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� A beautiful morning in Andasibe, where Josh was based.

�

After a month of being here, and 
three weeks after my last real 
adventure out into the rainforests 
on the eastern coast of 

Madagascar, I decided that I ought to 
head off into the forests and start trying 
to find the many different species that I 
could find both by day and night. 

However, my mission for the morning 
hike was to find something in particular, 
a species of gecko that truly is both 
remarkable and fascinating, in the guise 
of the mossy leaf-tailed gecko 
(Uroplatus sikorae). This is a species that 
is rarely seen in collections, and 
certainly not easy to spot in the wild, 
thanks to its truly remarkable 
camouflage. 

with a strange type of moss covering 
shaded patches of the ground. 

Finally, in a pandanus (or vakona) tree 
that measured approximately 2.4m (8ft) 
in height, I saw something jump amongst 
the leaves. It turned out to be a species of 
Guibemantis frog, but it was nothing like 

any that I or Paa had seen before, this 
was new… again!! 

It was another species that 
has not potentially been 

described before. So until 
someone researches this 
species and describes it 
formally in a scientific 
paper, it has to be 
called Guibemantis sp. 
nov. (with ‘sp. nov.’ 
meaning ‘new 

species’).  

Spotting a gecko 
I was happier now, and 

it built my confidence up 
again. Barely five minutes 

later, I then encountered what 
I had so desperately wanted to see 

- one of my ‘bucket-list’ species! I won’t 
glamourise the sighting though, and 
make it sound like I found the species 
myself. In fact, it took me ages even to 
even spot it… 

I literally had Paa jumping and down 
saying “I did it, I did it! I found a uroplatus!” 
which I was desperate to see, sharing my 
guide’s enthusiasm. Once I finally spotted 
it, I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was a 
perfect juvenile male specimen of the 
mossy leaf-tailed gecko (Uroplatus 
sikorae), hidden so well you wouldn’t 
have thought there was anything there. I 
stood there shocked, entirely and studied 
this animal in awe at this amazing 

but before they had the 
chance, they mysteriously 
died… More than likely this 
was a tale embellished for 
tourists with an entirely logical 
explanation, but there was no 
doubting that the local people felt this 
tree had mystical powers. 

A new find
We continued on our journey along the 
winding pathway up the hillside, but 
much to my disappointment, we did not 
come across a single species of animal. 
We had heard calls but actually seeing 
any sign of wildlife was a very different 
story. 

After walking for two hours, I was 
feeling pretty deflated, and I was 
prepared to wait until the evening - that 
was until we reached the top of the hill 
and the landscape there was completely 
different. There was sandy and loose soil, 

� There are many 
species yet to been 
described from 
Madagascar, just like this 
Guibemantis sp. nov. 
specimen, and others yet 
to be discovered.

�  A view of the 
Andasibe forest, with a 
black and white ruffed 
lemur in view.

 Madagascar
 Adventures in

Joshua Ralph sends another report back from the field in 
central-eastern Madagascar, detailing more of his findings 
and research within the Andasibe area. In this issue, he 
details the hard work that went into finding some 
amazing species, including Uroplatus geckos and many 
species of amphibian.

Diary of a mantella man

maintain the area themselves, looking 
after the forest and protecting it. 

I set off, exhilarated to be going out 
into the reserve which lay just outside the 
town, and determined to find this lizard 
which in my mind had been built up to 
be some kind of mythical beast, based on 
from what the local guides and townsfolk 
had been telling me.  
Once I was actually the park, I met up 
with a fantastic guide called Pierre, 
nicknamed ‘Paa’ by his friends. 

After we discussed the plan and 
decided which route we would take 
through the forest and what we were 
after, I pretty much decided there and 
then that I would go all out and go on a 
night hike as well! 

I paid my guide fee and immediately 
we headed off into the forest, and at this 
early stage I already appeared like a 
demented spotter, scouting through the 
undergrowth and looking at every small 
and tiny movement as I walked along, but 
in vain. 

A special tree
Eventually, after hiking for half an hour, 
we reached a meandering section of the 
Analamazaotra, a river that runs through 
the Andasibe-Mantadia National Park and 
the town itself. Across on the other side of 
the water, I noticed brightly coloured 
banners fixed up and around this single 
tree, which was noticeably larger than the 
others. 

It looked important, so I asked Paa 
about it. He replied that it was a sacred 
and holy tree. Superstition surrounded it 
and I was told that people made ritual 
sacrifices and prayed to it for anything 
they desired, such as conceiving a child or 
asking for good. 

