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Journey to the Red 
Island: Madagascar    
September  12-22, 1998 
By Tim Frakes 
 
Saturday, September 12 
Our visit to Madagascar began on an Air France 
flight out of Chicago’s O’Hare International 
terminal on a very warm Saturday afternoon.  Our 
goal was to record footage for two Lutheran 
video’s.  The first was an eight minute feature story 
on Lutheran missionaries, Stan and Kathie Quanbeck.  The Quanbeck’s are the last in a family 
line of missionaries that have been working in Madagascar for exactly 100 years.  Our second 
project was more ambitious.  The global mission staff wrote a script designed to introduce the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Madagascar to Lutherans in the United States. It was my job to 
bring that script to life.   
 
Madagascar is a huge island off the south east coast of the African continent.  One thousand 
miles long, it is the worlds fourth largest island.  Greenland, Papua New Guinea and Borneo are 
the other three.  It’s sort of a Galapagos of humanity.  People only settled here 1,500 to 2,000 
years ago.  Ironically they came from Polynesia, India and the Arabian peninsular more than 
from relatively near by Africa.  With eight major tribal groups, people here speak a variety of 
dialects.  Malagasy, the official language, acts as a common bond throughout the island.   

 
My traveling companion, Kevin Jacobson from the ELCA’s 
Division for Global Mission and I had a last “American”  meal at 
Mc Donald’s.  We shared our table with an Israeli tourist just 
finishing a visit to Chicago.   Our conversation with the intrepid 
young man got me in an  international mood.  The terminal was 
typically crowded with people from all over the world.   
 
Sunday, September 13 
After a long over night flight the Air France 747 delivered us to 
Charles De Gaul airport outside Pairs.  All of our television 
equipment and baggage, including two heavy suitcases of medical 
supplies for intended for Malagasy medical workers had been 
checked through to Madagascar.  Only planing to spend twenty 
four hours in Paris, I was left only with my lap top, tooth brush, 
underwear and the television camera.  What more do you need! 
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It turned out I needed a jacket.  The weather when we left Chicago was 90 degrees.  The 
temperature upon our arrival in Paris was a chilly 50 degrees with scattered showers.  
Fortunately Kevin brought an extra long sleeve t-shirt.  We collected our bearings and found a 
shuttle bus to the hotel.  There we were joined by Kevin’s brother, John Jacobson.  John is a Los 
Angeles based freelance choreographer and music educator.  John and Kevin had written our 
script and it was John’s task to serve as on-camera host and narrator.  “Lens meat”  in the 
vernacular of television production.   
 
Of our trio, John was the only one who had been to Paris.  We quickly exchanged a few dollars 
into Francs and jumped on the Metro for Pairs.   Wow!  The Champs Elyes.  The Louvre.  The 
Arc D’Triumph.  Each was magnificent in it’s own way.  Paris is everything it’s cracked up to 
be, and on a grand scale.  After walking several miles and glimpsing the sites we had dinner at a 
restaurant on the Champs Eylese.  By this time our jet lag had set in and it was back to the metro 
and our hotel for a long rest.   
 
Monday, September 14 
Early the next morning we piled in the bus had headed back to Charles De Gaul airport for a ten 
hour Air France flight to Madagascar.  The long flight gave us time to work on the script and get 
to know each other as a team.  The in-flight movie was a French comedy about a group of French 
tourist in the United States.  It was fun to see America from a European perspective.   Finally we 
arrived in Antananarivo, the capital city of Madagascar around midnight.  Surprisingly, it was 
rather chilly for the tropics.  Our team was met by Tom Krone, an ELCA missionary working in 
Madagascar.  We collected our baggage, made it through customs and drove off into the night.  
Half an hour later we arrived at the missionary compound where I  flopped into bed under the 
canopy of a large mosquito net. 
 
Tuesday, September 15 
Early the next morning Kevin Moore, and ELCA missionary arrived at our hostel and welcomed 
us with a coffee cake his wive Debbie had made fresh that morning. Breakfast consisted of 
tangerines, cake and coffee.  Lutherans have been working in Madagascar for more than one 
hundred years.  Years ago the Norwegians purchased land in the capitol and constructed a large 
compound to house their staff, families and visitors.  
 
