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When our first guide, Patrice Rabearisoa, asked us what we wanted to see, he went white 

(which was not easy) at our reply ï ñwe want to see all the birds, mammals, reptiles, orchids 

and everything else of interest in the forest, in no particular order.ò He showed us all these 

things and more in the paradise that was, and still is, in parts, Madagascar.  

 

 
Outline of Trip  



 

ñMadagascarò, I said to Dave, and his eyes lit up. Five weeks later we were looking at 

lemurs. We had been told that there was no safe or even practical way to visit a country 

heavily populated by thieves, thugs and other human detritus of the worst order. There was 

said to be no usable public transport and if the food or the locals didnôt kill you, the insects 

most definitely would. So Dave and I set out to test these propositions.  

 

Madagascar is renowned for its wildlife, political instability and not much else. Our mission 

was to see as much of the native fauna and flora as possible during a five-week stay. We used 

public transport at all times and hired local guides at every location. Guide hire was generally 

compulsory at any forested location. We scattered ourselves throughout the country as the 

habitats are extremely varied. Madagascar boasts rainforest, semi-desert, the so-called spiny 

forest and everything in between. 

 

Our expectations for the trip were not high given that we had little prior information and fully 

expected to be roasted slowly over a kitchen fire somewhere; that is if we managed to avoid 

perishing in a traffic accident. The reality was that Madagascar blew us away. It was 

sensational ï the gorgeous and accommodating people, the wildlife of course, and the 

wonderful feeling you get when you arrive back home and eat proper food. 

 

What follows are some general observations, a diary, and a bird, mammal and reptile list.  

 

(We also spent a night in Mauritius on the way over and on the way back  - my diary reflects 

this) 

 

 
 



 



Sites visited  

 

Mahebourg in Mauritius, 2 nights ï one each way from Australia and Madagascar 

 

Perinet (Andasibe) area, including Mantadia National Park, 6 nights 

 

Berenty Reserve (near Fort Dauphine), 3 nights 

 

Toliara (Tulear) area, including Mora Mora and Le Mangrove, 5 nights 

 

Ranomafana National Park (including two nights at Fianarantsoa), 7 nights 

 

Antananarivo (ñTanaò), 3 nights 

 

Ampijoroa Forest Station, 5 nights 

 

Mahajunga, 2 nights 

 

The number of days planned in our itinerary allowed for all kinds of horrible holiday things 

to happen that simply didnôt - things like crap weather, transport dramas, riots, and above all, 

elusive wildlife. There was the occasional riot, but none of the other things were realised, so 

we had more time than was necessary in each location. This compounded to the point where 

we set a record for the longest stay of any tourists at Ampijoroa. We simply had nowhere else 

to go given our flight schedules. This was not a bad result, all things considered, as we had a 

chance to relax with the locals and soak up the island lifestyle. Some of my best memories 

are of days where virtually no wildlife spotting was done, but rather spent observing and 

chatting. 

 

 

Some observations  

 

Malagasy People  

 

The island of Madagascar was first settled by Malays. Arriving later were the Bantu people 

from Africa. Counter-intuitively the Malays are more likely found in the higher (central) 

parts and the Bantu around the coast. French colonists are now quite rare, but their presence 

is manifest in the ability of the locals to make good quality bread, and just as well too, as 

most other food makes you sick, if eaten. 

 

The demeanor of the Malagasy is one of fatalistic good cheer. I cannot get the image of a 

banana salesman in Fianarantsoa out of my mind. I bought his entire stock ï one large hand 

of bananas ï for about ten cents, and he was cock-a-hoop. He went away sporting a huge 

grin! Almost all people we met were helpful, accommodating and genuinely pleased to meet 

travellers. Amazingly, many knew quite a bit about Australia and its wildlife. They could 



identify koalas and kangaroos and other Oz images. Apparently they learnt at school about 

the Gondwanaland connection with Australia.  

 

We loved the Malagasy and they liked us. Good trade. Just be careful around Tana and bus 

terminals. 

 

 
 

 

Accommodation  

 

We took camping gear with us, as there were no other accommodation options at some of the 

sites we visited. Campgrounds were well sited, had good facilities and were very safe. Some 

international bird tour companies whose clients only stay in hotel accommodation are forced 

to travel several hours to and from sites like the brilliant Ampijoroa Forest.  

 

Hotels were used when available and ranged from rather disgusting (a Lonely Planet 

ñrecommendedò shit-dump at Mahajunga) to brilliant, in the case of the Feon Nôyala at 

Perinet or the Hotel Arinofy at Fianarantsoa. All things considered, the accommodation was 

much better than we expected, but we didnôt expect much. 

