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This is a novel loosely based on my experiences in Madagascar over some eighteen years. The title is a salute to one of George Macdonald Fraser's books 'Flashman's Lady' and a century and a half later the history of Madagascar still remains drenched in blood. Having read the prologue some readers might sadly agree that an alternative title could justifiably be “Plus ça Change, plus c’est la même chose”. While the novel's political background and some of the public characters are based on reality, the story, for better or worse, is entirely a figment of my imagination.
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THE ISLAND OF THE RED QUEEN

PROLOGUE

In 1845 Queen Ranavalona 1 organised a buffalo hunt; during this hunt 10,000 people reportedly died and their bodies thrown into the bush.

On 11 February 1975, six days after heading the new government, Colonel Richard Ratsimandrava was assassinated by members of the Groupe Mobile de Police (GMP) 

On 30 July 1976 the helicopter carrying the Prime Minister and the army chief of staff, crashed killing all passengers. 

On 4 December 1984 Kung-Fu groups attacked President Ratsiraka’s private security force Tanora Tonga Saina (TTS) headquarters in Behoririka, and killed more than 100 TTS members.

On 24 May 1986 the minister of defence, Sibon Guy and the head of the state oil administration, Hubert Randrianasolo, were killed when their DC3 crashed into a hill outside the town of Antsirabe.

On 31 July 1986, mechanised army units and helicopters demolished Kung-Fu headquarters in Antananarivo, killing the movement's leader and 200 of his followers.

On 26 June 1987 Madagascar's President Ratsiraka had just arrived in the packed municipal stadium in Antananarivo for the Independence Day military march past. At the moment that General Rakotonirainy goose stepped up to the tribune to salute his commander in chief there was the sound of the crack of a .22 rifle and he fell to the ground - dead. The next day's press termed the death 'a heart attack'.

On 30 July 1991 and under the direct and recorded instructions of President Ratsiraka, at least 50 unarmed demonstrators were killed during the "March for Freedom". 

On 7 February 2009 armed men killed at least 28 protesters in Antananarivo outside the presidential palace. 

On 18 September 2018 Midi Madagasikara reported 152 lynchings over the two preceding years.

In December 2019 the press reported the continuation of extra-judicial executions of alleged cattle rustlers and unarmed civilians in the south of the country by police and armed forces. 
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On 23 June 2009 a tired and jet lagged George Fielding arrived at Ivato International airport to take up his six-month contract as an economic consultant to the World Bank office in Madagascar. Although he had already organised his visa with the Malagasy Embassy in Paris there was a two-hour queue for the few open immigration desks. Then he had a half hour wait for the luggage carousel followed by a further half hour to get through the gratuitously pernickety customs check. The weary traveller was more than relieved to see the World Bank driver waving a card with his name to drive him to the Hilton. He asked the driver 'the boss's name is Lars Fynbo?' 

'Indeed it is and in spite of its Scandinavian sound, he’s actually Australian’.

The following day George called on the Bank's country director to be greeted with 'Welcome to Madagascar - the seventh poorest country in the world. And Madagascar has no excuses, no war, no external threats and in spite of being the recipient of huge amounts of assistance from the outside. It’s all down to appallingly bad governance and rampant corruption. What we are doing here is basically a holding operation; attempting to help the poorest and supporting efforts to improve governance without handing out money to reward venal politicians. It is a tough and depressing environment and this is why we need your expertise. Your alma mater, the LSE, has always concentrated on researching the interface between economics and politics and this is precisely what I want you to do during your six-months with us. The French are of course the major players here after the European Union and their Vice Consul has invited both of us to dinner tomorrow evening; I do hope you can come as you will learn a lot'. 

'Thanks, I really appreciate this and will certainly come'. 

'My driver will pick you up from your hotel tomorrow at seven then'.

The dinner party proved more interesting than George could ever have imagined. Scarcely had the guests sat down when six gunmen burst into the dining room and ordered everyone to lie on the ground and give up their wallets, watches and mobile phones. One gunman, probably the leader, checked the other rooms for more jewellery and other valuables. The whole attack lasted less than ten minutes, the armed men were clearly professionals and left quickly without injuring anyone - except for the unfortunate house guard who they had knocked out before he could raise the alarm.