Antananarivo, or Tana for short has been the capitol of Madagascar for centuries.  Originally 
ruled by Malagasy kings and queens, Madagascar came under European influence gradually 
through out the slave trade periods in the 16th and 17th and 18th centuries.  By the beginning of 
the 20th century Madagascar was a French colony.  This French influence made a lasting mark 
on the architecture and narrow streets of capitol.  Antananarivo is a bustling city of one and a 
half million.  Nestled in the mountainous region of the central highlands, Antananarivo is a maze 
of twisting avenues lined with tightly packed shops, homes and businesses.  In the center of the 
city is a long, wide boulevard, Arabenny Fahaleovanena.  People set up shop and sell everything 
from fruit to screwdrivers.  Arabenny Fahaleovanena avenue is at the bottom of a valley. On 
either side the ground rises up a steep slope.  At one point a long stairway ascends both sides of 
the valley.  Thousands of people can be seen crawling up and down the worn steps like so many 
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ants. 
 
Leone, a Malagasy staff person at the hostel offered to be our guide and translator for the day.  
Leone is a very kind man with a broad smile.  He and his wife have two children and one niece 
living at home. Leone, John, Kevin and I set out on foot through the narrow streets to the city 
center where we visited the headquarters of the Malagasy Lutheran Church or FLM.  There we 
interviewed the General Secretary, Jean Baptiste and the President, Benjamine Rad on a roof top 
balcony overlooking the entire city.  Later we poked around the market for a while, then jumped 
in a cab and returned to the hostel.   
 
Lunch was at a neat little French restaurant near the hostel.  I order Zebu.  That’s Malagasy for 
Longhorn steer.  The bill for four of us came to around 130,000.00 Malagasy Francs.  That’s 
about $20.00 U.S.  It’s not too hard to be a millionaire in Madagascar! 
 
Later in the afternoon, Leone drove us to Ebenezer Lutheran Church and school.  There we 
visited the home of the Pastor, his wife and ten children.  The episode was very formal.  After 
greeting us in the courtyard, the pastor asked us to wait outside.  He entered the home from a 
side door, then walked through the house to the main entrance where he opened the door from 
the inside and welcomed us into a very nice room with leather furniture and a coffee table. We 
had taken a seat and began exchanging pleasantries when his wife entered the room with bread, 
coffee and fried bananas.  While we sat, she stood and offered a rather lengthy blessing.   We 
also recorded John teaching the a group of 50 children how to do the conga.  Great fun and lot’s 
of dust.  The school, as are most buildings in Madagascar are constructed of red clay bricks.  
Hence the name, the Red Island.  Red bricks, red dirt floors, no windows and lot’s and lot’s of 
happy children. 
 
September is rice planting season in Madagascar.  Malagasy love to eat rice.  Given a choice, 
Malagasy eat rice three times a day. They say, “You just haven’ t eaten until you’ve had rice.”  
Along the road to the school, we stopped several times to record local farmers irrigating their 
paddies and making bricks.  You 
irrigate a rice paddy in the central 
highlands of Madagascar by 
building a low wall of mud around 
your field.  The area is then flooded 
with water carried in buckets from 
the adjacent field.  Hard work, 
indeed.  It was also brick making 
season.  Many of the rice fields had 
mounds of dirt with a huge, square 
brick kiln on top.  The kilns are 
made of mud bricks dug from the 
wet soil of the rice paddies.  
Wooden forms are filled with mud 
and left to dry in the sun. Finally the 

John Jacobson teaching school children to dance the 
Conga. 
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bricks are stacked into a huge block that forms a kiln.  After the bricks are fired the kiln is 
dismantled and the bricks are sold or used in construction of their own homes.  While shooting, a 
cart pulled by two Zebu’s walked by.  As the animal passed, the beast decided that he preferred 
not to be filmed.  Before I could pull back, he lowered his long horn and gave the camera a 
whack.  Fortunately the camera was fine. Even better, I got a very cool shot! 
 
Wednesday, September  16 

My second day in Madagascar started early and 
ended late.  Jet lag caught up with me about 
3:30am.  The quite time was a good chance to catch 
up on the diary and give the equipment a good run 
through.  When dawn finally arrived, we set off for 
SALFA headquarters.  SALFA is the Lutheran 
Church in Madagascar’s medical ministry.  
Madagascar is the worlds fourth poorest nation.  
Heath care for most people is minimal at best.  18 
years ago, American Lutheran missionary Stan 
Quanbeck began working with the Malagasy church 
to develop and network a number of missionary 
hospitals and clinics.  Today, SALFA is a 

sophisticated nationwide health care system largely 
run by Malagasy doctors and nurses.  At the headquarters we observed their process for 
manufacturing, storing and distributing pharmaceuticals.  We also interviewed several SALFA 
staff members.  
 
