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Introduction
Madagascar—often called the “eighth continent” for its extraordinary biodiversity—is a
land that invites discovery well beyond its rainforests and rare wildlife. Tucked
between Africa and the currents of the Indian Ocean, this island nation has unfolded
its own quiet spectacle of flavor, woven from centuries of migration, trade, and
adaptation. Yet, for many, Madagascar’s cuisine remains a delightful mystery:
untouched by global food trends, brimming with unfamiliar spices, and rooted in
traditions that are as diverse as the landscapes from which they spring.

This book, Salt & Stone: The Flavors of Madagascar, offers an immersive journey into a
world where food is both sustenance and story. Here, rice is more than a staple; it is
the very language of mealtime and family. Spices like vanilla and cloves are not
merely fragrant commodities, but living threads that connect Malagasy farmers to
distant continents and histories. And every market stall, roadside grill, and communal
banquet echoes with the voices and customs of a people shaped by voyage and
resilience.

The heart of Malagasy cooking beats with community and adaptability. Influences from
Southeast Asia, Africa, India, China, and Europe have all been carefully folded into the
island’s culinary repertoire, resulting in a kitchen alive with unexpected pairings and
deep, earthy comforts. Zebu cattle brought by East Africans, curries infused by Indian
traders, French pastries reimagined with local flours—each dish is a map of cultural
encounters and resourceful invention.

Within these pages, you’ll find more than recipes—though the recipes, from Romazava
to Koba, are windows into real Malagasy homes and celebrations. You will step into the
vibrant chaos of Antananarivo’s markets, walk among fishermen as they haul in
morning catches, and share in the gentle rituals of handwashing before a village feast.
Alongside these sensory experiences are the stories behind them: how shifting
seasons, colonial histories, and environmental challenges have shaped both what ends
up on the table and how it is shared.

My purpose in writing this book is twofold. First, to honor the authenticity and
ingenuity of Madagascar’s food tradition, which deserves far more recognition on the
world stage. Second, to inspire a spirit of culinary adventure—whether in your own
kitchen or, perhaps, one day under Malagasy skies. As you read, cook, and learn, may
you carry with you a sense of wonder and respect for the people and landscapes that
give rise to every grain of rice, every pinch of sakay, and every heartfelt celebration.

Madagascar’s culinary identity is as multifaceted as a cut gemstone, shaped by both
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salt—of the ocean and the endless variety of its catch—and stone—the rich soils
nurturing vanilla orchids, spice trees, and ancient rice terraces. So let us set forth, with
curiosity and open hearts, on a journey that is as much about tasting as it is about
seeing, listening, and understanding this lesser-known island and the lively, layered
cuisine it calls its own.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Red Island: Geography, Diversity,
and First Impressions
Madagascar, the world's fourth-largest island, sits like a vibrant jewel approximately
400 kilometers (250 miles) off the southeastern coast of Africa, in the vast expanse of
the Indian Ocean. Often dubbed "the Great Red Island," this nickname comes from its
distinctive red lateritic soils, particularly prevalent across the Central Highlands. This
ancient landmass, a fragment of the supercontinent Gondwana, began its solitary
journey approximately 165 million years ago when it separated from Africa, and later,
around 88 to 90 million years ago, it broke away from the Indian subcontinent. This
geological isolation is the cornerstone of its unparalleled biodiversity, a story told in
every unique plant and creature found here, and indeed, in the evolution of its cuisine.

The island stretches about 1,600 kilometers (994 miles) from north to south and 580
kilometers (360 miles) from east to west, encompassing a land area of 581,540 square
kilometers (224,530 sq mi). This significant size contributes to its varied landscapes
and climates, creating distinct geographical regions, each with its own character and,
consequently, its own culinary nuances. Imagine a country where you can find dense
rainforests, arid spiny deserts, high plateaus, and extensive coastlines, all within its
borders. That's Madagascar.

Madagascar is broadly divided into five geographical regions: the narrow east coast,
the formidable Tsaratanana Massif, the expansive Central Highlands, the more gradual
west coast, and the dry southwest. The highest elevations, including Maromokotro at
2,876 meters (9,436 ft), run parallel to the east coast, creating a dramatic escarpment
that transitions into the Central Highlands. This central mountainous spine significantly
influences the island's weather patterns, acting as a barrier for moisture-laden trade
winds.