The following day George was called in by the head of admin; Frans, an impossibly skinny but friendly Dutchman - 'you're booked to stay for a week in the Hilton then we'll move you to one of the staff apartments in Ivandry near the Radio Netherlands residence'. 

'Oh, wasn't that the area where we were robbed last night?' 

'Yes, but the entire area is under lock down now - you're probably better protected than the president himself and the Malagasies are anxious and embarrassed; don't forget your host last night was French and the French are major donors they don't want anything to happen to stop the flow of funds. It must have been something of a traumatic shock for you on your second day here and if you want you can always have a chat with the UN staff counsellor'. 

'No I'm really fine and luckily I'd put my passport and credit cards in the hotel safe and I don't have a portable phone yet. My wallet was taken but it was a present from my very ex-girlfriend, so apart from a few pound and dollar notes, it's really no great loss'. 

'Oh, yes thanks for reminding me here's your office mobile - a Blackberry. The keyboard is ridiculously small but as it’s encrypted you can use it for anything confidential too. Anyway I hope you'll like the apartment - two bedrooms on the third floor overlooking paddy fields. You should move in next week when your stuff arrives from Britain. The area is something of a foreign ghetto but the advantage of this is that you will be near to people who will be your colleagues. In fact the Belgian UNDP rep, who is also the boss of the entire UN family here, lives in a villa on the same estate as you. Actually you should make your number with him as soon as possible as the UN takes the safety of international staff very seriously and you'll get a full security briefing from his office. While I think of it don't forget to make your number with your countryman and British Honorary Consul, George Aylesham - an interesting character and a retired diplomat who worked here in the late eighties. An office car will pick you up every morning and a car will be on call for all your official visits. I advise against you driving yourself here - it is dangerous and even the most minor accident will inevitably attract a potentially hostile rent-a-crowd. If you do have to use the local taxis always make sure the doors are locked and the windows closed. Your next appointment here is with our chief economist - follow me to his office'.

George found himself in front of Seamus, a bluff, bearded and cheerful Irishman - not his idea of an economist at all. 'Welcome to the madhouse in a mad country - so you're an economist, well, they are two a penny in this crazy city. I'm not putting you down because you have a very special talent for making connections between politics and economics'. 

'How on earth did you know that?' asked an astonished George. 

'Our world is a small one and I simply asked a mate of mine in LSE to send me a copy of your master’s thesis - a fine piece of work by the way. While we all try to combine the two, what we really need is a focussed analysis which we can use to inform the best and most secure ways of using the limited funds allocated to Madagascar by Washington'. 

He spent the rest of the next day installing himself in his office in the Bank's headquarters in the ministerial district and only a stone's throw from his hotel.

The following days were a steep learning curve for George as he tried to immerse himself in the realities of Madagascar's plight. The single bright spot was the election, six years earlier of a new president, a self-made businessman who had done more to upgrade the country's development in the short period of his mandate than any of his predecessors. Nevertheless George had instinctive misgivings about the longevity of his many improvements. Mentally he was increasingly drawing a parallel between the young president of Madagascar and Thaksin Shinawatra in Thailand.

His call on the UNDP head was friendly and informal - although it he made it clear that his instructions on security were to be taken very seriously. He told George he had taken the liberty of making a list of UN contacts who could help him in his very specific mission. 

'One problem here is that sometimes we appear to live in a diplomatic bubble, simply amplifying the opinions of our colleagues instead of doing the groundwork and speaking to the people most affected by six decades of misgovernance. It will be salutary for you to call on Père Pedro, an Argentinian priest who has established a civilised haven for the ultra-poor living on the city's rubbish dumps. You should also call on the papal nuncio whose network of churches and catholic missions throughout the country gives him a uniquely good handle on what is happening outside the capital'.

His call on George Aylesham was interesting 'we Georges must stick together' was his introduction, then asking for his passport and making a legalised copy for him to carry in case of being stopped by the police. 

'The Foreign Office has made the most awful mistake in closing the Embassy five years ago so although I'm glad to be back in harness I'm also very happy to be able to stick up two fingers to them - in fact I often do. While my first responsibility is the protection of the British community here, I'm finding myself acting as unpaid British Ambassador here as well and the local political/economic reporter to the FO.'  

‘Snap – that’s basically my job here; where did you break your teeth on economics?’ 

