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Laura and Lars Vig with their daughter Anna Margret he in the living room at 
Masinandraina ca. 1895. Anna Margrethe returned fro m Norway  in 1894 to join 
her parents in Madagascar. She later married Carl F redrik Bjertnes in 1897.   
Photo : NMS Archives, IMP-NMS-A13-629 
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PROLOGUE AND SCENARIO OF THE PIONEER PERIOD OF THE NORWEGIAN 
MISSIONARY SOCIETY IN MADAGASCAR 1866-1900. 

 

 
Cut from a map of Madagascar by M.U. Anker,1875, pu blished for MT (Norsk 
Missionstidende). The Norwegian missionaries used t he name Nord Betsileo 
for the southern part of Vakinankaratra. Photo: NNMS Archives 
 
To reconstruct the scenario of the first period of Norwegian missionary activity in 
Madagascar, authentic maps and photographs may be of great help, as well as some 
information about the foundation of mission stations in the area of Vakinankaratra – at that 
time called Betsileo North by the Norwegians. 
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The Queens Palace, Majakamiadana, as the stone wall  was under construction. 
In the middle, Ampamarinana, one of the four memori al churches built at the 
same time in the capital.  This xylograph is from t he book of Joseph Mullens: 
Twelve Months in Madagascar, London 1875. Photo: NMS  Archives 
 
The history of protestant mission in Madagascar took place when the two English 
missionaries David Jones and Thomas Bevan started their work in Toamasina in 1818. They 
were sent by the English society LMS (London Missionary Society). After some very hard 
years in the beginning, the work developed to be a promising enterprise up in the highlands 
around the capital Antananarivo. The missionaries observed that Madagascar was in need of 
all kinds of service and education. The results of great efforts in many fields were also visible 
in many congregations. When King Radama the first died, conditions became significantly 
worse for all kind of humanitarian and religious work. The new Queen Ranavalona the first 
was afraid of the impact on Malagasy traditional culture, due to the strong influence in many 
fields by Europeans, especially the missionaries. She tried to get the people to maintain their 
traditional cults of ancestors and beliefs in sampy. After many years of persecutions of 
Christians the country was reopened again for Europeans in the beginnings of the 1860th. 
 
In Norway it was quite natural for the Norwegian Missionary Society (NMS) to choose 
Madagascar as their second field of mission after having established the first field in Zululand 
in 1844. 
This decision turned out to be very favourable. The work did grow with a speed not surpassed 
by any other mission effort in the modern history of missions. In less than 8 years the number 
of the 3 missionaries in 1866-67 had risen to 32 in 1874 and not less than 47 after only 10 
years. Most of these worked in the highlands of Madagascar on stations not far from one 
another. 
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Betafo as seen from the mission station. In front, the village Ambohitsimanova 
where John Engh and Martinius Borgen started from 1 867. Photo: NMS Archives 
 

 

Masinandraina. This is most likely the first school  and the first church that 
were built here by Lars Vig.  Photo: NMS Archives 

 
After one year of negotiations in Antananarivo with the Government and the British 
missionaries of the LMS, the Norwegian Lutheran missionaries were ready to start their work 
in the then called area of Betsileo North, situated south of the Ankaratra mountains. John 
Engh (1833-1900), Martinius Borgen (1834-1915) and Nils Nilsen (1834-1923) found that the 
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densely populated valley stretching from Betafo in the west to Loharano in the east was well 
suitable for their work.  

 

Masinandraina as seen from the road to Betafo. The mission station is hidden 
behind the trees. Photo: NMS Archives 

 

They founded mission stations at Betafo in 1867, at Masinandraina and Antsirabe (Sirabe) in 
1869. The station of Loharano was founded in 1870 at the arrival of Jørgen Nygaard (1840-
1893) and Thorkild G. Rosaas (1841-1913).  In 1869, Dr Christian Borchgrevink (1841-1919) 
settled in the capital Antananarivo, where Lars Dahle (1843-1925) came to join him one year 
afterwards. 

 

Panorama view of Antsirabe. From left the Sanatoriu m (built in 1888), the 
mission station (1874), the Teacher’s School (1900)  and the Lutheran church 
(1876). Photo: NMS Archives 

 

Masinandraina where Lars Vig (1845-1913) got his work is situated at steep hillcrest with a 
wonderful view of the fertile valley of rice fields below. A well accessible road going through 
the valley forms an axis, on which Masinandraina is situated 7 km from Betafo and 14 km 
from Antsirabe.  
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The very setting of the stations of the three colleagues – John Engh at Betafo, Lars Vig at 
Masinandraina, Thorkild G. Rosaas at Antsirabe – offered them a natural collaboration, a 
situation that their wives also took advantage of to the full.  