The climate across Madagascar is as diverse as its topography. Generally, the coasts
experience a tropical climate, the inland areas are more temperate, and the south is
largely arid. The year is typically divided into two main seasons: a warm, wet season
from November to April and a cooler, dry season from May to October. However, this is
a simplified view, as localized variations are profound. The east coast, directly
exposed to the Indian Ocean trade winds, receives the most rainfall, averaging up to
4,000 mm (157.5 inches) annually in some areas, sustaining lush rainforests. This
humidity and rainfall are perfect for specific ingredients and cooking methods that
thrive in such an environment.

In stark contrast, the Central Highlands, sitting at altitudes between 800 and 1,800
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meters (2,600 to 5,900 ft), are cooler and drier. Here, thunderstorms are common
during the rainy season, but overall, the region experiences less precipitation than the
east. Antananarivo, the capital, nestled in the northern part of the Central Highlands at
1,276 meters (4,186 ft) above sea level, enjoys a pleasant, temperate climate for
much of the year. This difference in climate directly impacts agriculture, influencing
what crops can be grown and, in turn, what forms the basis of regional diets.

Moving further west, the land slopes more gradually towards the coast, becoming
progressively drier. The western region features deciduous dry forests, where trees
shed their leaves to conserve water during the pronounced dry season. The southwest
is the driest part of the island, a semi-desert region characterized by unique spiny
forests with plants adapted to extreme drought, such as the iconic baobab trees.
These climatic zones define not only the natural vegetation but also the availability of
local produce and livestock, shaping distinct regional cuisines.

Madagascar's isolation for millions of years has resulted in an extraordinary level of
endemism, meaning a vast majority of its plant and animal species are found nowhere
else on Earth. It is recognized as one of the world's 17 megadiverse countries,
boasting over 90% endemism for its wildlife and approximately 96% for its vascular
plants. From the iconic lemurs, found exclusively on the island, to the vivid
chameleons and a myriad of unique plants, this biological richness forms a critical
backdrop to the island's food story. The diverse ecosystems—rainforests, dry
deciduous forests, spiny forests, wetlands, and coral reefs—each contribute to the
pantry of ingredients available to Malagasy cooks.

The journey of human settlement on this unique island began much later than its
geological formation. The first permanent inhabitants, Austronesian seafarers, are
believed to have arrived between 100 CE and 500 CE, likely from Borneo. These early
arrivals brought with them foundational elements of Malagasy cuisine, such as rice,
plantains, taro, and yams, along with domesticated pigs and chickens. This initial wave
of settlers laid the groundwork for the island's culinary identity, establishing rice as
the undisputed staple, a tradition that continues to this day.

Subsequent waves of migration and trade further enriched this nascent culinary
landscape. Around 1000 CE, East African migrants introduced zebu cattle, which
quickly became a vital source of meat, transforming the agricultural and culinary
practices of the island. Arab and Indian merchants later introduced new fruits,
vegetables, and seasonings, visible in the use of curries and condiments like mango
pickles and lassary, a vibrant vegetable salad. Chinese immigrants also left their mark,
contributing dishes such as fried noodles. The influences converged over centuries,
creating a cuisine that is a delicious mosaic of cultures.

The arrival of Europeans, notably the Portuguese in 1500 and later the French, also
played a role in shaping Malagasy foodways. While early attempts at permanent
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European settlements faced challenges, the period of French colonial rule from 1896
to 1960 integrated French culinary techniques, ingredients like baguettes, and
pastries into the local diet. These layers of influence, from distant Southeast Asia to
neighboring Africa and far-off Europe, have blended over time to create a truly unique
gastronomical heritage, one that speaks to the resilience and adaptability of the
Malagasy people.

For a visitor stepping onto Malagasy soil, the first impressions are often a kaleidoscope
of vibrant colors, unexpected scents, and the rhythmic hum of daily life. The air might
carry the sweet aroma of vanilla from the northeastern spice regions or the earthy
scent of woodsmoke from roadside cooking fires. The sight of terraced rice paddies
stretching across the Central Highlands or pirogues dotting the coastal waters speaks
volumes about the island's deep connection to its land and sea.

This book is an invitation to experience these first impressions through the lens of
food. It's about understanding how Madagascar's distinct geography, its diverse
ecosystems, and the fascinating history of its people have all converged to create a
cuisine that is both profoundly local and globally influenced. It's a cuisine that defies
easy categorization, preferring to tell its story through the simple, honest flavors of its
ingredients, cultivated from a land often called "the Great Red Island."
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