signing of a petition asking for permission to begin worship among them.   No persuasion was needed, so Randrianjafy lighted a candle in the hut (I was giving the gramophone in the open air) and invited the people within one by one while I finished my records.   We got far more signatures than the minimum stipulated by the government, but we thought it as well to rope in the entire population.   It was a joyful occasion.   I had thought it would be a hard nut to crack, probably an impossible one a year ago.   Thus far we had got four new churches started, so we were congratulating ourselves on the extension of the kingdom of God.   We got another later at a further village.   There I will take leave of you again, having taken you with me ‘behind the Ranges’.   We have sought for ‘something lost behind the Ranges!   Lost and waiting for us’ to whom the task and the gospel have been entrusted.   I pray the Father to sustain and enrich you all.   Most grateful thanks for prayers and remembrances.    Heartiest Regards.


For ever sincerely yours,




W. KENDALL GALE.