 

Loharano mission station. Xylograph in MT 1878 made  from a photograph. 
Photo: NMS Archives 

 

John Engh. He founded the first mission station, Be tafo, in 1867 and worked 
there  all his life to 1899, leaving for a stay in Norway only once. Photo: NMS 
Archives 

 
Lars Vig founded a teacher’s school and concentrated on the education of teachers for the 
many schools already started in the highlands. Thorkild G. Rosaas continued his great  
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A hand-drawn map of Vakinankaratra ca. 1888 by Joha n B. Smith (1860-1922). 
Betafo, Masinandraina, Sirabe (Antsiarbe). The vert ical lines in colours serves 
to mark the different districts. Photo: NMS Archives 

 
construction work, building houses and churches not forgetting his pastoral duties. At Soavina 
Hans Wilhelmsen (1841-1886) started to cultivate wheat for the first time in Madagascar. 
Others tried to cultivate vegetables and fruits. Nils Nilsen opted for dairy cows on his station 
at Loharano. The use of horses for locomotion, draw a lot of attention. As Peder Andreas 
Pedersen (1839-1880) was to cross the river close to his home at Manandona a lot of 
spectators would gather. 
Planting trees were very popular and as the trees grew up, everyone could easily recognize a 
mission station from a long distance. 
In the capital Antananarivo Lars Dahle had started a theological college that later was diriged 
bt Simon E. Jørgensen (1846-1937). 
Dr Christian Borchgrevink started his medical care in close partnership with the English 
doctors. His wife Johanna Borchgrevink (1836-1924) opened and run the legendary school 
and dormitory for girls at Antsahamanitra for almost 40 years. Hundreds of young women got 
their education there. 
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“Kirken I Sirabe, Rosaas”. Thorkild G. Rosaas stand ing in front of the church at 
Antsirabe ca. 1877. He was a missionary to Madagasc ar from 1869 to 1907. 
Photo: NMS Archives/IMP-NMS-A215-1833 

 
Andafiatsimo, Antananarivo. The house for the print ing press was situated 
south of the plain of Mahamasina. Simon E. Jørgense n started the printing 
press in 1877. Mons Lønø (1866-1917) operated the p ress from 1893 to 1897. 
Photo from John and Anne Grethe Lønø. Photo: NMS Archives 

 
Lars Dahle conducted together with brilliant English and Malagasy co-workers the translation 
of the Bible into Malagasy language. This translation is still in use. Simon E. Jørgensen 
managed to open the printing press which in 2007 will celebrate its 130 years jubilee. 
Further south, in Fianarantsoa, Arne Valen (1844-1906) established a second teacher’s school 
for students from the southern parts of Betsileo. 
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Simon E. Jørgensen started the printing press in 18 77 and run it to 1885. Photo: 
NMS Archives 

 
Johanna and Dr. Christian Borchgrevink worked in Ma dagscar from 11869 to 
1912, he as a doctor and pastor, she as director of  the girls school at 
Antsahamanitra. Photo: NMS Archives 

 
It will be to much to mention everyone of the missionaries, but there is no doubt that the work 
was so successful most of all due to the large number of missionaries and their great 
endurance and capacity in serving the people they were sent to help. Joining them, and not to 
be forgotten is also all the Malagasy co-workers, that even suffering a lot from diseases, 
robberies of homes and villages and other difficulties, still continued their work. Sure, they 
indeed are not to be forgotten. 
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Antsirabe mission station. A xylograph in MT 1881, from a photograph. Lars 
Vig did run this station when Thorkild G. Rosaas wa s in Norway in 1883-1886 
and 1896-1898. Photo: NMS Archives 

 

 

 
 

“Den norske kirke I Antananarivo og Ambatovinaky sk ole”. The lutheran 
church and school at Ambatovinaky in Antananarivo. The church was 
inaugurated in 1875 and was built by Thorkild G. Ro saas and John Engh. 

Photo: NMS Archives/IMP-NMS-23612-010 
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Map of Madagascar by Nils Landmark 1890. The map fo llowed issues of MT and 
also most of the books from NMS at the time. The ma p shows clearly where the 
impact of christianity has taken place. The journey  of Nilsen- Lund through the 
southern parts os Madagascar in 1887 also shows. Photo: NMS Archives 

 

 