After lunch we headed to the central Antananarivo park where we recorded John and a group of 
Malagasy children for our global mission video.  Our production drew large crowds of fascinated 
Malagasy who seemed to enjoy the show.  The children were English speaking offspring of 
Malagasy SALFA staff.  We tended to look a bit like the Von Trapp family in Sound of Music as 
the kids marched around the park in front of the camera. 
 
Long after dark we dropped the children off at their respective homes and returned to the 
missionary compound.  Our Malagasy house mother had cooked us American style pizza.  We 
shared the meal with Stan and Kathie Quanbeck and discussed our plans for shooting their story 
in the southern part of the island later in the week.  
 
Thursday, September 17 
Finally a good nights rest!  It was nice to wake with the sun shining outside for a change.  The 
John, Kevin, the Quanbeck’s and I had a French breakfast in a street cafe.  We then changed 
some more money ($170.00 US into 875,000.00 Malagasy Francs,) and headed for the airport.  
On the way we drove through one of Antananarivo’s slums.  Our script called for some shots of 
poverty so I recorded some pretty awful stuff.  It’ s hard to watch children literally feeding on a 
garbage dumb and then head for lunch, but that’s what we did.  
 

A pair  of Madagascar ’s famous Lemurs 
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Our flight to Fort Dolphin was on Air Madagascar.  
It seemed like a fairly well run airline.  The plane 
was a Boeing 737.  During the flight I had the good 
fortune to sit next to Allison Jolly, perhaps the 
world foremost authority on the Malagasy Lemur.  
Ms. Jolly is faculty at Princeton University and 
travels to Madagascar each fall to study the rare 
animals and consult on anthropological and 
ecological issues.  We struck up a conversation and 
hit it off pretty well.   
 
Fort Dolphin is located on the extreme southern 
coast of the island.  A resort town, Fort Dolphin 
was the location of a boarding school for 
missionary children in the 1940©s.  Tall rugged 
mountains line the horizon and decent to spectacular 
white sand beaches.  Our hotel was on a bluff overlooking the beach.  After unloading we 
walked with the Quanbeck’s to a cemetery where Stan’s mother and sister are buried.  In the 
1940©s  Stan and his sister were students at the boarding school.  Their parents were missionaries 
in an area several hundred miles to the north west.  Stan was only seven years old when his sister 
became ill and died.  Stan found himself alone at the school for several months until his parents 
learned of her death and could make the long sad journey down to the coast.  It was very moving 
to see Stan at the cemetery.  For Malagasy, the fact that Quanbeck’s are buried on the island is 
profoundly significant.  Malagasy culture demands that a persons remains be returned to their 
home for burial.  Allowing their loved ones to be buried on Malagasy soil indicates to the 
Malagasy that the Quanbeck’s are one of them.  After the cemetery, John, Kevin and I recorded 

more footage on the beach and then 
called it a night.  
 
Fr iday, September 18 
Our second day in Fort Dolphin began 
before sunrise and ended long after.  A 
rooster crowing outside our window 
woke me up at dawn.  I got dressed and 
took the gear out to the road 
overlooking beach.  A sand path 
descended the hillside about 300 feet 
and lead to the waters edge.  As the sun 
came up I noticed two local fishermen 
paddling their canoe back to shore after 
a night of fishing.  In my rush to make it 
down to level ground to record the 
scene, I tumbled head over heals with 
both the betacam and the tripod.  

Casting out demons in a Toby 

Malagasy fishermen look through the viewfinder  of 
my camera. 
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Fortunately both I and the camera were ok.  The fisherman thought my tumble was a real thigh 
slapper.  The shots of them paddling in were absolutely spectacular and well worth the fall.  
 
After breakfast a local American ecologist who happened by our hotel pointed out that whales 
were spouting about half a mile out to sea.  Sure enough we were able to catch a few glimpses of 
them.  Local fishermen had paddled their canoes out near them.  Apparently other fish can be 
readily caught when whales are about.  The local canoes are tiny dugouts that hold two people.  
Not the kind of craft for a non-swimmer. 
 
After recording footage and interviews at an old missionary compound, we headed out to a rural 
hospital.  There we watched physicians treat a poor man who had fallen through an opening in a 
very high bridge.  His right femur was so badly fractured, it bent horizontally at a right angle.  
Doctors told us it was not their practice to administer pain killer.  Local custom dictates the sick 
are not to exhibit signs of pain.  The man smiled at us and gave John a thumbs up as if it was just 
another day in Madagascar.  
 
