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By the time I noticed the emails in my
spam folder, there were three of them, sent a week apart. They all
had the same subject line—You must research Feyer truth.

At first I thought it was some
religious invitation. I work for an online magazine that publishes
tabloid material, so I still went on to read the messages, hoping
them to be from some fringe cult.

Whoever wrote them, wrote in poor
English. The content was similar in all three, but not copy pasted.
The sender first presented some brief information about a
nineteenth century missionary named Isaac Feyer. Then he insisted
that there was a huge story waiting to be uncovered in his
journals, giving the volume and page numbers. And finally the
sender asked for my postal address, claiming he had a letter
written by Feyer that had never been published. “I assure sir you
will not believe, you will not regret,” he wrote.

I was skeptical of course—being quite
aware of all the scammers and trolls that haunt the internet. I
also didn’t believe someone would just post a two hundred years old
letter to a complete stranger like that. Curious with that thought,
I decided to take a chance. I had a PO box, so I wouldn’t be
revealing much personal information—which town I lived in was
already available on the web anyway. I replied to the last email,
briefly explaining that I didn’t promise to cover the story, and
gave my box number.

 


* * *

 


I searched online for Feyer, while
waiting for the mail to come. I was hoping to find scanned or
transcribed versions of his journals. There were various excerpts
from his works, but I couldn’t find any sites that provided the
full text.

I managed to find a later
edition—published in 1903—that was available at a library. It was,
however, not in my town but in a nearby city, a couple hours of
driving away. I decided I couldn’t be bothered to go up there and
look up the pages mentioned in the email. At least not until I saw
what was coming in the mail, if anything came at all. Still, I was
slightly intrigued, so I did read a number of articles about his
life and his works.

Isaac Nathaniel Feyer, at the age of
twenty six, landed on Madagascar in 1818. He arrived in Toamasina,
a town on the east coast of the island. He was a member of the
London Missionary Society—in fact, he was one of the first
ministers the Society sent to Madagascar.

He rapidly started a school for the
local children, teaching them how to write the native Malagasy
language in Latin script. He also attended the church functions,
took part in the translation of the Bible, and held extensive
assemblies with the town people—probably soft-preaching them, I
assume. He had a charming character, and it seems he soon became
revered by the locals.

He is mostly regarded as a reputable
source, often credited as one of the earliest written recorders of
the culture of Madagascar. His journals, when published, spanned
six volumes of daily reflections on his twenty years on the
island.

I was told to read pages 83-95 of
volume three.

 


* * *

 


The mail arrived two weeks later. It
was actually a parcel, one of those cardboard boxes you put
documents in. It was sent from Madagascar, but there was no return
address. I was really curious, but I waited till I got home to open
it.

The box was stuffed with cotton on the
bottom and the top. It contained a typed note, and a big padded
envelope. I put the note aside, and carefully opened the
envelope.

I was surprised to see that it indeed
contained a very old looking parchment. The ink was fading, but it
was still legible, apart from being written in cursive. It was
signed Isaac N. Feyer.

I read the thing over a few times. It
was indeed weird, even if not as sensational as the emails
suggested. To be honest, I couldn’t quite make sense out of it. To
spare you the same confusion, I will delay revealing its content
for just a bit.



Laying it softly on the table, I picked
up the the typed note. It was the same funky English in the
emails.

“Help sir please Feyer truth to be
published, recognized. No more left anymore too late, but important
for truth. Please.”

I had no idea who he was, or if he was
a she. I had no idea why he had chosen me, a web-zine reporter, and
not some reputable researcher. I had no idea what exactly Feyer’s
letter was about.

Next morning, I took off early, headed
for the library in the city.

 


* * *

 


The librarian was a friendly old lady,
she helped me find Feyer’s journals. I checked out the third
volume, sat down at a table, turned to page 83 and began reading
right there.

It was the account of May 7th, 1825—an
unusual trip he made into the rain forest, with the King of
Madagascar, and some other locals. The entry for the day was
thirteen pages long, and it truly impressed me.

Within the following several months, I
read the whole six volumes, along with everything I could find
about Feyer. It turns out he was good friends with King
Radama.