 

 

Guides  

 

We engaged local guides everywhere we went. To say we were stunned at their levels of 

knowledge, enthusiasm and professionalism would be a gross understatement. In what is a 

very poor country, and where English ranks nowhere as a spoken language, the guides could 



often name with common or scientific names every living thing we could find. Our 

introduction to the quality of the guides is typified by our experience on our first full day in 

Madagascar. As we walked from our hotel toward the park entrance at Perinet we could hear 

many different birds calling from the same place. Malagasy lyrebird, perhaps? No, just one 

of the guides going through his repertoire. Ranomafana National Park went one step further 

and has a graded selection of guides of different skills levels and pay rates. 

 

You could be assured that any question you might have regarding birds, mammals and 

reptiles has been asked before, and you are very likely to get an informed and honest answer. 

 

 
 

 

National Parks in Madagascar (ANGAP)  

 

All of the national parks or other protected areas we visited were managed to a high standard, 

even compared to parks elsewhere in the world. They all charged very reasonable entry fees 

and appeared to be supported by the local communities. They had sets of rules that were not 

too restrictive and which tended to be relaxed for ñreasonableò people like us. They generally 

charged extra for night walks but these were without any doubt worth every cent. 

 

Madagascar has seen most of its forests entirely removed. Much of what is left is regrowth. 

Amazingly much of its fauna seems capable of living successfully in remnant forest patches. 

Quite small compartments will generally have an assortment of lemurs, chameleons and 

many birds. 

 

 



Roads and transport  

 
Surprisingly good roads service the main routes around the island. There were a few bits that 

inexplicably missed out on being sealed for reasons that eluded me. I guess the aid money 

ran out. 2WD traffic can still get around on these stretches, but very slowly. There is 

something of a double-edged sword in this ï you are far less likely to die on the gravel roads. 

The speed that a minibus can travel along a sealed road is worse than scary. There has only 

been one occasion anywhere where I have had to give loud and clear advice to a driver of a 

public transport vehicle and it occurred between Ranohira and Fianarantsoa. The guy slowed 

down and we lived to talk about it. 

 

Most long-distance public transport was in the form of new or near new 12-seater minibuses. 

They were always full but not over-full, as there are laws against this and regular police 

checkpoints took bribes from drivers where the laws had been ñmisinterpretedò.  

 

Transport of the more local variety was by way of the taxi-brousse. These were almost 

always aged Peugeot 404s or 504s with odometers that ceased to operate sometime during 

the Middle Ages. Many were held together with fencing wire, chewing gum or animal body 

parts. The experience to be gained by travelling in one of these ñvehiclesò ranged from mild 

concern to outright terror. Expect the occasional breakdown, assuming the vehicle can be 

made to function in the first place. 

 

City taxis were, once again, all old French-built things. The quality of the vehicles in their 

original manufactured form was undoubted, but it was a little disconcerting when we arrived 

at Tana Airport from Mauritius and had to push-start the taxi. 

 

 
 

 



Weather  

 

Pretty damn good. It was cool to mild at most locations during the night and warm during the 

day. The exception was Ampijoroa which was warm at night, particularly when nearby 

buildings were on fire, and almost too hot for man or beast by day. Rain largely eluded us. 

We had only about two hours of rain by day during the whole trip. 

 

 

Insects  

 

Two. One at Ranamafana and one somewhere else and they were both left alive! Be scared! 

Oh, and a few million mosquitoes at Mora Mora ï donôt go out at night. 

 

Apparently malaria is very common in the east of the country. The locals kept telling us to 

take our pills. We met an unusually stupid French chappy with malaria. He seemed quite 

stressed by this new experience but seemed opposed to the cure we offered him. He may still 

live, but that is by no means certain. 

 

Some of the non-threatening insects were interesting, particularly the giraffe-necked weevils. 

  

 
 

 

Food  

 

It was possible to live on bread rolls, tinned meat (yuck), mangoes and bananas. The bread 

rolls were exquisite, ubiquitous and very cheap. The fruit was even cheaper, with the cost 

meaningless. We always bought fruit in commercial quantities, or else there was no currency 

small enough to pay for it. 