After lunch we visited a Toby.  Toby’s are Malagasy Lutheran revival camps, something like an 
Israeli Kibbutz.  Twice a day they have a worship service that features the casting out of demons.  
A group of 15 or 20 women and one man wearing white robes pray and then fan out into the 
congregation casting out demons.  After shouting “Out in Jesus name!,”  they lay hands on the 
person and pray with them.  It’s all quite fascinating.  SALFA is working with the Toby’s and 
trying to treat Epileptics with drugs therapy.  It’s a combination of African/Christian spiritual 
and western physical healing.  
 
Dinner was at a local restaurant owned by a Dutch expatriate.  A group of Malagasy men and 
women performed a long series of dances and tribal songs.  Some songs were Christian an others 
were traditional.  The dancing looked very African.  The singing was a bit like Lady Smith Black 
Mambaso.  The night ended with star gazing and then to bed. 
 
Saturday, September 18 
Early the next morning the sun again rose on 
a bright, clear, cool morning.  John, Kevin, 
the Quanbeck’s and I piled into two small 
Renault taxies and drove to the Fort Dolphin 
air strip.  There we met our Mission Aviation 
Fellowship (MAF) pilot, Emil.   
 
Emil is a veteran pilot from Switzerland who 
spent years flying in Chad, the Sudan, and 
Uganda before bringing his family to 
Madagascar.  Our French made twin turbo 
prop roared down the runway and up into the 
air.  After a short flight we plopped down 
onto a short grass airstrip fifty miles to the 

ELCA Missionary Stan Quanbeck 
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north west of Fort Dolphin, known as Berenty is a 
privately owned wild life game and nature reserve.  The 
place is famous world wide for its Lemur population.  
Although ? had no eccentric owner to greet us at the air 
strip like in the movie, Jurassic Park, the place did have 
that old colonial feel.  As promised, the Lemurs were 
everywhere.  At breakfast we again met up with Alison 
Jolly from Princeton University.  When she joined our 
table I remarked that Berenty with Allison Jolly was a 
bit like skiing in Aspen with Jean Claude Killie!  
 
Saying goodbye to our anthropologist friend we jumped 
back in the plane and Emil flew us deep into the 
Malagasy desert to a place known as Ejeda.  Ejeda is a 
rural hospital and mission station where Stan and Kathie 
Quanbeck made their first home after returning to 
Madagascar in the 1940©s.  Although Stan grew up in 
Madagascar, he left to attend college and medical school 
(St. Olaf and The University of Chicago.)  While in 
school Stan met and married Kathie and together they 
answered the call and returned.  Ejeda is a hot dry place.  
Green sisal plants and a 
few sycamore trees are the 
only vegetation growing 
out of the red clay soil.   

Here, Stan and Kathie’s four children were born and did much of 
their growing up. Hundreds of local villagers, many wearing the 
traditional lamba, a colorful cloth wrapped around the head or 
body,  poured onto the barren dirt air strip to greet us.  When the 
turbo props stopped, they crowded around the plane and stared into 
the windows.  Malagasy hospital staff drove their vehicles out to 
greet us and we headed for the old missionary compound and 
recorded interviews with Kathie and a Malagasy health care 
worker.  After touring the hospital we headed back to the dirt 
airstrip and flew deeper into the desert.  
 
Our next stop was an even more primitive dirt airstrip in the south 
west town of Betela along the Ololany River.   Saturday in Betela is 
market day. People from the surrounding villages bring their Zebu 
and produce to town to sell. When our plane landed this time,  
thousands of people lined the runway to greet us.  When the plane 
finally stopped, Two police armed with rubber batons literally had 
to beat the crowd back.  The sound of a thousand bare feet 
stampeding on the sand runway all at once made a strange 

Ejeda Hospital 

 

 

People work hard in 
Madagascar . 
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fluttering noise.  Kevin Moore, an American missionary greeted us and again we piled into 
trucks and drove to a home owned by the Malagasy Lutheran Church. After a quick lunch we 
stopped by the local market.  By this time it had become quite hot.  Like most African markets 
you can buy just about anything.  Fish, sweet potatoes, and manioc seemed to be the standard 
items.  In another area we came on a stock yard where men were buying and selling Zebu and 
goats. 
 