‘Well, first of all with a brief course at your alma mater, LSE, then a series of economic training courses over my career. Then in order to eke out my stingy pension I do a lot of translation work – quite often for the Bank. And there’s another connection – your press man Emile Ranora, used to be PR for Air Madagascar, a tough and eventually thankless job so he wisely moved over to your office. He’s a keen aviation buff and wrote a fascinating history of the company and I translated his book into English’. 

George mentioned his feelings about the President and Shinawatra. ‘A good comparison and I'm glad you didn't say Berlusconi - there's nothing bunga bunga about this guy - indeed from that point of view Malagasy Presidents are fairly austere. The present man is the deputy leader of the powerful Protestant church here and his predecessor sacked a CSR for letting himself be filmed in an orgy.' 

‘What's a CSR?' 

'Sorry local jargon - a CSR was a member of the Supreme Revolutionary Council, a sort of Marxist House of Lords set up during Ratsiraka's lengthy affair with communism. One of them was nicknamed 'bise tonton' or give uncle a kiss as the authority for foreign travel for students had to be signed off by a CSR - obviously against something more than a hug. This came up recently in a phone in programme when one of the CSR's victims complained on air. The ex-CSR threatened to sue the radio station but probably realising that the publicity would encourage complaints from more aggrieved ladies, dropped his threat.’ 

'Yes, I know I'm talking of the past now but the line 'history repeats itself' is truer here than in any other country I have worked in. What have you been reading?' 

'“The last travels of Ida Pheiffer’ and “Madagascar Rediscovered”. 

‘The Pheiffer book is superbly observed and she is among the great women explorers of the nineteenth century on the same level as Mary Kingsley. But as for the other book’, and the consul made a face, ‘if an old Etonian wrote a history of Britain, you'd get an idea of the history through the eyes of the top quarter percent of the population. It’s not inaccurate but totally unbalanced. Ida Pfeiffer's remarks remain valid today and the red Queen Ranavalona was certainly bunga bunga – a bit of a praying mantis in fact. Seven or eight years ago and to the fury of the Malagasies, a British guy wrote her biography with the title “Female Caligula – the mad queen of Madagascar” – an evil despot she certainly was, causing the deaths of hundreds of thousands of her subjects during her long 33-year reign, especially the Christians, But she was a very intelligent and determined woman too. I'll e-mail you a copy of a short book written at the turn of the last century by a Frenchman, “A Parisian family in Madagascar”. His observations remain sound today but the main interest of the book is that it gives the lie to French claims that the Malagasies just rolled over and let the French colonise the country with minimal resistance. Not true; they fought bravely against a well-equipped and well-trained invader losing many lives. And I've looked at the surrender conditions imposed by the French - a short, brutal and totally humiliating document. However I’m glad that you have fluent French – a necessity here. At the same time, I’m glad the President has instituted English as a third national language with a similar status to Malagasy and French’.

‘The Malagasies have even been putting out feelers about joining the British Commonwealth to balance their membership of La Francophonie – a far more hard-nosed grouping. When the French set it up they headed it with a tame Egyptian, a guy called Boutros Boutros Ghali who, similarly to when he was the UN’s Secretary-General, saw himself as an eighteenth century monarch with all the expensive trappings, while slavishly supporting every aspect of France’s foreign policy. His successor, Abdou Diouf, was cut from a very different cloth, infuriating president Sarkosi when he didn’t behave as one of France’s satrapies. However, the British Commonwealth, as much as it is an admirable and principled organisation, is about as much practical use as a church whist drive and any material help the Malagasies might expect will certainly be a big disappointment to them.’ 

‘I do share your misgivings about how long Ravalomanana will last - not because he's of Asian origin from the high plateaus but because he's a self-made man from a rural area who is trying hard to reduce the country's dependence on France and I worry that the aristocratic and very pro-French Malagasy establishment will undermine him. On the subject of undermining, there is a specific Malagasy reality that all donors must deal with. A little story to illustrate it’ when I first came here twenty-five years ago we lived in a comfortable house near here set in the most wonderful walled, wooded park, in fact belonging to an aristocratic Malagasy family. The area surrounding the park was completely bare, all the trees and greenery destroyed by the locals. Jealous of the park, during the dry season they threw burning branches over the wall to destroy what was inside. If a Malagasy sees a successful business, instead of trying to emulate it, he will try to tear it down. There is no understanding that a prosperous neighbour means not just employment but custom for other local shops and businesses’.