Radama was twenty seven when Feyer
first met him, in 1820. He had been in the throne for ten years,
and was still waging wars with the few remaining insurgent tribes
and French posts. The British were his allies in his quest to bring
the whole island to his rule. The two young men had similar souls,
it seems, and quickly became friends.

In the last week of April
1825, Feyer received a message from the King, commanding to meet
him in Mahanoro, a small coastal village about 120 miles south of
Feyer's mission. He was expected to accompany Radama for
Mpashere atindi.
Celebration of the Virtue of Men, Feyer translates—an annual ritual
held in the rain forests of the island. It was a fairly esoteric
ceremony—only the King and a few select elder men could attend
it.

It is evident in his journals that he
was greatly amazed by this generous offer. “Very few people have
witnessed it, let alone a foreigner,” he writes.

I will try to summarize his account of
the day, rather than copy all thirteen pages here. If you are
interested, you can always look it up in a library yourself. First
published in 1840, the journals have been reprinted several times
until the 1920s.

 


* * *

 


They took off very early in the
morning, in a large pirogue—a dugout canoe made from a tree trunk.
Apart from Isaac Feyer and King Radama, there were eleven people on
board. Five of them were elder men, dressed in ceremonial
garments—complete with face paint and shiny jewelry. Feyer was also
asked to change into traditional clothes before joining the party.
The other six were blind teenage boys, whose job was to paddle the
pirogue upstream. The elders took turns coordinating the boys with
their commands.

The Mangoro river is over a mile wide
at its mouth, where they started the trip. As they traveled inward,
the river got narrower, and the forest grew denser around them. By
the time they passed the forking junction and continued into the
Nosivolo arm of the river, the waterway was no broader than a
couple hundred yards.

Feyer writes that they rode for almost
eight hours. It was the beginning of the dry season, so the waters
were relatively calm—he guesses they traveled some forty, fifty
miles in the pirogue until one of the elders announced they had
arrived.

The boys slowly maneuvered the vessel
to the shore, following the directions given by one of the ranked
men. The water was shallow and almost still. They were at a turn in
the river, and the width was only a dozen yards across. The dense
vegetation formed arches over the water, trees crossing one shore
to the other, leaves touching the stagnant surface.

King Radama disembarked first, followed
by the elders and Feyer. The group began walking into the forest,
leaving the blind boys behind.

After about half an hour of walking,
the elders started to chant a repeating song—it was some archaic
form of Malagasy, Feyer writes, and he couldn’t understand what the
words meant.

The song was immediately responded by
spasmodic shrieks from deeper within the jungle. The elders began
to sing louder and faster, and they continued to walk towards the
direction of the high pitched cries.

After a while, they came upon a small
clearing among the jungle. Feyer was at the very back of the
party—at first he wasn’t able to see the setting clearly. There was
a big rock in the middle of the space, and a lot of fidgeting on
the ground all around it.

“Initially I thought they were lemurs,”
Feyer writes. “But they didn’t have any hair on their skin, and
they didn’t have tails. They were slightly bulkier than lemurs, and
also had bigger heads, with much smaller ears. Their eyes were
burning amber. They were about three feet tall when they stood
up.”

On the return trip, Feyer learns that
they were called Dochinwal—meaning Naked Ones, in old
Malagasy.

“There were over a hundred of them
around the rock—screaming, jumping, clapping in frenzy. They
alternated between sprinting around on all fours, and then standing
up like meerkats, clapping and crying out some more.”

The elders spread out in a single rank,
with King Radama in the middle. He raised his hands, and the men
stopped chanting. The Dochinwal immediately followed suit—the
shrieks came to an abrupt silence, and the restless mass froze
completely in unison, all eyes fixed on Radama’s party.

The King took a couple steps forward,
towards the rock. There was a brief shuffle among the watchers, and
a single Dochinwal mirrored his act, stepping forward and standing
up on his hind legs.

“I hadn’t noticed him before in the
crowd,” Feyer writes. “He looked old—paler and more wrinkled than
most of the others. His skin was marked with painted lines. He had
vines and leaves dangling on him, wrapped around his body like a
piece of clothing. I scanned the others, but I couldn’t spot any of
them in a similar outfit. I assumed he was their chief.”

Radama spoke out, in the ancient
Malagasy which Feyer fails to comprehend. He notes that it seemed
to be a memorized lecture, rather than an impromptu
speech.
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