 

Thatôs the good news. Donôt even contemplate eating red meat in Madagascar unless you 

knew the animal from which it came and personally supervised every part of the process that 

led to its arrival on your plate. I weakened and ate some zebu steak in what looked like a 

good restaurant. Very shortly thereafter I was hallucinating, babbling and crying for my 

mummy. My temperature was so high I could easily be detected by infrared weather 

satellites. It ranked by large measure as the worst stomach experience I have ever heard of, 

let alone experienced. We later offered some to a dog but it refused to eat it. 

 

Bottled water was widely available. 

 

 

Beer  

 

The only thing written in English in the entire country appeared on the labels of ñThree 

Horses Beerò bottles. Three simple words ending in ñbeerò. It was quite drinkable too. 

Horses, or their waste, appear to have played no part in the ingredients unlike some exotic 

brews I have sampled. The THB mob seemed to have cornered the market on this particular 

travel aid. 

 

 
 

 

Wildlife  (see full list in table at end of report)  
 

Birds 

 

The bird list for an island the size of Madagascar is not as long as one might expect. The high 

rate of endemism, the beauty, the unusual adaptations and the relative tameness of the birds 



made up for any shortfalls in the long lists one could expect to see elsewhere. We were 

ecstatic with our sightings and the circumstances that surrounded them. We missed a few 

desirable chooks, as always, but managed most of the important endemics for a total of 142 

species, with an extra 20 in Mauritius. See the list at the end of this report. 

 

 

Mammals 

 

Lemurs are the best mammals on earth, as everyone already knows. I would not have 

travelled to the island if it had no lemurs. Everything you have seen on television cannot 

prepare you for how magnificent and friendly these animals are, and how well they are 

adapted to their environment. They are generally abundant in protected forests, with little 

likelihood that any of the local species will be missed if you spent a few days at each site. 

Often all the local lemurs could be seen on the first day and night! 

 

Other mammals are also possible. We were lucky to get good views of fossas, a range of 

tenrecs, a weasel and a mongoose, amongst others. 

 

 
 

 

Reptiles 

 

Chameleons are not far behind in the race for the most desirable and observable wildlife. I 

suspect they are quite common in most habitats but can be rascally difficult to see. Many 

stayed in the treetops unless it was raining. Others were more easily seen at night, but they all 

shared one characteristic ï they desired not to be seen at all. I always thought I had a pretty 

good eye for things, but the local boys could spot a chameleon in a tree before I could even 

see the tree.  

 



Snakes are common in Madagascar. People donôt tend to bother them and vice versa. Like all 

the other critters, the snakes were interesting and easily seen at most sites. Many didnôt 

bother to get out of our way.  

 

Last but certainly not least are the geckos. The diurnal geckos are probably the most brightly 

coloured reptiles anywhere. Donôt even entertain the idea that you are quick enough to catch 

one. These guys are so quick that if you listen closely you can detect a small sonic boom as 

they scarper. Great for pictures of empty tree trunks. 

 

 
 

 



 

Diary  
 

Day 1 ï Sunday 18
th

 October 1998 

 

Greg, my ex-brother-in-law, drove me to Sydney Airport where I caught up with Dave at the 

check-in scrum. We flew with Ansett to Melbourne where we transferred to an Air Mauritius 

A340 airbus to Mauritius via Perth. I managed a bed as far as Perth but had no luck 

thereafter. Before I could summon the courage to quietly murder a couple of babies, Dave 

solved the problem by flushing them down the toilet while their mother was asleep.  

 

Day 2 ï Monday 19
th

 October 1998 

 

We arrived at Mahebourg, Mauritius feeling shagged (but not having been) and absorbed the 

reality of having my luggage, but musing on the implications of Daveôs bags being in a place 

called Melbourne, Australia. Dave wasnôt happy. Methinks this was exacerbated by the 

scarcity of flights from Oz to Mauritius. This meant that the bags had to go back to Sydney, 

get transferred to a South African Airways flight to Joôberg and from there to Antananarivo, 

Madagascar some time later in the year. 

 

 
 

After calming down, we jumped into a taxi for the Hotel Aquarelle, a French-run facility on 

the coast at Mahebourg, not far from the airport. The hotel was a friendly place where the 

hosts spoke to us in English. We did some basic shopping in the adjacent town so Dave could 

change his undies etc. This is always nice, especially early in a holiday. 

 



After loading up on bread rolls and fruit we poached the hotel ñtaxiò for an afternoon at the 

nearby Domain de Chasseur Reserve. The reserve contained no dodos, hardly surprising 

really, but some remnant regrowth gave us some idea of where they used to live before we 

ate them all. Our guide Sam took us for a ramble through the forest where we observed very 

little of anything. Eventually we spied a couple of pair of Mauritian kestrels, a bird that at 

one stage had been almost killed out, save for four individual birds. Mauritius white-eye and 

an assortment of imported bul-buls, parakeets and finches got our bird-list underway. 

