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Introduction
Madagascar rises from the Indian Ocean like no other place on earth. Often called the
“eighth continent,” it is a land whose vast rainforests and russet hills cloak an
extraordinary story of biological and cultural evolution. Separated from the African
continent for millions of years, Madagascar’s splendid isolation has yielded a world of
mossy canyons, towering baobabs, and living relics—lemurs leaping at dawn,
chameleons draped over sunlit branches, and melodies that echo the migrations of
distant ancestors. But Madagascar is far more than its textbook status as a
biodiversity hotspot. It is a tapestry woven from centuries of human endeavor,
blending Asian, African, Arab, and European threads into a civilization as unique as the
creatures that roam its forests.

This book, Under the Baobab: Life and Culture in Madagascar, is an invitation to
journey into the heart of the Red Island. Through these pages, readers will traverse
Madagascar’s sweeping landscapes and bustling villages, pausing beneath the
outstretched limbs of ancient trees to listen to stories—the laughter of children at
morning markets, the whispered proverbs of elders, and the ceremonial drumbeats
that call ancestors to remember the living. We will explore both the immense beauty
and the hard-won resilience that define Malagasy identity, delving into the daily
customs, art forms, and beliefs that shape lives and horizons.

To truly grasp Madagascar’s essence, one must move beyond the postcards of exotic
animals and white-sand beaches and discover how its people embody a deep
relationship with land and tradition. The rhythms of famadihana funerals, the magic of
language spun in kabary oration, the savor of romazava beside a smoky hearth—all
these reveal an island where past and present, spirit and soil, are intimately entwined.
This is a place where “Fihavanana”—solidarity and respect—remains at the foundation
of every household, where the boundaries between sacred and everyday are drawn
anew with each sunrise.

Yet Madagascar’s singular wonders are shadowed by profound challenges. Forests fall
to fire and blade, rare animals risk vanishing, and communities strive for dignity amid
poverty and the aftermath of political upheavals. Here, the struggle between
continuity and change is visible in every village and city. Conservation, adaptation to
climate extremes, and the search for sustainable futures are not distant debates, but
urgent realities playing out in fields, schools, and family councils across the land.
Through the voices of Malagasy themselves—farmers, musicians, elders,
schoolchildren—this book aims to illuminate the courage and creativity with which
they meet these trials.
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For travelers who journey in the mind or across the sea, this book offers practical
insight and inspiration. It is for those who yearn to understand Madagascar not as an
island apart, but as an evolving crossroad of humanity and nature, struggle and
celebration. Through narrative, fact, and firsthand accounts, it stands as a tribute to
the diversity and enduring hope that thrive, like the baobab’s roots, deep in Malagasy
soil.

Let us begin, then, under the baobab’s shade—where stories are shared, and where
the red earth of Madagascar invites us to look, listen, and learn anew.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Red Island: A Portrait of
Madagascar’s Landscape
Madagascar, the world's fourth-largest island, sits like a vibrant, rust-colored jewel off
the southeastern coast of Africa. Its sheer size—587,040 square kilometers—makes it
the second-largest island country on the planet, a vast expanse teeming with diverse
environments. Imagine an island larger than California, stretching over 1,500
kilometers from north to south, and you begin to grasp the scale of this unique
landmass. This immense island is not a uniform landscape but a mosaic of distinct
geographical regions, each with its own character and climate, shaped by millions of
years of geological forces and prevailing winds.

The island's topography is often described as having five main geographical regions:
the east coast, the Tsaratanana Massif, the central highlands, the west coast, and the
southwest. This geographical diversity is a direct result of Madagascar's ancient
history, having separated from Africa around 180 million years ago and then from the
Indian subcontinent about 90 million years ago. This long isolation has set the stage
for the remarkable evolution of its natural world, which we will explore in later
chapters.

