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Malamulo Seventh-day Adventist Mission Hospital is a 275-bed regional referral hospital and training center

located in Makwasa, within the Thyolo District of .  Operating in alignment with the missiological

objectives of the Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) Church, the institution provides comprehensive clinical services

and health education.  The hospital’s establishment was part of a broader expansion of Christian medical
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missions in the Shire Highlands during the early colonial period, an era heavily influenced by the explorations of

David Livingstone and the subsequent arrival of various Catholic and Protestant societies.  Initially founded as a

general mission site, its medical work began with basic nursing services in 1902 and expanded into a formal

clinical facility by 1915.
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Colonial Context and Healthcare Shortages

During the early protectorate era (1891–1920), the British colonial administration maintained an underfunded

government medical service.  With a minimal state medical budget, growing from £250 in 1891 to roughly

£9,000 by 1910, state-run facilities prioritized urban administrative centers, military outposts, and European

settlers.  Consequently, the vast mandate for rural African healthcare fell primarily upon Christian medical

missions.
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The Seventh-day Adventist medical work at Malamulo emerged alongside older Scottish Presbyterian and

Anglican networks such as the Livingstonia and Blantyre missions, which established robust clinical frameworks

before the British state offered comprehensive infrastructure.  Secular historical evaluations indicate that

Mission medicine in the Shire Highlands was intimately bound up with the colonial political economy, with some

mission hospitals functioning as active screening or “refereeing agents” for white settler estates managing

migrant labor health.  Furthermore, this Western clinical apparatus constantly intersected with resilient

indigenous healing systems governed by traditional herbalists (sing'anga), meaning that the local population

navigated a pluralistic medical landscape rather than a totalizing colonial imposition.
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Institutional Foundation

The roots of the institution date back to the activities of Joseph Booth, an independent missionary who

convinced Adventist authorities at Battle Creek, Michigan, to establish a presence in the British Central Africa

Protectorate (later Nyasaland).  In 1902, the Mission Board invited Booth to address the Lake Union Conference

in Chicago, where the assembly committed $500.00 to the project, supplemented by an additional $7,000.00

from other conferences for the purchase of the 2,000-acre “Plainfield“ estate and initial staff support.  The

pioneer team included Thomas Branch and his wife, Henrietta, a nurse who initiated general nursing care at the

site in 1902.  The location was later renamed Malamulo (the local vernacular term for “laws” or

”commandments”).
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Following the departure of Henrietta Branch, sisters Etta and Ina Austen served as the Mission’s first dedicated

nurses from 1910 until 1914.  Their departure caused a temporary cessation of formal medical services, which

were revived in September 1915 upon the arrival of British medical missionaries William Henry Hurlow and his

wife.  Hurlow, who had previously worked at the  in Cape Town, managed general

operations while his wife provided maternal care.  However, Hurlow contracted schistosomiasis (bilharzia),
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forcing the family to repatriate within a year.18

In late 1915, Irene Fourie, a trained hydro therapist from the United States who had been working in the Natal-

Transvaal Conference, arrived at Malamulo.  Fourie is credited with officially opening the first formal medical

clinic at the Mission, utilizing an older, repurposed building.  The historical framework of Fourie’s work reflected

the 19th-century American water-cure movement, which heavily influenced early Adventist sanitarium methods.

 During World War I, when male missionaries were engaged in military or administrative war work, female

missionaries assumed operational control of the medical and educational facilities.  in 1916, South African

nurse Daisy Ingle joined the staff, beginning an influential tenure that lasted over sixteen years.
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The Leprosarium

The transition of Malamulo from a minor Mission clinic into a structured regional medical facility began with the

arrival of  in 1925, who served as the hospital’s first official medical director.  A primary

milestone of his administration was the establishment of a dedicated leprosarium in 1925 to isolate and treat

patients suffering from leprosy.  Initially consisting of 100 single-room brick huts, the facility secured colonial

government approval and external funding in 1927 from the British Empire Leprosy Relief Association and the

colonial administration.  This financial support enabled the construction of a new hospital building,

administrative office, surgical suite, laboratory, and two 15-bed wards.  By 1930, the leprosarium

accommodated 344 inpatients, expanding by 1962 to manage over 300 inpatients and 250 outpatients

simultaneously.
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Permanent Clinical Infrastructure

Under Dr. Birkenstock’s leadership, the hospital moved its primary operations into its first permanent, purpose-

built medical buildings.  By the 1930s and 1940s, the hospital began attracting private patients from the

European and Asian merchant communities in Nyasaland.  These patients were charged higher fees, which

subsidized the low-cost or free services provided to underprivileged local residents.  In November 1942, a

dedicated Asian private ward was established, supported by a donation from the local Patel merchant family.
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Following Dr. Birkenstock’s departure in 1930, clinical continuity was maintained by Dr. Erickson and nurse Daisy

Ingle.  The clinical staff was reinforced in the 1940s by graduate nurses Lydie Delhove, H. E. Lude, Rachel M.