Strangely, however, what grabbed my 
attention was that no-one actually knew 
the particular species of tree, and 
apparently, it was not known to grow 
anywhere else. Yet it was highly 
protected, as the result of local folklore. 

It turned out that people tried to cut it 
down in the past, to turn it into lumber 

� Main Image: Mossy 
leaf tailed geckos are 
very variable in 
appearance.
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VOI MMA Community Park, 
Andasibe. A trek into the local 
community forest. 
As always, I woke up ready for the day 
ahead with excitement, but I was more 
fatigued than when I had been on my 
earlier hikes into the rainforest. I had 
picked up some kind of illness that was 
affecting me so badly that it was under 
consideration to send me to the nearest 
hospital in Madagascar’s capital, 
Antananarivo for treatment. 

I decided to continue though, and 
worked around my illness rather than 
taking this option which would have 
been rather like giving up in my eyes. At 
this point in my adventure though, it 
looked like I was getting better anyway. 

My stomach pains didn’t last as long and I 
could finally leave my bed without 
collapsing, as had been the case 
previously. 

Community involvement
It struck me that it was time to take a visit 
to the newest reserve, VOI MMA 
Community Park. This was slightly 
different to the other reserves and 
national parks, as instead of the guides 
organising the hikes and tours but only 
getting a portion of the money, they 
received all of the profit. In return, they 
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�

example of superb camouflage.
Unfortunately though, time was 

pressing and we had to leave the forest, 
but I was ready for that evening, to 
continue our journey into the Mitsinjo 
Forest. 

Mitsinjo Forest & Parc des 
Orchidee, Andasibe. My first 
night hike. 

Later that day, I rendezvoused with Paa 
again, but this time, we were equipped 
for an entirely different kind of hike, with 
torches and head lamps and also, first aid 
kits for the only reason that this time, we 
were heading out into the middle of the 
rainforest at night. Smiling away as usual 
in his friendly manner, Paa asked what I 
wanted to see. 

I gave him my list of ‘must-see’ species, 
including several amphibians and 
any species of tenrec. With that, 
we set out without further 
delay and started 
scanning our 
surroundings whilst 
trying not to fall 
down the steep 
stone steps that lay 
before us.

A painful 
encounter
I don’t know what it 
was, but my senses 
seemed to be greatly 

enhanced and I could hear everything. It 
was almost as though the darkness 
impairing my sight made me more alert. 
This ability certainly came in handy as 
moments later I heard rustling and, 
without a second thought, I leapt to catch 
the culprit in the leaf litter.

I found myself grabbing a most 
gorgeous male specimen of lowland 
streaked tenrec (Hemicentetes 
semispinosus). What made the experience 
even more amazing was that this was 
literally five minutes after telling Paa that 
these insectivores were on my want to 
see list! What makes them so interesting is 
not only their huge resemblance to our 
European hedgehogs, but also their 
special method of communication. 

On their rear, they have a small 
collection of quills spaced closely 
together, which allows them to perform 
what is known as stridulation. They 
literally rub these quills together 
producing a sound that is audible to their 
fellow tenrecs over a considerable 

� Uroplatus species are 
incredibly hard to spot in 
the wild, blending in so 
well against the 
background.

photograph them together. They were a 
sexed pair of pygmy leaf chameleons 
(Brookesia superciliaris).

A nocturnal chorus
We returned to the path and continued, 
down to a stream, which was a place I 
knew would provide more creatures 
of interest, particularly to an 
amphibian enthusiast like 
myself. In fact, even before 
we reached the water, 

� The mossy leaf-tailed 
gecko (Uroplatus sikorae) 
is popular with gecko 
enthusiasts, and is a 
master of disguise. 

animal. 
We went cautiously around the snake, 

so as not to disturb it too much but its 
head was raised already and it was 
prepared to take defensive action if 
needed. After we reached the other side 
of the bridge, we were finally in the forest 
and already, I was satisfied with what we 
had seen - everything else would be an 
added bonus tonight! 

Out in the darkness
It was an odd feeling though, being in the 
forest at this time of night, walking in 
pitch-black surroundings. Before I knew it, 
I was scanning in front of me again, 
copying my guide’s method of searching, 
and moving slowly. 

But before I knew it, there was another 
animal I hadn’t seen, the most plump little 
chameleon you ever did see, this was a 
heavily gravid female perinet striped 
chameleon (Calumma gastrotaenia). She 
was truly gorgeous and sleeping when 
we discovered her, after which she 
headed off for a new retreat where she 
could sleep undisturbed.

