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Introduction
Madagascar, often called the "eighth continent," stands apart as one of the world’s
most enigmatic and captivating islands. Straddling the Indian Ocean off the
southeastern coast of Africa, it is at once ancient and ever-evolving—a tapestry woven
from the threads of unique ecosystems, mingling civilizations, and living traditions.
Few places on Earth combine such ecological marvels with a cultural heritage that
both echoes distant shores and is entirely singular. Yet, for many, Madagascar remains
a land of mystery, glimpsed only through fleeting images of lemurs or baobab trees.

This book, Under the Baobab: Exploring Madagascar’s Rich Heritage, seeks to
lift the veil on this remarkable nation, guiding readers through its forests, villages,
stories, and kitchens. At its core, Madagascar is an island of convergence: a place
where African plains meet Asian archipelagos, where ancestors are revered alongside
spirits, where daily life is shaped by rituals both age-old and urgently contemporary. It
is a living testament to adaptation and synthesis—natural, cultural, and spiritual.

Our journey begins with the roots of the Malagasy people, tracing the navigational
feats of their Austronesian ancestors, the maritime and overland migrations that
formed the island’s distinctive population, and the gradual rise of kingdoms that
reshaped its landscapes. Through these early chapters, we see how the island’s
history has produced an astonishing mosaic of eighteen official ethnic groups, each
contributing to a vibrant collective identity while fiercely guarding its own traditions
and dialects.

We then immerse ourselves in the customs that animate Malagasy life: ancestor
veneration, dramatic reburial ceremonies, rituals marking the passages of birth and
marriage, and the daily work of crafting, cultivating, and community-building. Through
legends, folk tales, and the subtle logic of taboos, we explore how Malagasy people
make meaning of the world and keep their spiritual and social ties alive across
generations.

No portrait of Madagascar is complete without savoring its flavors and rhythms. The
heart of the island beats in its bustling markets, where scents of vanilla and clove
mingle with the laughter of traders and the clatter of zebu carts. In these pages, you
will find recipes and stories of culinary ingenuity, insights into the hand-hewn
instruments and intricate dances that pulse through every celebration, and voices
from contemporary artists who are reimagining Malagasy culture for a globalizing
world.

Finally, we consider the natural treasures that have long enchanted travelers and
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scientists alike, from lemur-filled rainforests and spiny deserts to the iconic baobab
avenues and coral reefs. These wonders, however, are imperiled by deforestation,
climate change, and sweeping economic shifts. The book concludes with an honest
look at both the island’s challenges and its extraordinary resilience: how
conservationists, artists, and everyday Malagasy people are fighting to preserve both
their environment and their way of life into the twenty-first century.

Whether you are a traveler planning your first journey, a cultural enthusiast, or simply
a curious mind seeking inspiration, Under the Baobab invites you to discover
Madagascar as it is lived, remembered, and imagined. Let us set out together—guided
by local voices and global perspectives—to explore a place where the past is never
far, and the promise of the future is as broad and deep as the roots of an ancient
baobab.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The Arrival of the Malagasy
People
Madagascar, an island continent adrift in the Indian Ocean, tells a story unlike any
other on Earth. Its geological separation from Africa some 160-117 million years ago,
and later from India and the Seychelles around 88 million years ago, set it on a unique
evolutionary path. This isolation allowed for the flourishing of unparalleled biodiversity,
but it also meant that for millions of years, this vast, fertile land remained untouched
by human footsteps. The question of who first arrived on its shores and how they
made such an epic journey is a compelling mystery, one that researchers continue to
piece together through a blend of archaeology, linguistics, and genetic studies.

For a long time, it was widely believed that the first permanent human settlements in
Madagascar emerged between 500 and 700 CE. These early settlers were thought to
be Austronesian peoples, arriving in waves from what is now Indonesia. This theory
was primarily based on the astonishing linguistic connection between Malagasy, the
national language of Madagascar, and the Austronesian language family, particularly
with the Ma'anyan language of Southeast Borneo. The presence of Austronesian
cultural practices, like rice cultivation in terraced fields, and navigation practices using
outrigger canoes, further supported this narrative.

However, archaeological discoveries have progressively pushed back the timeline of
human interaction with the island. Scattered evidence suggests much earlier, albeit
perhaps not permanent, human visits. For instance, archaeological finds like cut marks
on bones in the northwest of the island, and stone tools in the northeast, point to
foragers potentially visiting Madagascar around 2000 BCE. More strikingly, a 2018
study presented evidence of human presence as far back as 10,500 years ago, based
on cut marks found on the bones of extinct elephant birds. These early visitors, whose
origins remain unknown, predate the later, more established settlements and do not
appear to have left a genetic trace in modern Malagasy populations.

