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Introduction

There is a certain magic beneath the vast, upturned branches of Madagascar’s baobab
trees. Here, on the world’s fourth-largest island, the natural and the human have been
growing together for millennia, weaving a tapestry of life and story unlike any other.
To journey to Madagascar is to cross not only thousands of kilometers of ocean, but
also immense stretches of time and culture; it is to enter a world where the ancient
and the new are entwined in daily life, where uniqueness is both a fact of nature and a
badge of identity. This book, Beneath the Baobab: The Living History of Madagascar,
invites you to explore the Red Island as never before—through its living history, the
voices of its people, and the raw force of its landscapes.

Madagascar’s isolation from the world began some 88 million years ago when it
separated from the drifting supercontinent Gondwana. That profound seclusion shaped
its destiny, fostering an explosion of evolutionary creativity. Its forests echo with the
calls of lemurs—primates found nowhere else on Earth—and the landscape itself is
shaded by the silhouettes of ancient baobabs, trees as revered in cultural memory as
they are vital to survival. Over ninety percent of Madagascar’s flora and fauna are
endemic. Yet within this vibrant natural laboratory, humans have also forged a path
that is testament to adaptation, resilience, and improbable journeys.

The story of Madagascar is, at its heart, a story of convergence. The ancestors of
today’s Malagasy people voyaged across treacherous seas—from what is now
Indonesia and Borneo, across the Indian Ocean, and later from Africa’s mainland. With
them came rice cultivation, languages, customs, and spiritual beliefs. Across centuries,
through trade and migration, Austronesian, African, Arab, Indian, and European
influences layered atop one another, shaping language, ritual, and even the layout of
villages and cities. Madagascar became a crossroads, its identity as much a product of
seafaring courage as of rooted tradition.

This book traces Madagascar’s living history from primeval origins through kingdoms
and colonization, and finally into the heart of daily life on the island. From the bustling
markets of Antananarivo to the quiet resilience of rural villages, from the music of the
valiha in highland ceremonies to the sacred turning of the bones at ancestral tombs,
you will meet the voices—past and present—that give the island its pulse. We will
encounter ecologists, artisans, elders, and youth; we listen to personal stories, and
place them within the deep context of ecological wonder and social complexity.

But these stories are not only of past glories. Madagascar faces urgent

challenges—deforestation, economic hardship, and the struggle to preserve its
languages and customs in a changing world. In these pages you will see how
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conservationists, community leaders, musicians, and everyday Malagasy are
innovating for a future that honors tradition without standing still. The struggle to
balance nature, trade, and modernity is a daily reality, shaping the destinies of both
people and place.

Beneath the Baobab is for armchair explorers, travelers, and the curious everywhere.
You do not need to set foot on its red earth to be transported by Madagascar’s songs,
festivals, and memories. By blending narrative storytelling, interviews, and vivid
description, we aim to demystify both the extraordinary and the everyday. In bearing
witness to Madagascar’s living history, perhaps we will come to see, with new eyes,
the intertwined fate of culture and the natural world, and the urgent need to protect
both for generations yet to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Island’s Birth: Madagascar’s
Geological Origins

Before the first lemur bounded through its unique forests, before the first baobab tree
stretched its massive limbs towards the sky, Madagascar was already on a journey of
its own - a slow, majestic drift across the ancient seas. To understand this island at its
deepest level, to truly grasp its unparalleled biodiversity and the very foundations of
its human story, we must first rewind the geological clock, back to a time when the
world looked vastly different from the maps we know today.

Imagine Earth over 600 million years ago, a time when the landmasses were not
scattered as they are now, but coalesced into a monumental supercontinent called
Gondwana. This colossal landmass encompassed what would eventually become
South America, Africa, Australia, Antarctica, Arabia, and, crucially, the Indian
subcontinent - with Madagascar nestled right in its heart. For hundreds of millions of
years, Madagascar was an integrated piece of this grand geological puzzle, sharing its
early destiny with its future distant neighbors. The very bedrock of central and eastern
Madagascar, composed largely of ancient Precambrian rocks, bears witness to this
period, reflecting a shared geological heritage with eastern Africa and the Indian
peninsula.