Anderton, and Dorothy E. Walter, alongside medical directors Dr. L. K. Rittenhouse, ,

and Dr. Mark W. Fowler.  By 1946, institutional data recorded 289 major operations, 321 births, and 4,702 total

patients treated.
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Training of “Medical Middles”
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A critical contribution of mission medical networks in Central Africa was the training of indigenous healthcare

workers, historically conceptualized by secular scholars as “medical middles.”  During the interwar period,

missions were the exclusive providers of rigorous, multi-year clinical training for indigenous hospital assistants

and nurses.  The Nyasaland Medical Department relied directly on these mission-educated subalterns, who

frequently transitioned between mission stations, state dispensaries, and private agricultural estates, driving the

deployment of Western biomedicine across the protectorate.
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In November 1935, Malamulo launched its official three-year medical training course.  In denominational

terminology, the title hospital assistant (HA) was employed to distinguish denominational employees from those

designated as medical assistants (MA) in British colonial government service, though the academic curricula and

clinical requirements were identical.  The program required candidates to complete Standard 6 education

followed by three years of intensive theoretical and practical clinical training.
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Gender Integration and Professional Licensing

The initial structural reliance on male healthcare workers created cultural barriers in maternity and infant

wards, as local customs discouraged women from seeking obstetric care from male practitioners.  Following an

inspection by the General Conference, Malamulo actively recruited women to address high maternal and infant

mortality rates.
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Between 1935 and 1951, Flora Mhlanga and Ethel Mate became the first Malawian women to graduate as

hospital assistants.  Furthermore, the 1946 graduation included the first cohort of five Malawian women

trained as midwives over an 18-month curriculum.  Emma Chipyoza also joined the hospital as a midwife in

1946, providing continuous service until her retirement in the 1980s.
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Official Personnel Licensing (1955–1956)

By the mid-1950s, the Nyasaland Union Executive Committee formalized the status of its medical staff by issuing

official medical evangelist licenses.  The mid-year minutes of 1956 record the following complete listings of

licensed personnel, demonstrating the gender distribution of recognized professionals during this period:

Gresham Kavaloh; Emma Chona; Dalson Kadumbo; Elizabeth Nyazgambo; Winstone Kachibade; Lydia Kaunda;

Robertson Mzumara; Ainess (Inez) Kachibade; Sosku Chinzakazi; Aline Mkwawira; Watford Chilozo; Nellie

Mbebuwa; Goodwill Ngwira; Lucy Kabula; Harry Kabula; Margret Lumala; Bethel Thomas; Lisnet Action; Duncan

Kaunda; Alexander Nyambi; Hadwell Maganga; Wilson Jere; and Enock Philemon.
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The Flying Medical Service and AHS Network



Dr. Russell Jack Harvey served as medical director from 1956 to 1972.  A former pilot, Dr. Harvey established a

Flying Medical Service in 1962 utilizing donated aircraft.  The service allowed Malamulo physicians and dentists

to bypass the country's underdeveloped road infrastructure and manage a vast network of rural clinics and

dispensaries across the protectorate, even extending emergency medical aid across borders to Songa Hospital

in the Democratic Republic of the Congo during periods of political instability.  This infrastructure was

integrated in 1980 into the formalized Adventist Health Services (AHS), which managed over a dozen

dispensaries spread across the North, Central, and South Malawi Conferences.
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Specialized Surgical and Epidemiological Developments

During the late 1960s, specialized surgical work expanded under visiting surgeon Dr. Robin Heimer.  Operating

alongside Malawian specialists, including surgeon Dr. Hetherwick Ntaba and neurologist Dr. George Nga Mtafu,

Heimer organized urban outreach clinics in Blantyre, providing the clinical foundation for the subsequent

establishment of the Blantyre Adventist Hospital (BAH).
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From the 1970s through the 1980s, Dr. Gilbert Burnham directed Malamulo for 14 years.  Dr. Burnham unified

the independent training tracks in nursing, midwifery, laboratory technology, and medical assistance into a

single consolidated curriculum under the Malamulo College of Health Sciences, an institution that currently

trains approximately 1,500 students.  In addition to academic consolidation, Burnham engaged in

epidemiological research, conducting a World Health Organization (WHO)-funded clinical trial for ivermectin to

control onchocerciasis (river blindness).  This research led directly to the creation of the Malawi National

Onchocerciasis Control Program, which successfully suppressed elephantiasis and river blindness in the region.

 Burnham also supervised health and leprosy control operations for 300,000 Mozambican refugees in the Shire

Valley.
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Chaplaincy and Institutional Culture

Spiritual care was institutionalized alongside clinical operations through formal chaplaincy programs.  From

1940 to 1950, Captain Maruda, a former leprosy patient who converted to Adventism, served as hospital

chaplain.  Visual impairment allowed Maruda to move freely through the female wards and maternity sections

without violating local mid-century social customs, and his tenure saw significant spiritual engagement and

baptisms within the leprosarium population.
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Between 1979 and 1986, Pastor Redson Mpita modernized the department by introducing a centralized radio-

link system connected directly to individual patient bedsides, broadcasting daily morning devotions and spiritual

counseling.  Institutional records from this era preserve a strong institutional culture of combining faith-based

interventions and prayer with complex clinical and surgical cases.
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Contemporary Times

In the modern era, Malamulo’s financial and operational framework transitioned from local missionary pledges

to centralized international support, managed in direct partnership with Adventist Health International (AHI) and

the Global Health Institute of Loma Linda University.65

Following the directorship of Mexican internist Dr. Beteta Santos in the early 2000s, who focused on community

health systems, the hospital became a major center for advanced surgical training.  Through its partnership

with the Pan-African Academy of Christian Surgeons (PAACS), Malamulo serves as an accredited surgical

residency site training African physicians.  Currently, Program Director Dr. Brent Sherwin and Assistant

Program Director Dr. Moses Kaggya Kasumba oversee the residency tracks and conduct clinical research

specializing in low-resource oncology treatments, specifically targeting cervical and esophageal cancers.  The

overall clinical and administrative operations of the referral facility are led by the current Medical Director, Dr.

Deborah Desouza.
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