
Chez Henriette
ANTANANARIVO, Madagascar October 1, 1996

By John B. Robinson

Henriette is alone. She runs a bed and breakfast in Joffreville. She used to run it
with Xavier, but as he is no longer around, she runs what’s left by herself.

Xavier, like nearly all French people who try to start a small business in Mada-
gascar, was from the third or fourth tier of the social hierarchy. The only reason
can’t place him any lower is that he didn’t seem to have any addictions, he was
able-bodied and he liked to work. Here in Mada, he worked as a travel agent, a
rice transporter, a restaurateur, a taxi brousse driver, a bed-and-breakfast owner.
Back in France, he could work as much as he liked, but his station in life was fixed.

He was an abandoned child. An orphan with two living parents. His father
went off to fight the last bad fight of colonialism in Algiers; his mother cut her
losses (Xavier, age 2) and remarried. At 14 he ran away from the orphanage, lived
in the food markets around Paris, stole. At 16, he learned to work, and learned
that he liked to work. With his pay he traveled around Europe, spent enough time
in GermanY to speak the language, visited Piccadilly Circus in May, Pamplona in
August. The more he saw of the world, the more he realized what a miserable lot
had befallen him, and the more he resolved to change his position in life.
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came to believe in the system, they were set free to go about their business: solid,
conservative, petit bourgeoisie. The ones who didn’t bend to the stick were usually
sent to remote lookout posts where they died of preventable illnesses. The French
colonial system was like the English Empire in that respect; only the young people
with no place in the social system at home went abroad.

So what was Xavier doing in the Republic of Madagascar in 1996? For the last
twenty-odd years this island country has been positively anti-French. In 1973,

!!!i,i,iiiii’ii! Admiral Didier Ratsiraka rose to the Presidency, kicked the French navy out of
the port city of Diego Suarez, embraced the USSR, and learned how to run a
small third-world country, Soviet style. To remove Ratsiraka from power 17
years later, the entire country embarked on a general strike that lasted eight
months. Trucks didn’t deliver gasoline, telephone operators didn’t connect
calls, workers went without salaries, bread wasn’t baked. After the penury had
killed thousands by starvation, the monster gave in and appointed a provisional

:::::::::d government. Political activists came out of their safe houses, arrested journalists
were thrown out of their cells, the whole country was reborn under the charis-
matic leadership of Professor Albert Zafy.

Xavier came to Madagascar because it was cheap, he was white, and with a
little money and a white skin you can do something in this country. His dream



Taxi Brousse

to live in Madagascar, marry a local beauty (thereby
neatly avoiding the interminable visa problems),
make his fortune, raise a family and have a home, is
typical of a whole class of Frenchmen who come
here.

Taken as a group, these Frenchmen come from the
housing projects outside of Paris, problematic French
possessions like La R6union, Tahiti or New Caledo-
nia, the deep countryside in the Luberon, Vaucluse or
the Haute-Savoie. Before they arrived in Madagascar,
they were waiters, construction workers, mechanics,

cooks, and ordinary peasants. Once in Madagascar,
with their contacts abroad and little else of value,
most became involved in the black market for hard
currency, endangered species, gold, gemstones and
other transportable goods. They generally have noth-
ing to lose and little fear that they will spend time in a
Malgasy prison cell. In the most flagrant cases they
are simply expelled from the country, although met
an Italian of the same genre who had his expulsion
annulled.

When say a little money, mean two thousand

Chez Henriette,
sign on fTont wall

2 JBR-2



dollars or less. Enough money to travel the county in
a taxi brousse, eat standing up at the roadside. Not
enough to stay in hotel rooms with mosquito nets, or
enough to buy a car, a tractor or a mud hut. Enough,
nevertheless, to start a small business, or work for
someone else until an opportunity presents itself.

Xavier’s first job was with a travel agent. Le patron,
another questionable Frenchman, hired him to train
the personnel and look officious. After three months,
le patron, who was only paying him room and board

they buy an ancient Peugeot 404 and make a taxi
brousse. This is after the troubles of Ratsiraka, before
Zaf Albert turned out to be a complete zero. Taxiing
peasants and poultry from place to place on back
roads gains them enough to sell the vehicle and open a
restaurant. With Xavier’s white face out front, back-
packers and 30-40-year-old adventure tourists stop in.
Things look good. Henriette and Xavier get married,
have kid #1, sell the restaurant, and invest in their
dream-- a bed and breakfast in Joffreville.
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a cashier in Xavier’s favorite
discotheque. He asks her if she knows of a place to
stay for the night, she happens to have an extra room,
etc. Point being, Xavier, cheated out of his salary, has
no way to get from Diego Suarez to Antananarivo to
Paris, and no particular reason to return to The Hexa-
gon anyway. He has nothing and nowhere to go.