The final leg of this days journey was a two hour drive into the desert to a place known as 
Manasoa.  Over one hundred years ago Norwegian and American missionaries walked or 
paddled dugout canoes up the river and set up a remote mission station and dispensary.  Between 
1898 and 1902 nearly half of them had died of malaria.  Monasoa is abandoned today, but there 
still remains a cemetery were you can visit rows of crosses marking the last remains of these 
very dedicated people.  Also in the grave yard is a place marking the remains of 30 children who 
had been left to die on ant hills or in cattle pens.  Local custom in those days mandated that 
children born on a bad day, (a date determined by the local witch doctor) were bad luck for the 
family.  On the other hand, this practice of infanticide may have been a way of ensuring life for 
remaining family in a very harsh desert environment.  Mosasoa was the place Stan Quanbeck’s 
maternal grandfather Jochim Jerstad came by foot.  It was here that his father also worked as a 
pastor.  Eventually Stan and his sister were born here.  As the sun dropped in the wester sky we 
walked around the abandoned ruins of the Norwegian church and Stans old colonial style house.  
When local villagers learned we were there, a old woman came to see Stan.  At first I thought it 
might be one of those touching reunion moments.  Sadly the women explained only that she was 
starving and wanted some food.  During the bumpy ride in the back of the pick-up truck on the 
way back to Betela I had a nice view of the Southern Cross.  It made me wonder why things are 
the way they are. 
  
Sunday, September 19 
Early Sunday morning we drove out to a village near an empty government agricultural school. 
The school has been closed for years due to lack of funds.  However, students and staff remain in 
the area, never the less.  We dropped by a tiny Lutheran church a village known as Many Thorns.  
There we recorded John and local villagers demonstrating the many uses of the Malagasy 
Lamba.  After many Thorns we packed up and drove back to Betela for worship at much larger 
Lutheran Church.  As with many African congregations the place was packed.  Hundreds of 
children sat on the floor near the altar.  The adults sat on wooden benches.  When the children 
heard a plane buzz the near by air field, the all got up and ran out the door to see the site.  After 
the plane left they all poured back into the church and returned to their seats.  Children in these 
rural areas seem to roam about freely.  Everyone seems to know everyone else, so there is no 
problem.  A diesel generator in a nearby shed powered a microphone and the electric organ.   
 
After church we went to another building and recorded the youth choir during a rehearsal.  This 
was one of several occasions where we had a chance to hear the Malagasy sing.  They can sure 
carry a tune.   
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Lunch was at a local restaurant.  Just a room with tables.  
As we ate our Zebu and rice, John noticed some fresh, 
raw Zebu meet drying in the sun on the cloths line 
outside the window.  Towels, t-shirts and underwear 
hung there next to the meat.  Yum, yum!  
 
After lunch we headed for the airstrip.  Emil decided we 
needed a treat, so he flew us down the Olalany River 
basis all the way to the ocean.  Most of the flight was at 
an altitude of 50 feet as we banked left and right through 
the sometimes narrow canyon walls.  I doubt this practice 
is recommended in the MAF handbook.  At one point a 
boy moving his Zebu across the river tried to pitch a 
stone at us.  Everyone on board had a great time.  That is, 
except for me.  I like my planes to fly high and very 
level.  Never the less, the sight was spectacular. 
After a quick stop in Toliara on the coast, we flew back 
to Antananarivo and dinner at Kevin and Debbie Moore’s 
home.  The Moore’s are long term missionaries and 
oversee the American staff in Madagascar.  After dinner it was back to the hostel and to bed. 
 
Monday, September 20 
I spent most of our last day in Madagascar in bed. Montezuma’s revenge had finally caught up 
with me.  Still, I was able to do a bit of shopping in the city center.  Fortunately most of our 
shooting was completed.  We did visit a local grade school to record children in a class room.  
We also tried to drive up to the Queens palace on a hill overlooking the city.  Apparently some 
civic celebration was about to take place and the road was blocked, so we turned back.  Of 
course, there is no Queen in Madagascar today.  The French took care of the Malagasy monarchy 
years ago.  Several years ago the palace itself burned to the ground.   All that remains is the shell 
of the old building.  
 
Our last stop was at the airport at 12:30 on Tuesday morning.  While Madagascar is a very 
interesting place, I was sure glad to get on that Air France plane and roll down the runway.  It is 
too soon, really, to properly evaluate all the experiences we had.  Almost all of them were either 
pleasant or very interesting.  The Malagasy people have a real spirit and zeal for life.   Whether 
in the capitol or in rural areas, the Malagasy always seem to be busy.  As a rule they work very 
hard and seem to enjoy life.  You don’ t see people moaning about their problems or sitting idly 
on the street corner.  The are good people.  The kind you’d like to have as a friend.  As I walked 
alone through the narrow streets of the capitol a women selling flowers pegged me as a tourist.  
For two or three blocks she followed and tried to sell me a bouquet.  Very persistent, but not 
rude.  After ducking into a shop she finally left.  Later on my way home I spotted the woman and 
bought some flowers.  We both smiled and walked away happy.  
 

Chicken for  lunch! 

 