Her neighbours however, refused to 
wake and this gave me opportunity to 

the area was alive with the chorus of the 
frogs living there. 

Following the sound, it caused me to 
jump over the water unexpectedly, 
showing elegance (only because I never 
fell in!) and right there in front of me was 
a sub-adult male Madagascan brown tree 
frog (Boophis madagascariensis) calling 
away. I then had an ongoing battle, 
attempting to photograph his display. 
Every single time I clicked the trigger, he 
called directly afterwards, as if he knew 
what I was doing and I missed the 
moment! [7]

But he was not alone carrying out this 
nightly performance. Just 0.6m (2ft) away 
was something much more impressive in 

colouration, in the form of a fully adult 
male Boehme’s tree frog (Boophis 
boehmei). It had the most attractive eyes I 
had ever seen in any animal. They were a 
vivid, bright red with the outer ring being 
sky blue in colouring, combing to create 
a truly entrancing effect.

Drawn to the light
I loved using a head torch as I 

continued walking through the 
pitch-black landscape. It was 

certainly much easier than 
carrying a cumbersome 
hand torch, as it left me 
with both hands free. This 
meant that I could move 
around more confidently, 
but the head torch could 
generate its own 

problems.
Every so often, my 

private space would be 
violated by the sudden and 

startling appearance of a moth or 
giant butterfly that was attracted to 

the light. In some cases, I ended up 
recoiling and having to spit out the 
arthropod that had collided with me.

A rare sighting
But there are of course much bigger 
creatures that can be encountered on 
Madagascar. As we ascended the steep 
hill, Paa told me to stop and quickly 
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Although quite plain to 
look at in comparison with 
some species, the pygmy 
leaf chameleon 
(Brookesia superciliaris) 
has a remarkable 
appearance.

There are many species of snake to be found 
across the island, such as this Madagascan 
ground boa (Sanzinia madagascariensis) of 
the Andasibe locality type.

� The perinet striped 
chameleon (Calumma 
gastrotaenia) is one of the 
smallest species of 
chameleon in the 
Andasibe area, and also 
one of the most striking.

The lowland streaked 
tenrec (Hemicentetes 
semispinosus) resemble 
our European hedgehog 
species, but is not 
closely-related.

distance.
Anyway, without wanting to causes 

further stress, I let the little guy go. This 
then allowed me to take out more than 
26 of the quills that he had left in my 
thumbs and fingers!

Snakes in short supply!
Shortly afterwards, we reached a bridge 
crossing a small stream, and we observed 
a small and brightly coloured arachnid. 
Paa didn’t pay attention to what might lie 
behind him, but then I reached out with 
my right hand and pulled him back 
gently, pointing towards a snake located 
on the ground. It was a Madagascan 
ground boa (Sanzinia madagascariensis).

This really was the only the second 
species of snake that I had seen so far on 
my trip, and it was impressive, even if it 
was only 0.9m (3ft) in length from snout 
to vent. We both laughed about the 
encounter and Pierre thanked me, not 
that it would have caused him any injury, 
but because he didn’t want to hurt the 

The quills – which are modified hairs - allow tenrecs to communicate with each other over 
great distances, but they can be used for defensive purposes too. 

� The brown tree frog 
(Boophis 
madagascariensis) has 
quite an impressive 
appearance. Males can be 
easily identified by the 
spurs present on their 
hind limbs. This species is 
generally common.
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grabbed me so I spun round. I had no 
idea what was happening until I saw it… 
a species of nocturnal lemur no more 
than 3m (10ft) away in the lower 
branches of a tree.

However, this was any ordinary lemur, 
and, as I subsequently discovered from 
people at the facility later, it is rarely 
sighted. The last specimen of the elusive 
hairy-eared dwarf lemur (Allocebus 
trichotis) had been spotted almost more 
than a year previously. [10] 

The sole member of its genus, this 
dainty and delicate looking mammal will 
have a specific tree that it favours. In fact, 
as Paa explained, I had woken it up, 
which explained its rather dazed 
demeanour.

A chameleon 
resembling an 
elephant
Soon enough though it 
was gone, which gave 
us our hint that 
probably we should 
move on ourselves too. 
We reached the Parc a 
Orchidees (Orchid Park) at 
this point which meant we 
were nearing the end of the 
hike. Yet as we stepped under 
a low-bearing branch, I looked up 
and saw yet another species of 
chameleon. 