Henriette, attracted by the opportunity Xavier rep-
resents, shelters him, quits her job, and the two of
them go into the transportation business during the
harvest season. Using a borrowed truck they buy rice
at 250 fmg (franc malgash), they transport 20 tons a
load into town, and they sell it for 1250flng. Each trip
earns them 200,000 ring U.S.$50. With their profits

zambique Canal to the left, the
Cap d’Ambre straight ahead, the enormous bay of
Diego Suarez below, and the Indian Ocean to the
right. The air is pure. Ocean winds brush the hu-
midity away, the forest vines keep the ground lush
and well watered and the height assures a certain
freshness on even the hottest days of the dry season.
At the time of the French colony, many Frenchmen
considered Joffreville paradise on earth. I suspect
Xavier wanted some of history’s prestige to rub off
on his venture.

The town itself is not much to look at any more.
Perhaps 40 years ago, when the Colonels and Colo-
nial Administrators whitewashed their villas and

loffreville center

Institute of Current World Affairs 3



The authoT with son Nicolas, at National Park
WateTfalt (left); Park eztrance (above).

scrubbed their stone verandahs, it might have been
something to see. For the moment, tropical decay has
set in. 01d mansions, like "Corsica Bella," with its ter-
raced gardens, enclosed aviary, transparent fish
tanks, wooden clapboard siding and shuttered balco-
nies, are in total ruin.

Still, Joffreville has something. The national park,
which now protects what is left of the trees, does
attract some visitors. Even though the park’s facilities
are pathetic (a few kilometers of old road turned into
"nature walks," a metal gate with a guard post), the
old-growth rain forest itself is quite majestic. Sailors
from the French Navy, or merchant seaman with
nothing else to do, usually make the trip. Now and
then a backpacker will pass, but the well-heeled tour-
ist is a rare bird around Joffreville.

Henriette and Xavier leased a tiny stone house
facing the road to Diego Suarez. There is no view;
the two guest rooms are dark and stale; there is a
miniature yard out back. It could be an old refuge,
lost somewhere in the Pyrenees. They fixed the roof
with corrugated iron, whitewashed the molding
walls, waxed the hardwood floor, painted the door
and window frames. They had a refrigerator, a
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stove, three tables, two extra beds. When they had
spent their last franc malgash, they were ready to
receive guests Chez Henriette.

Within weeks of opening, disaster struck. The
lease that they had signed, it seemed, was false. They
had no right to occupy the premises, and no right to
the value of their improvements. This too is a typical
story, especially around Joffreville.

When the French lost their rights to own property
in Madagascar, some of them left the country with
the titles in their pockets, some sold their land to
Indo-Pakistani merchants for the price of a stale ba-
guette, some gave their properties to Malagasy
friends in parting conversations. Since that time, es-
tablishing land ownership in Madagascar has been
a nightmare. Squatters sometimes occupy houses
for a lifetime; on the contrary, real owner-occupants
are often cheated out of their property by illegiti-
mate claimants. The oral nature of most village in-
heritances complicates things even further. Nearly
all leases seem to end up at the tribunal at one time
or another, and as they say here, if it gets to the tri-
bunal, it is better to pay the judge than an expensive
lawyer.

The lease for Chez Henriette was signed by the
real owner’s sister. Whether she purposely set Xa-
vier and Henriette up for a fall, or if her brother is
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really the owner, remain open questions. The end
result is that Xavier and Henriette renovated a
building that they had no apparer_t legal right to
occupy in the first place, and the "landlord," once
he saw the improved condition of his building,
suddenly wanted it back.

Faced with the prospect of starting all over again,
from zero, with no money, and no means to get any,
Xavier sank into depression. Like many former bar-
tenders, he rarely touched alcohol. The night of Au-
gust 30th, however, filled with self-loathing and an-
ger, he went on a drinking binge with another
Frenchman in Diego Suarez. Upon his return to Joffre-
ville, he beat his wife, struck his three-year-old child,
smashed furniture against the walls. Henriette locked
herself and young Nicolas in the guest room; Xavier
went into the other guest room, fashioned a noose
from some loose rope, and hung himself.

When I ate lunch chez Henriette two weeks ago,
she was full of troubles. She had given up the idea of
fighting her expulsion at the tribunal; she had de-

cided to stay put. She had thought of returning to her
family, but they disgusted her. Upon hearing the
news of Xavier’s suicide, they stopped in, not to con-
sole her, not to help, but to take the refrigerator. "We
can use it," they said. She threw them out.

Henriette doesn’t have time to listen to politi-
cians. She doesn’t care that President Albert Zafy
was impeached and resigned from office on Sep-
tember 5th, that Admiral Ratsiraka is returning
from France to run in the next presidential election,
that the election date is being manipulated for the
benefit of one party or another, that decentraliza-
tion is the big issue.

Like most everybody in Madagascar, Henriette is

living from day to day. Hoping a wayward sailor will
stop in for lunch, a stranded backpacker will spend
the night. She needs every Malgasy franc she can
find. She has no husband, a predatory family and one
three-year-old child. Due to her nervous anxiety she
miscarried her second child last week. The expulsion
order hangs over her head like a guillotine. ]
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