Let us begin our journey on the east coast, a narrow band of lowlands about 50
kilometers wide, shaped by alluvial soil and bordered by the Indian Ocean. This region
is characterized by steep bluffs and ravines leading up to an escarpment that marks
the edge of the central highlands. The east coast is directly exposed to the
southeastern trade winds, which carry moisture-laden air from the Indian Ocean. This
results in a tropical rainforest climate, making it the wettest part of the island, with
some areas receiving as much as 4,000 mm of rainfall annually. The constant humidity
and lush greenery are features of this subequatorial climate. The coast itself can be
treacherous for swimmers due to deep waters and the presence of sharks, but it also
features natural wonders like the Canal des Pangalanes, an 800-kilometer-long lagoon
system used for transport and fishing.

Moving northward along the eastern side of the island, we encounter the Tsaratanana
Massif. This formidable mountain range, located at the northern end of the island, is
home to Maromokotro, Madagascar's highest peak, reaching an impressive 2,876
meters (9,436 feet). North of the Tsaratanana Massif lies Montagne d'Ambre, a region
of volcanic origin. While the coastline here is deeply indented, featuring natural
harbors like Antsiranana (Diego Suarez) and the large island of Nosy Be to the west,
the mountainous terrain to the south of Antsiranana restricts the flow of traffic from
other parts of the island, limiting the port's full potential.
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Journeying inland from the east coast, we ascend into the central highlands, a vast
region that runs the length of the island. Ranging in altitude from 800 to 1,800 meters,
these highlands present a varied topography of rounded, eroded hills, dramatic
granite outcrops, extinct volcanoes, and fertile alluvial plains. Many of these plains
have been transformed into irrigated rice fields, a landscape that might surprisingly
evoke images of Asia rather than Africa. The capital city, Antananarivo, is nestled in
the northern part of these highlands, at an elevation of 1,276 meters (4,186 feet),
enjoying a temperate climate that is notably cooler than the coasts. While the east
coast receives the brunt of the trade winds' moisture, the central highlands are drier
and cooler due to their altitude and the rain shadow effect created by the eastern
escarpment. Nevertheless, the wet season still brings substantial rainfall, often in the
form of afternoon thunderstorms.

As we descend from the central highlands and move westward, the landscape
gradually changes. The west coast is notably drier than its eastern counterpart, as the
trade winds lose much of their humidity by the time they reach this region. The terrain
here slopes more gently towards the Mozambique Channel, and the climate becomes
a dry tropical one, perfect for savannahs, baobab forests, and dry deciduous forests.
Rivers on the west coast, such as the Sambirano, Mahajamba, and Betsiboka, are
generally longer and slower-moving than those on the east, eventually emptying into
the Mozambique Channel. This region experiences a well-marked dry season, from
May to November, with ample sunshine.

Finally, we arrive at the southwest and extreme south of Madagascar, a region that
truly embodies the term "Red Island" with its prominent red lateritic soils. This area is
the most arid on the island, characterized by a semi-desert or dry tropical climate with
minimal rainfall. Some areas, like Toliara in the southwest, receive as little as 330 mm
of rain annually. Despite a short rainy season from January to March, the southwest
often faces drought conditions, a situation exacerbated by phenomena like El Nino.
Here, temperatures can soar, often exceeding 30°C. This dry landscape is home to
unique spiny forests and the iconic baobab trees that stand as sentinels in the stark
environment.

Madagascar experiences two main seasons: a hot, rainy season from November to
April, and a cooler, dry season from May to October. However, as we've seen, this
general pattern varies significantly across the different geographical regions due to
variations in elevation and exposure to prevailing winds. The southeastern trade
winds, emanating from the Indian Ocean, are the dominant force shaping the island's
climate, bringing moisture to the east and creating a rain shadow in the west. During
the hot, rainy season, from December to March, the island is particularly susceptible to
tropical cyclones, which form over the warm waters of the Indian Ocean and can bring
destructive winds and heavy rainfall, especially to the east coast. These powerful
storms are a recurring and impactful feature of the Malagasy climate.
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The dramatic shifts in elevation, from coastal plains to towering massifs and expansive
highlands, coupled with the influence of ocean currents and trade winds, create an
astonishing array of microclimates across Madagascar. This geographical diversity is
not merely a topographical detail; it is the very foundation upon which Madagascar's
extraordinary biodiversity has flourished, shaping the distinct ecosystems and
influencing the daily lives and practices of the Malagasy people, topics we will delve
into in the following chapters.
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