The forces that shaped Gondwana were immense, driven by the slow, relentless dance
of tectonic plates. These colossal segments of the Earth’s crust are constantly in
motion, grinding against each other, colliding, or pulling apart. It was this latter
process, the pulling apart, that would set Madagascar on its singular path. Around 180
million years ago, in the Early Jurassic Period, the first cracks began to appear in the
mighty Gondwana. The western half, which would become Africa and South America,
started to separate from the eastern half, comprising Madagascar, India, Australia, and
Antarctica.

For Madagascar, this grand breakup unfolded in two distinct, dramatic rifting events.
The first, occurring between 160 and 117 million years ago, saw Madagascar begin its
southward separation from the African plate. This colossal movement happened along
what is now known as the Davie Ridge transform fault, a now-inactive geological
feature running through the Mozambique Channel, just off Madagascar's west coast.
This period wasn't without its geological fireworks; extensive deformation and episodic
volcanism accompanied the movement of these massive landmasses. The landscape
was being stretched and thinned, particularly along what would become Madagascar’s
western coast, leading to the formation of deep sedimentary basins.
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Then, roughly 90 million years ago, the second pivotal rifting event occurred:
Madagascar separated from the Indian and Seychelles plates. This final severance
from Gondwana completed Madagascar’s geographic isolation. The exact mechanisms
driving these splits are still subjects of scientific inquiry, but some theories suggest
that "hot spots" - areas where magma is unusually close to the surface - may have
played a role, effectively helping to rift the supercontinent apart. One such hot spot,
the Marion hotspot, is thought to have contributed to the volcanism on the island
around 90 million years ago, as the mini-continent passed over it.

The consequences of this prolonged isolation were profound. For tens of millions of
years, Madagascar drifted as a solitary ark, carrying with it a fragment of Gondwana's
ancient life. It became, in essence, a vast, natural laboratory for evolution. Without the
constant influx of new species from other continents, the plants and animals already
present on the island were free to diversify and evolve in uniqgue ways, adapting to the
island's burgeoning range of ecological niches. This geological tale of separation and
solitude is the very bedrock upon which Madagascar's extraordinary biodiversity would
later flourish.

But the island's geological story didn't end with its detachment from the
supercontinent. Madagascar, though now positioned far from major plate boundaries,
remains a geologically active place. It still experiences seismic activity, with
earthquakes occurring in central Madagascar, ranging in magnitude from 2.0 to 6.0.
This seismicity is concentrated in specific regions, notably the Ankaratra plateau,
which is the most seismically active, and the Alaotra-Ankay rift valley. These areas are
part of a larger, more complex rift system that extends from the East African Rift
system, suggesting that Madagascar itself is still undergoing subtle but continuous
geological changes. Indeed, recent studies indicate that Madagascar is slowly breaking
up into smaller pieces, with different parts of the island moving with different
microplates. This process is incredibly slow, occurring at a rate of about 7 millimeters
annually, meaning it will take millions of years to manifest as noticeable changes on
the landscape.

Volcanism has also played a significant role in shaping Madagascar's terrain, both in
its ancient past and more recently. Flood basalts, vast outpourings of lava, occurred
around the island between 84 and 88 million years ago, during the time of India’s
separation. More recent volcanic activity has formed prominent features such as the
Ankaratra Massif, which has been active over the past five million years, and
Montagne d'Ambre in the north. These volcanic regions, some linked to the Comores
hotspot to the north, continue to remind us that the Earth beneath Madagascar is far
from static.

The diverse geological history has left Madagascar with a strikingly varied landscape.
The ancient Precambrian crystalline rocks that form the island's core are often heavily
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weathered, contributing to the reddish laterite clays that give the island its "Red
Island" moniker. To the west, these ancient rocks are overlain by younger sedimentary
basins, formed from deposits laid down over millions of years. This stark contrast
between the ancient, uplifted eastern highlands and the lower-lying, sedimentary
western plains creates distinct ecological zones, each with its own unique
characteristics.

From a flat, central piece of a global jigsaw puzzle, Madagascar embarked on a solitary
voyage, carved by the inexorable forces of plate tectonics, shaped by ancient
eruptions and ongoing tremors. This long, independent journey is why Madagascar is
not merely an island, but a world unto itself - a unique geological cradle that would
become home to an unparalleled evolutionary story, setting the stage for the
remarkable life that would eventually flourish upon its red earth.
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