 

The afternoon entertainment at the reserve consisted of a ñshowò where the kestrels are fed 

live white mice at a special platform. Now we had already watched as the same birds had 

eaten their way through a number of dragon lizards they had plucked from the tree trunks 

nearby. I suspected correctly that the birds were not the slightest bit interested in some clown 

and his mice. The crowd of silly French citizens stared at the mouse while I kept telling them 

to look at the kestrels wheeling behind them, but oh no, what would I know. It reminded me 

of the Leunig sunrise cartoon. 

 

The afternoon was something of an endurance test. We were trying to stay awake so that we 

could sleep when it got dark and so have our bodies start our holiday in Madagascar in the 

right time zone. Drinking beer did not help as we counted the minutes until dinner was 

served while slapping each other and banging our heads on trees and things. It took me 11.3 

seconds to eat my dinner, 2.8 seconds to get to my room and 0.6 seconds to be asleep, 

although it didnôt seem to take that long. 

 

Day 3 ï Tuesday 20
th

 October 1998 

 

Not much to do in the morning on account of wind and rain.  

 

The hotel owners were mortified that we were going to Madagascar. They told us we would 

die there. Apparently this view is widely held in Mauritius. They were so certain of this 

ñfactò that they cancelled our accommodation booking for our return and were not real happy 

to see us come back. More on that later. 

 

After doing a little shopping we were off to the airport. Around midday the Air Madagascar 

737 headed west. It featured some great food accompanied by French wine and champagne. I 

suppose they cancelled each other out. The arrival at Ivato Airport and the processing therein 

was civilized. We paid a visit to the lost luggage desk, bribing various individuals so that 

they would hold Daveôs luggage until our return from the relatively nearby reserve at Perinet 

several days later. 

 

After push-starting some life into our antique taxi we cut across town to Taxi-brousse Station 

East. From here we had a quick journey to Moramanga, a town near to our destination of 

Perinet and the home village of the driver. We asked if he could drive us the rest of the way. 

He had to go home and ask his wife, who agreed and came with us for the ride. I donôt think 

she got out much! 

 

 



 

PERINET  

 

We found the Hotel Feon Nôyala at 1915 just before they stopped serving dinner. We 

checked in, had a great meal, were introduced to Three Horses Beer and enjoyed a hot 

shower. This hotel is situated right next to the reserve and with a view of a lake and forest 

and innumerable birds and lemurs. 

 

We couldnôt wait for morning!! 

 

Day 4 ï Wednesday 21
st
 October 1998 

 

A cool rainy night was followed by some weird sounds emanating from the forest across the 

road. 

 

We had an American breakfast, grabbed some bread rolls, chicken and tomatoes and traipsed 

along the road to the ANGAP (national park) office to pay our entrance fees for the park 

(about $US10) and find a guide. A rather talented chap named Patrice was ambling toward us 

practicing bird calls, so we signed each other up and we were soon ready to go. He went a bit 

pale when we told him all the things we wanted to see (ie. everything) but was unfazed when 

we explained that we had a number of days to achieve this. He suggested we start on the 

birds, which made Dave very happy. 

 

  
 



Patrice started the day as an unemotional character, who didnôt confide in us too much, and 

just went through the motions as we criss-crossed the forest for the next eight hours. His 

character would change day by day and beer by beer. 

 

The first day produced about 40 birds including cuckoo roller, velvet asity, Madagascar 

buzzard, blue coua and Madagascar scops owl. A couple of large Parsonôs chameleons (the 

worldôs biggest) were the reptile highlights and 21 gorgeous indri, 17 greater bamboo lemurs 

and five brown lemurs rounded out the day just superbly. How long had this place been here 

without me? 

 

I donôt know how many horses we drank, about 15 I think, but the day wasnôt over by any 

means. After a meal, Patrice came spotlighting with us. A sportive lemur sighting was 

quickly followed by various sleeping birds and a selection of frogs. Then came a greater 

dwarf lemur. Greater dwarf? What were they thinking? Streaked tenrecs made an appearance 

as did an avahi (or eastern woolly lemur). One of my greatest wildlife watching days ever!! 