This was a male short-horned 
chameleon (Calumma brevicorne), which is 
also known as the elephant-eared 
chameleon. The species has a head crest 
with flaps that can be used in territorial 

we began our 
descent down 
those same 
steps where I had 
seen the tenrec 
previously, it began 
to rain quite lightly. 

Suddenly, Eudipsie 
wandered off the path 
towards a giant pandanus tree. With 
his hand torch, he revealed not one but 
three highly variable Guibemantis liber 
specimens, jumping around wildly, 
although I was able to get a photograph 
of the encounter. It made me realise that 
my photographic skills had definitely 
evolved since I had first arrived, as these 
frogs were far from co-operative subjects.

A hungry companion
We then moved on and entered the 
thicker forest. I then became aware of a 
slight pain on my arm underneath my 
long sleeve. It was a mere pinch at most 
but it was an odd sensation, so I 
instinctively pulled my drenched sleeve 
up only to find a leech.

It was beginning to numb my arm and 
inject its anti-coagulant saliva so it that it 
could feed on my blood. However, unlike 

the vast majority of people in this 
situation, I was fascinated 

and stood there 
watching the process 

until enough was 
enough! I 

brought the 
leech’s feast to 
a conclusion by 
a sharp flick 
that dislodged 
it on to the 

ground. 

A tiny 
chameleon
[16] Eudipsie, who 

hadn’t noticed my 
dawdling caused by the leech, 

then called me over to look at what he 
had found. It was the most delicate baby 
chameleon that measured no more than 
2cm (0.78in) overall. He has come across 
a big-nosed chameleon (Calumma 
nasutum), which is one of the smallest to 
be found in the Andasibe area of 
Madagascar. 

Adult specimens of this species only 

grow to a grand size of 10cm (4in). How 
he saw it was beyond me, it was clearly a 
skill that I had yet to acquire, so it seemed! 
However, I was certainly already 
developing a keen sense for finding and 
noticing sudden movements and being 
able to identify them as amphibians.

Up above
This enabled me to spot a female 
Madagascan black-sided frog 
(Mantidactylus melanopleura) on a branch. 
She seemed content with being in the 
open, and then froze, not moving a 
muscle even with my camera lens being 
only inches away.

It was overwhelming seeing the 
biodiversity in the area at first hand.  

� The hairy-eared dwarf 
lemur (Allocebus trichotis) 
is a rare sight in the 
forests, sometimes not 
being recorded for years.

Leaf-mimicking butterflies always appear 
to remain in pairs, with one more lightly 
coloured than the other.

disputes or to deter any other 
threat. These flaps can be 
pushed forward, resembling 

the ears of a angry elephant as 
a result, accounting for its 

unusual name. 
After having woken up a now 

angry lizard, I spotted something 
nearby that I had to look at twice to try 

and make sense of what I was seeing. It 
turned out to be a pair of the most 
unusual and cleverly camouflaged moths. 
I have no idea what they were but they 
mimicked perfectly dead or dying leaves 
upon a branch, the only give away was 
eyes that you really had to concentrate 
on seeing…  

A final discovery
Eventually, we left the forest and were 
finally upon the road, but there was one 
last surprise on the pathway, in the form 
of another incredibly species of dwarf 
lemur! It really was my night for oddities 
and rare sightings. 

This was a species that had only been 
discovered in 2005. It was Goodman’s 
mouse lemur (Microcebus lehilahytsara), 

which is one of Madagascar smallest 
lemurs. I couldn’t believe how close I was 
able to get to it; I was literally within 
touching distance but, of course, I didn’t 
try to do so. 

We moved on before a noisy group of 
German tourists came close enough to 
realise what we had found, so we could 
leave the lemur continue to feed on 
berries. I walked on back to my house, 
eagerly waiting the opportunity to return 
again, after thanking one of Andasibe’s 
finest guides…

Mitsinjo Forest & Parc des 
Orchidee, Andasibe – my 
second night hike.
After a few days, I decided it was time to 
return, and so I organised a private hike 
with Eudipsie, my friend and fellow 
technician at the facility. He also had a 
reputation for being an excellent guide, 
albeit on a part-time basis. 

So we met up, similar time to when I 
met up with Pierre and we set out 
together. I felt more relaxed this time, 
knowing what it was like moving through 
the forest in the darkness. Not long after 

There are some beautiful 
moth and butterfly species to 
be found on the island.

Boehme’s tree frog 
(Boophis boehmei) has a 
very unusual 
appearance. 