The pivotal, permanent settlement, however, is still overwhelmingly attributed to
Austronesian voyagers. Imagine these intrepid seafarers, navigating vast stretches of
the Indian Ocean in outrigger canoes, sometimes referred to as 'waka' or 'vahoaka' (a
word that in Proto-Malayo-Polynesian means "people of the canoe" and shares a root
with the Malagasy word for "people"). They likely hailed from the Sunda Islands,
specifically the region around Kalimantan and Sulawesi in present-day Indonesia. This
journey, spanning thousands of miles, was an incredible feat of ancient navigation,
driven perhaps by trade routes seeking coveted products like spices, or even political
motivations.
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The exact route these Austronesian pioneers took remains a subject of ongoing
debate. Some theories suggest a direct, non-stop crossing of the Indian Ocean from
Java. Others propose a coastal route that hugged the shores of South Asia and East
Africa, possibly stopping in the Maldives, where traces of old Indonesian boat designs
and fishing technologies can still be found. Regardless of the precise trajectory, the
journey was undoubtedly long and arduous, a testament to their advanced maritime
skills and audacious spirit.

Upon their arrival, likely on the western or northern coasts, these early settlers
encountered a landscape vastly different from today. Madagascar was then home to a
remarkable array of megafauna that have since vanished, including giant lemurs,
elephant birds—the largest birds to have ever existed—giant fossas, and several
species of Malagasy hippos. These majestic creatures, products of millions of years of
isolated evolution, would eventually fall victim to hunting and habitat destruction as
human populations grew.

The Austronesians brought with them not just their language and navigational
expertise, but also their agricultural practices. They introduced staple Asian crops
such as rice and mung beans, which were cultivated using slash-and-burn agriculture
(known as tavy) to clear the virgin coastal rainforests. This adaptation of their
homeland’s agricultural methods laid the foundation for Malagasy cuisine and farming
practices, with rice becoming a central element of the diet.

While the Austronesian influence is foundational, the story of Madagascar's settlement
is not monolithic. Around the 9th century CE, another significant wave of settlers
arrived: Bantu groups from East Africa. These agro-pastoralists crossed the
Mozambique Channel, bringing with them different customs, agricultural techniques,
and, importantly, their languages. Archaeological evidence suggests that some Bantu
people arrived as early as the 6th or 7th century, possibly as descendants of Swahili
sailors and merchants.

The arrival of Bantu-speaking peoples introduced a new layer of cultural and genetic
diversity to the island. Their influence is reflected in the Malagasy language, which,
while primarily Austronesian, incorporates a notable number of Bantu words and
phonetic elements, particularly in domestic and agricultural vocabulary. This linguistic
fusion hints at the intermarriages and cultural exchange that took place between the
different groups, gradually forging the unique Malagasy identity.

The interaction between these distinct incoming populations—the maritime
Austronesians and the agro-pastoralist Bantus—was a dynamic process of adaptation,
integration, and sometimes, displacement. Oral traditions of some Malagasy groups,
particularly the Merina, speak of encountering an established population they called
the Vazimba. These Vazimba are often described as smaller, light-skinned people,
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believed to be the descendants of an earlier Austronesian wave with less advanced
technology. Over centuries, the Vazimba were either assimilated into the newer, more
technologically advanced groups or were pushed out of the central highlands. Today,
their spirits are often revered as tompon-tany, or "ancestral masters of the land," by
many traditional Malagasy communities.

Further influences came from Arab traders, who began reaching the island between
the 7th and 9th centuries, establishing settlements along the west coast by the 10th
or 11th century. These traders, often Zanzibari slavers, contributed to the cultural and
genetic mosaic, introducing Islam and leaving their mark on aspects of the Malagasy
language and certain customs. The Zafiraminia, ancestors of some east coast
ethnicities like the Antemoro and Antanosy, are linked to these Arab and Zanzibari
arrivals.

Thus, the Malagasy people are not descended from a single ancestral group but are a
remarkable blend of Southeast Asian, African, and to a lesser extent, Arab influences.
This profound fusion of origins is not merely a historical footnote; it is the very bedrock
of Malagasy culture, manifest in everything from physical features and language to
social structures and spiritual beliefs. The island's remote location, coupled with the
daring voyages of ancient mariners, created a crucible where diverse cultures met,
mingled, and ultimately forged a new, distinct identity. This complex interplay of
origins shaped the island's initial societies and laid the groundwork for the diverse
ethnic groups and rich traditions that would flourish across Madagascar’s varied
landscapes.
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