 

 
 

Day 5 ï Thursday 22
nd

 October 1998 

 

I was awake at 0330 and ready to go, I was so excited. We had a 0530 breakfast and a car 

with driver organized for a day at Mantadia National Park, 10,000 hectares of primary forest 

not too far up the road. Whilst this park is more or less adjacent to Perinet, it has different 

lemurs and birds. We were beaming when we had great views of black-and-white ruffed 

lemurs, an animal that has to be seen to be appreciated, and luck was on our side when we 

spied a troupe of diademed sifakas. Patrice explained that these animals could often take 

many days to locate. 

 

Our bird tally was enriched by pitta-like ground-roller, greater vasa parrot and a Madagascar 

long-eared owl. 



 

Patrice joined us for drinkies. He stunned us by saying that we were the first tourists to offer 

him beer, this after eight years of guiding! It seems most visitors to Perinet are French, and 

French donôt do free beer for the likes of Patrice. 

 

 
 

Day 6 ï Friday 23
rd

 October 1998 

 

Patrice started the day showing us a few local bird rarities - Madagascar flufftail, Madagascar 

crested ibis, Madagascar wood rail and blue vanga. He disappeared for a while to attend a 

family matter and Dave and I wandered off on our own which was very liberating. Snakes, 

tenrecs, a red forest rat and an indri that was too close to photograph! 

 

A few beers and an extended gasbag with the charming locals, hotel staff and tourists 

followed lunch. Patrice and his sister Marie, also a guide, joined us for a couple of ales 

before we went spotlighting. This time we found a lesser hedgehog tenrec and a flat-tailed 

gecko as well as sportive and greater dwarf lemurs.  

 

Another day in paradise! 

 

Day 7 ï Saturday 24
th

 October 1998 

 

Our early breakfast preceded an interesting day indeed. Patrice had been pre-booked by an 

embarrassment of French tourists, so against the park rules we sneaked into the park without 

a guide, which upset the head of the guidesô association when he found us. Explaining that 



we were given permission by Patrice (who was probably not entitled to do such a thing) 

didnôt help matters.  

 

We passed Patrice on our way out of the park. We crossed the road to the so-called orchid 

garden. This site proved to be the highlight of my holiday, as no sooner had we arrived we 

were staring at a fossa (the islandôs top predator) up a tree. It walked down it, gave us a 

lingering stare and was off. My hair was standing on end ï I was ecstatic to see one of the 

worldôs most fascinating animals and something we certainly did not expect to find. 

 

Still glowing with excitement we were surprised to see Patrice running toward us shouting 

ñfossa, big one!!ò Yes, we said, we saw it. He didnôt seem to hear us and just pleaded with us 

to follow him. About two kilometers away he showed us another fossa up a tree. He had 

abandoned his tour group for an hour or so while looking for us! So much for his love of the 

French. We felt very privileged indeed. 

 

 
 

As we returned for lunch, once again through the park sans guide, we found a Madagascar 

little boa.  

 

After doing some washing we sneaked into the park and had a brilliant time watching some 

stunning red-bellied lemurs. A very small baby explored its world as its mother and others of 

the troupe curled up into a communal lemur ball. 

 

We arrived back at the hotel in time to entertain Patrice, sister Marie and his shy but 

delightful wife Vero. We had a great afternoon; good company, good beer and self-

satisfaction in the knowledge that we were the only tourists during our stay that had a drink 



with any of the locals. Patrice had transformed from a shy, retiring type to an opinionated 

character dishing out great insights into the local culture, conservation and tourism. Our 

ñloveò of the French was shared. He also explained that we were the first people in his 

experience that were interested in everything in the forest, as he is, which gave him great 

satisfaction. 

 

 
 

We declined to go spotlighting as our bodies were failing. In confirmation of our decision it 

then started to rain. 

 

Day 8 ï Sunday 25
th

 October 1998 

 

My 42
nd

 birthday started with an illegal walk in the park. We found no new birds but enjoyed 

great views of red-bellied and brown lemurs before intersecting with a family of indri for one 

last look at this magnificent creature. The rest of the day just drifted by, this being something 

of a lay day.  

 

Day 9 ï Monday 26
th

 October 1998 

 

We said goodbye to Perinet and our friends at the Feon Nôyala. We waited a while for a taxi-

brousse to Moramanga. It was a fun trip as 26 of us crammed into and onto a Peugeot utility. 

We transferred almost immediately to a taxi-brousse for Tana and then a pre-war taxi to the 

airport. 

 

Miraculously, Daveôs luggage was there. Here my supply of toy stuffed koalas were 

invaluable as more people were tipped and bribed, but with nothing substantial. More in the 


