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Africa
Similarly, if possible, they should travel to the continent of Africa, 
Canary Islands, Cape Verde Islands, Madeira Islands, Réunion 
Islands, St. Helena, Zanzibar, Mauritius, etc., and in those 
countries summon the people to the Kingdom of God and raise the 
cry of “Yá Bahá’u’l-Abhá!” They must also upraise the flag of the 
oneness of the world of humanity in the island of Madagascar. 
It is said that in South Africa, a diamond mine is discovered…. 
Perchance, God willing, the mine of humanity may be discovered 
and the brilliant pearls of the Kingdom be found. 

(‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Tablets of the Divine Plan. Tablet to the Bahá’ís of the United States and Canada, 11 April 1916)



  

Djibouti (French Somaliland)

The Republic of Djibouti in the Horn of Africa has an area 
of 23,200 km2, with Somalia to the south, Ethiopia to the 
southwest, Eritrea in the north, and the Red Sea and Gulf 
of Aden to the east. It became the colony of French 
Somaliland in 1883, before becoming independent in 
1977. The population today is over 970,000, with 94% 
Moslem, but was 25,000 in 1953. French and Arabic are 
the two official languages. It is a significant port, 
providing access to Ethiopia, and has several foreign 
military bases. 
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Djibouti

The country is mostly plateau, plains and highlands 
including eight mountain ranges up to 2,000 metres, 
along the rift where the African Plate and the Somali 
Plate meet the Arabian Plate, creating the lowest 
elevation in Africa at Lake Assal. The vegetation is xeric 
grasslands, shrublands and coastal desert, with a hot 
desert climate and daily temperatures of 32 to 41°C and 
rainfall less than 130 mm. 
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Knights of Bahá’u’lláh

Three Knights of Bahá'u'lláh worked to establish the 
Bahá'í Faith in what was then French Somaliland. Fred 
Schechter could only say six months, so Sabri and 
Fatimah Raissa Elias followed the next year. We have a 
unique opportunity in telling their stories. Jim Schechter, 
Fred's son, has documented Fred's extensive 
correspondence with his parents, giving us a view in his 
own words of what it was like to pioneer in difficult 
circumstances. A book has been published on the story 
of the Elias family. 



  Knights of Bahá’u’lláh – French Somaliland



  

Fred Schechter

Fred Schechter (1927-2017) became a Bahá'í in 1949. He 
studied library science.
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Fred Schechter

When Shoghi Effendi wrote in 1951 about the Africa Two 
Year Plan, Fred offered to go to Africa.
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Fred Schechter

When the work situation in Somaliland was hopeless, he 
was directed to Nairobi. He sailed on the African Sun on 10 
March 1953 with Frederick and Elizabeth Laws (later 
Knights of Bahá’u’lláh for Lesotho), arriving in Nairobi on 1 
May 1953. 



  

Fred Schechter
with

Fred and Beth 
Laws

on
S.S. African Sun

1953



  

Fred Schechter
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Fred Schechter

With the goals of the Ten Year Crusade announced, Fred 
was asked to pioneer to French Somaliland. He received a 
three-month visa on 12 June, sailed on 24 June, stopped in 
Mogadishu to meet Suhayl Samandari, and arrived in 
Djibouti on 2 August 1953. 
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Fred Schechter

He wrote:
"It is Hot! It wasn't bad enough to find such heat, but the 
French authorities toyed with me all day, decided 
whether or not they should let me off the ship. This was 
from 9 in the morning until 5 in the afternoon when the 
ship sailed. After deciding I wasn't dangerous  and 
getting a $300 bond, they let me ashore. I had supper 
and went to sleep. I haven't stopped perspiring since I 
arrived." 

(Quoted in Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 53)



  Djibouti – Hotel Continental where Fred Schechter stayed



  

Fred
Schechter

first
impressions

of
Djibouti



  

Fred Schechter
in Djibouti

1953



  

Fred
Schechter

from
Djibouti

3 August 1953



  

Fred Schechter
in Djibouti



  

Fred
Schechter

settling in
in

Djibouti



  

Djibouti
as it
was



  

Fred Schechter
"The French... think that I'm a newspaper man or a writer of 
some sort, and are not too happy with the prospects of my 
staying around. Almost the entire population of French 
Somaliland lives in Djibouti. There are a few thousand 
nomadic shepherds tending their flocks in the hills around the 
Ethiopian border. Most of the country is lava rock with not a 
thing growing on it. Since nothing grows here, everything is 
imported. The only local industries are the port and a salt mill. 
Djibouti is the other extreme from a tourist resort, and I've 
been blessed with a security officer following me around.” 

(Quoted in Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 53-54)
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Fred Schechter

Fred tried to find work, and began giving English lessons. 
The Guardian had said not to teach the Faith openly, and 
Fred's French was limited. In September he met a Somali 
man who spoke English, and they talked about the Faith. 
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Fred Schechter

By late October, with no job, renewing his visa was a big 
problem. "Unofficially, I've been told to stop talking with 
the non-French population if I hope to renew my visa." 
The head of security said the French motto 'Liberté, 
égalité, fraternité' in Paris did not apply in Djibouti. On 5 
November, his visa extension was refused, and two days 
later he left on the train for Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, with a 
15 day visa. He tried to get a job as a librarian.