‘But getting back to consular issues, under arrangements set up by the EU we work very closely with the French whose professionalism is beyond reproach. They have a warning system to send text messages to all EU citizens of any potential problems - cyclones, crime, riots - can I pass on your mobile phone number? If you ever have any problems outside the capital, illness, robbery, road accident, whatever, you can always call on the local EU mission for assistance - in effect the French'. 

'Thanks, yes of course and thanks for the briefing - I think we'll be exchanging information quite frequently - do you come to World Bank donor meetings - there is one next week? 

'Ok we'll meet again then.'

‘You must forgive me – talking is a dry business and I haven’t even offered you a cup of tea – come into the house and meet my wife, Elouise’. George instinctively responded to the friendly couple and, as Elouise was a keen cook, got to sample her scones too

That day George made a couple more calls, the first to the International Monetary Fund representative. 'We just have a skeleton staff here and mainly synchronise our work with your lot in the World Bank but were very glad to hear that you had been taken on. The guy running the Malagasy Central Bank, my good friend Gaston, is doing a great job in keeping the local money stable - and this in spite of the theft of a whole container of bank notes in the port a few years back during the crisis. The first thing he did was to demonetise the high value notes which helped a lot - 'though probably made him a lot of enemies. And the thefts continue today with the armoured cars carrying the banks’ daily cash deposits being hijacked outside the bank itself - theoretically the most secure area of the city and next door to the presidential palace. Anyway an early call on Gaston will be well worth your while’.  

His next call was to the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, a German NGO funded by the German Social Democratic party. Their mission was to support democratic reforms and ethical government.

'A tough job' commented George, 

'Yes, especially when the parliament is totally corrupt, so bad in fact that the Prime Minster himself had called it not the Assemblée Nationale but the Assemblée de Coquins - The Rascals Assembly. We also do a lot of work in schools concentrating on civil rights education. But to come back to corruption, here is a study commissioned on its massive costs to the country's economy, which is of course your interest here. We are not too popular with the government and even worse, our funders in Germany are running out of cash so we will probably be obliged to cut back and do our work from our regional office in Southern Africa'.
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The following morning George had an appointment at nine to take a tour in an office car around the city to get an idea of the realities of daily life for the Malagasies. Admin had told him to wear jeans and to put his money and mobile phone into a money belt under his shirt. This was not to be and at eight that morning admin called him to say that the car pool had a couple of breakdowns and no car was available. He could either come into the office or they would get one of their trusted taxis to take him round town. He chose to keep to his programme and use the taxi which picked him up from the Hilton at nine. The weather was seasonably cold for the southern hemisphere winter and a fine drizzle was falling - it'll be more like a British summer thought George to himself. 

The rain began in earnest and five minutes later a pedestrian, not realising it was a private hire, hailed the taxi. 'Stop' he told the driver and a very damp young Malagasy lady carrying a laptop jumped in. 

'Thank you so much - I got caught in the rain'. 

‘I can see that - where are you going?'. 

‘To the University, I have a class beginning in twenty minutes - are you going that way?' 

'I don't know' replied George. 'I'm exploring so it'll be interesting to me to see the university. Are you a student or a lecturer?'. 

'Neither, I'm a class assistant for the moment but hoping to become a lecturer next year once I have my masters.' 

'What are you studying?' 'Disaster and Risk Management - it’s one of the newer disciplines but a priority programme supported by the World Bank.' 

'What a coincidence, it’s my third day working for the Bank and I didn't know about this. I see we're already there and you're nearly late but I'm sorry to seem forward but I would love to discuss this with you perhaps over lunch.' 

'Great, I'd love that. I hope you don't mind a late lunch but could you pick me up from the University at one'. 

Fortunately the rain eased up and the taxi took George to see the carrière, the enormous quarry where a granite mountain was being dismantled by hundreds of men, women and children using only hand tools. Then he was driven to a nearby convent where, after seeing the modest graves of the nuns and the far grander tombs of the French colonial great and good, went to the rear of the cemetery to see the graves of the Tirailleurs Sénégalais, the African colonial troops who died during the invasion of Madagascar in 1895. 

At one o'clock they picked up the young lady from the university who suggested eating in a small restaurant on the way back into town. Once seated George started 'I didn't mean to be rude but I should have introduced myself - I'm George Fielding from England; this is my fourth day here and, as I mentioned, I'm doing a 6-month study for the World Bank. I'm already finding life here very interesting' and described his dinner party of two days earlier. 