Chameleons like this 
short-horned 
chameleon (Calumma 
brevicorne) are 
incredibly easy to 
spot at night.

Goodman’s mouse lemur 
(Microcebus lehilahytsara) 
was discovered in 2005 
and named after the 
primatologist Steven 
M. Goodman.

As in the case of many frogs, 
members of the same species 
can be highly variable in 
appearance, as with this 
Guibemantis liber specimen.

� The big-nosed 
chameleon (Calumma 
nasutum) possesses an 
unusual and prominent 
nose, which is more 
pronounced in males, as 
is generally the case with 
the majority of chameleon 
species.
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There were animals of all types around us. 
Yet at this point, we were barely a quarter 
of the way through this hike, which 
Eudipsie suggested that we should extent 
by an hour or two. 

Although entranced by combing the 
forest floor, I soon realised that there was 
a whole vibrant community of creatures 
above us as well, concealed in the canopy 
of the rainforest.

An unusual sound echoing across the 
forest drew my attention here. It was a 
sound that I had heard before, and 

� A black-sided 
Madagascan frog 
(Mantidactylus 
menlanopleura) 
completely unbothered by 
human attention. �
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You can obtain the previous two parts 
of this article – and indeed any other 
back issues that you want, subject to 
availability – by calling 0845 873 
9270. Each one costs £5.20 including 
p&p. 
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recognised as being the call of a 
male mossy tree frog (Spinomantis 
aglavei). These amphibians were 
all above us and it wasn’t long 
before we sighted one close 
enough to see it properly, up 
close. 

These particular amphibians 
are stunning metallic green, 
shining with iridescence and they 
looked very similar to the better-
known Vietnamese species described 
scientifically as Theloderma corticale, apart 
from possessing a much longer snout. 

Animals that are unafraid
The rest of the forest, however, was 
quieter, and eventually, we worked our 
way to the Orchid Park again, making a 
great effort to see more wildlife in the 
remaining time we had left. As always 
appeared to be the case, the park did not 
let us down, although the most unusual 
sighting was actually of another rare 
nocturnal lemur. 

We spotted it roaming around the 
low-bearing branches of a fruit tree. It 
was an eastern fat-tailed lemur 
(Cheirogaleus crossleyi), named after the 
rounded shape of its tail. This was clearly 
an attribute that helps it to jump and 
climb between trees, with balance being 
crucial to guard against falls. 

For some reason, we were able to get 

yet again within a mere 
1.2m (4ft) of this lemur. Then 

it dawned on me that all these 
rainforest animals do not apparently 

regard humans as a threat, in spite of all 
the environmental damage that we have 
caused on the island.

have no common names. They were 
Boophis tasymena, Boophis bottae and 
Boophis rappiodes with each displaying 
their own unique colouration and 
markings. 

I could have stayed there much longer, 
but soaked through and feeling decidedly 
fatigued, it was time to head back, after a 
night that I shall never forget.  ✥

The mossy tree frog (Spinomantis aglavei) reflects the 
phenomenon of convergent evolution, being similar in 
appearance to an unrelated species occurring in Asia. 

Many species are no 
larger than a few 
millimetres overall, 
after morphing from 
tadpoles, as shown by 
this Malagasy reed 
frog (Heterixalus 
punctatus).

A gold speckled tree 
frog (Boophis idae).
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Wet weather brings a bonus
The rain began to fall harder at this stage. 
I was already drenched and was starting 
to feel tired. However, there was still 
plenty more to see, because as the rain 
got heavier, so more amphibians were 
drawn out from their hiding places. 

Within quick succession, I had frogs 
appearing out of nowhere around my 
feet. The first to present itself was a gold 
speckled tree frog (Boophis idae), so-called 
thanks to the golden markings all over its 
body. This gave it the appearance of 
being covered in metallic flakes.

At the same time, another frog caught 
my eye. It was tiny, and clearly had only 
just metamorphosed. This was a 
Heterixalus punctatus out enjoying the 
downpour perched on a miniscule twig. It 
was unbelievable. I honestly hadn’t 
anticipated such a gathering of frogs. 

Soon though, more species of Boophis 
were appearing in the bushes, 
clambering over the leaves. There were 
three species that I spotted, all of which 

� The central 
bright-eyed frog (Boophis 
rappiodes) has an 
impressive and highly 
attractive appearance.

Some frogs can appear 
like glass, being almost 

transparent just like this 
Boophis tasymena.

Boophis bottae 
exhibits unusual 

markings, some of 
which are not 

apparent in any 
related species.