  

Fred
Schechter’s
refusal of

visa extension



  

Fred
Schechter’s

disappointment

Djibouti
7 November 1953



  

Fred
Schechter

Addis Ababa
March 1954



  

Fred Schechter

It was suggested he might pioneer to Fezzan oasis in 
Libya. He replied:
"Am ready to leave for Fezzan on the next camel. I can 
imagine what it's like if God didn't permit 'Abdu'l-Bahá to 
go there. But if someone's gotta go, I can claim to have 
been vaccinated against anything in Djibouti - and 
anyway it's cold in Addis. I'd like to know whether there is 
something I could do there besides bathe camels." 

(Quoted in Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 55)



  

Fred Schechter

He was then asked to stay in Addis Ababa. He managed 
to get a 6-month visa, but nobody would hire him. 
Through Baha'is in South Africa, he was offered a job as 
librarian in Cape Town, arriving in August 1954.

He went on pilgrimage to meet Shoghi Effendi, and home
to visit his family over Christmas 1955-56. 
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Fred Schechter

After two years in Cape Town, he was asked by Bill 
Sears, then Auxiliary Board Member, to go to the Sears 
farm in Johannesburg to help with the teaching work and 
preparations for the election of the Regional Assembly for 
South and West Africa. 
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Fred Schechter in Latin America

By 1958, Africa's goals had been achieved, but not South 
America, so Fred was off to Uruguay with Bill Sears Jr. 
arriving in 1959. In 1960 Fred married Julia Bulling, a 
pioneer from Chile. They went to the Dominican Republic, 
then Ecuador where their first son was born, then Uruguay, 
serving on the National Spiritual Assembly when a second 
son was born.
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Fred Schechter

In 1965 economic conditions caused them to move to the 
United States. Fred served on the Auxiliary Board and the 
Continental Board of Counsellors. From 1993 to 1998 Fred 
was a Counsellor at the international Teaching Centre at 
the Bahá'í World Centre. 
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Sabri and Raissa Elias

Sabri Elias (1906-1995) from Egypt pioneered to Ethiopia 
in 1933 before being forced to return with the Italian 
invasion in 1935. Shoghi Effendi told him "You have 
returned victorious and triumphant - because you were 
the cause of linking the north of Africa to the south." 
Sabri married Fatimah Raissa (1920-2014) in 1941, and 
in 1944, they returned to Addis Ababa with their two 
young children, where they acquainted Emperor Haile 
Selassie I with the Bahá'í Faith. 

(Based on Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 58)
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Sabri and Raissa Elias

In early 1954, Shoghi Effendi asked the Bahá'ís of Addis 
Ababa to sent a family to Djibouti, left vacant when Fred 
Schechter could not stay. Sabri and Raissa volunteered, 
enrolled their two oldest children in a boarding school, 
sold everything possible, but were told that the 
Government in Djibouti did not like Egyptians and would 
not let them stay. 



  

Sabri and Raissa Elias
Raissa dreamed that she met the Báb, who told her "Rest 
assured! Do not grieve! You will pioneer and settle. You 
will obtain the residence permit within one month - thirty 
days to be exact." They arrived with their two youngest 
children on 6 May 1954 during a time of intense heat. They 
had very little money and no permanent place to live. On 
the thirteenth day they received their residence visas. The 
same day, an Egyptian family returning to Alexandria 
agreed to trade their furnished house in Djibouti for a 
house the Elias's owned in Alexandria and could not sell. 

(Based on Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 59)
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Sabri and Raissa Elias
The first two years were difficult, with persecution, insults, 
mobs and stones thrown. In 1955, Shoghi Effendi asked 
all the Bahá'í communities to send protest cables to the 
Shah of Iran about persecution there. The postmaster 
informed the town clerk, who asked for some literature on 
this Bahá'i Faith. A month later, Sabri was told by the 
Clerk "Your religion is immaculate because Bahá'ís 
absolutely do not interfere in political matters." They 
managed to form a Local Spiritual Assembly in Djibouti in 
1956.                         (Based on Earl Redman, The Knights of Bahá'u'lláh, p. 60)



  

Sabri and Raissa Elias
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ca. 1955



  

Sabri and Raissa Elias

The Elias family remained in Djibouti until 1959, returning 
to Egypt for the education of their children. In 1968 they 
moved to Libya for three years. At the Bahá'í Continental 
Conference in Nairobi in 1976, they offered to pioneer 
anywhere except Djibouti. Enoch Olinga said that no-one 
else was capable of serving in Djibouti. Then they 
received a letter from the Universal House of Justice 
blessing their return to Djibouti. They were back in 
Djibouti in May 1977 and remained for 11 more years. 
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  Sabri and Raissa Elias – Djibouti 1986



  

Sabri and Raissa Elias

They returned to Alexandria when Sabri was 82 years 
old, and he passed on 22 October 1995. Raissa 
continued teaching, including in Morocco and Syria, 
before returning to Egypt and passing on 28 June 2014. 
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