'Oh, what a terrible introduction to our country but I'm relieved you were not injured.' 

'I was very lucky; I only lost my wallet with a little cash and my watch - just a cheap Casio.' 

'Ok, let’s talk about happier things; my name is Julie, I got my degree two years ago and should have my masters before the end of this year.' She suddenly blushed - 'Do you mind if we change tables - I know the guy over there - he's a minister and a friend of my family and the lady he is with is not his wife; it'll be horribly embarrassing if he sees me'.  George laughed as they moved to a corner table, commenting that the city seemed very much of a village and he would have to watch his step. 

'Julie, talking about ladies - the wallet which was stolen was a present from a very ex-girlfriend who had been going behind my back and seeing my best friend. They are both very much ex-friends now'. 

'Oh dear, I really understand how you must be feeling as Gilles, my fiancé of three years played the same trick on me six months ago but now I’ve got over it and I don't really mind now as I don't want to be distracted from my master's thesis'. 

'Julie, your English is very good, how did you learn to speak so well? 

'My father was Australian and he always insisted on speaking English at home'. 

'Was - I don't mean to pry?' 

'Yes he passed away three years ago from cerebral malaria which he probably caught up on the west coast - my mother and I really miss him but he did leave us well provided for so I could continue my studies and she loves the house he built for us up on hills overlooking the city. But your French is very good where did you learn it? 

‘Well French was my first language choice at school and I spent my gap year in Paris before university and studied at the Alliance Française there. Like you when my parents passed away they left me enough money to finish my education. When I came across the advertisement for the job in Madagascar, I thought that it would give me a complete break after a miserable year and help me to make a new start’.  

The time passed very quickly and after eating Julie looked at her watch - 'I'm due back at the university in half an hour - thanks so much for the meal. I'll walk back - its only ten minutes on foot'. 

'Julie, I'll be happy to drive you back; I've got the car for the day and so 'I'll leave you there and get on with my exploration of the city'. 

'Well, the city's my home and I'll be happy to show you round, maybe at the weekend'. 

'That would be great' and they exchanged telephone numbers.

George asked the driver to show him the different ministerial buildings which he would be contacting for help in writing his review and this took up most of the afternoon. Once back at the office he called on admin to sort out the final arrangements for moving to the flat. Frans wasn't there but his assistant, a tall, somewhat statuesque, German lady welcomed him with a wide smile. 

'Hi there, you must be George Fielding; I’m sorry I missed you earlier; I'm Vera, Vera van Hagenmayer and very happy to meet you - and in spite of the van in my name I'm German, not Dutch'. 

'Likewise, I just came in to sort out the logistics of my move'.

'OK, your stuff is here and it’s all fixed for Monday afternoon; I'll be happy to help you get settled in'. 

'Thanks, that's very kind but with my small amount of luggage it's no trouble for me to settle myself in and I'm sure you have plenty to do'. 

Vera smiled 'But I want to check with the apartment management too'. 

'No, I'm fine, really, and I'll make my number with them and let you know if there are any problems'. Back in the Hilton George reflected on his exchange with Vera - a bit overpowering he thought, I really hope it’s not a come-on.

The rest of the week passed by quickly and George was already mentally forming an outline for his review but one call shook him to the extent that he thought it might form the pivot for the review. This appointment was with the Director of BIANCO, the government anti-corruption body. BIANCO's offices were situated in a building which was previously a hotel in a leafy inner-city suburb close to the Swiss and Egyptian residences. He took immediately to the Director who was disarmingly frank about his job. 

'Firstly' he said, 'my office has done a lot to weed out some very unpleasant goings on. But my "victims" are all members of the opposition and the moment I attempt to investigate anyone connected with government my efforts are systematically blocked'. 

'Actually Director, your job sounds potentially quite a dangerous one'. 

The Director gave George a wry smile 'and the government has diverted or delayed all of my requests for protection - yes I, with my family, am very vulnerable and a good portion of my salary goes to Group4S; an effective security company but not cheap'. And not only am I grossly understaffed but I know more than one of my colleagues are corrupt as well. George pondered this meeting on his way back - it seems as though I will have to do two versions of my review - a public one and one for internal use, he thought.
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