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The diademed sifaka used to roam much closer to the town.  Source PD.

�

I remember walking through the town 
and noticing every little detail around 
me, from the smell to the sights that 
surrounded me but the one obvious 

thing was that I was the new guy in town. 
Let’s just say that I learnt the common 
Malagasy greeting incredibly quickly. I had 
to say it to everyone, out of politeness but 
also because I wanted to be friendly!

Rainforest destruction
On our way out to the edge of town, on 
the main road that takes you towards the 
National Parks, I noticed an extremely well 
preserved (yet seemingly almost new) 
building with big capital letters on the 
sides of it stating “ANDASIBE”. I asked my 
companion Devin exactly what the place 
was and why it appeared abandoned 
when it looked so new. Yet it turns out that 
I actually knew this building, as a hotel 
from reading about Sir David 
Attenborough’s adventures there in the 
1960s.

golden mantella (Mantella aurantiaca) 
Ambatovy strain being bred there. 

As I finally entered, I was straightaway 
presented with a vast quantity of fruit fly 
(or ‘SiSi’ in Malagasy), springtail, tropical 
woodlice and cricket cultures. These were 
rather overwhelming considering those 

that I am normally used to. It was 
impressive, to say the very least! 

Then we approached a set 
of heavy wooden doors, 

which gave access to the 
frog research and 
collection room. This is 
home to over 800 
specimens, of eight 
different species that 
fall within the 
Conservation and 

Husbandry Research 
programmes. 

Mining destroys ir-
replaceable habitat

The obvious and main focus of 
the facility though is the famous 

and stunningly beautiful golden 
mantella (Mantella aurantiaca) specimens, 
a species classified as critically 
endangered based on the IUCN Red List. 
However, what makes these particular 
specimens so important is not as well 
known to the outside world, and is linked 
directly to one of the logos upon the wall 
of the facility’s supporters. 

The wild caught founders of this 
particular group were once found in the 
Ambatovy locality within the 
northwestern part of the Torotorofotsy 
Wetland reserve. However, a few years 

presence of one of these 
logos should never have 
been allowed there, although 
that’s biopolitics for you! 

Bio-security in action
We entered and already, I was impressed 
with the protocols and procedures we 
had to go through before even entering 
the facility! Provided for the staff 
members, volunteers, PhD students and 
researchers is footwear in the form of 
either foam crocs or Wellington boots 
that are just for use within the facility's 
main building. 

Your clothes must be clean before you 
are allowed to enter, with no traces of 
mud evident just in case you could be 
carrying a lethal pathogen. Biosecurity is 
taken very seriously in these parts, 
particularly with the presence of chytrid 
fungus now confirmed on the island, 
which has already wiped out so many 
amphibians on a global scale. 

Luckily, I fully disinfected my clothes 
prior to leaving the UK, using Virkon® and 
Anigene. I was extremely excited and full 
of anticipation to just get in and view the 
facility and the legendary and highly 
important wild caught founders of the 

� The dried up egg case 
of the giraffe neck weevil.

�  Sophie’s tree frog 
(Guibemantis sophiei) is a 
species yet to be 
described, but I hope to 
return soon to begin 
researching it properly 
and officially name it.

 Madagascar
 Adventures in

Joshua Ralph continues sharing his report from Madagascar, detailing what else this amazing island has 
to show the world, ranging here from unknown species of Guibemantis frogs to the enchanting and 
odd-looking giraffe neck weevil.

Diary of a mantella man

This was the Andasibe Train Station 
Hotel, and it had accommodated quite a 
few celebrities including Gerald Durrell, 
Prince Philip and of course Sir David 
himself. Devin reminded me that part of 
the area here was described by Sir David 
as rainforest right outside his window 
with diademed sifakas (Propithecus 
diadema) – a type of lemur – amongst the 
trees. Now a restaurant where I often eat 
has been constructed on the site. It is a 
disturbing thought looking around now, 
and considering just how far the 
rainforest has been pushed back over the 
past 50 years or so. 

Mitsinjo Breeding Facility, 
Andasibe: my first impressions
After a 45 minute walk and a struggling 
uphill climb to the facility, which just 
proved how unfit I had become, we 
arrived at the Mitsinjo Breeding Facility, 
something I had been eagerly waiting to 
see for well over a year. The first thing you 
notice about the building, once you open 
the gate, is the vast number of logos from 
various organisations across the world 
supporting the project. It was a truly 
impressive and fantastic sight to see, 
although as I was to discover inside, the 

� One of the many tree 
nurseries which 
Association Mitsinjo uses 
to grow saplings on, 
ready to plant back in the 
forest.

Like something out of a wildlife 
documentary, a queen ant trying 

to feast upon Guibemantis pulcher 
tadpoles still in their spawn.
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previously, it was discovered that this 
particular area had a vast amount of 
valuable nickel within it. As a result, the 
Ambatovy Nickel Mining Company got 
permission to destroy the habitat, 
provided they contributed and removed 
all the surviving golden mantella 
specimens from the remaining four 
ponds and gave them to Association 
Mitsinjo. 

As a result, the mantellas that I was 
looking at represent the only survivors of 
that population today. People talk rightly 
about concerns over the sourcing of 
timber products, but perhaps it is time to 
place more emphasis in terms of mineral 
extraction as well, when it comes to 
ensuring the ethical sourcing of items 
that we use in our daily lives?

Amazing dedication
During this initial visit to the Mitsinjo 
Breeding Facility, I met some members of 
the team including the team supervisor, 
Justin Claude Rakotoarisoa, who is well 
known for guiding Sir David 
Attenborough around the Mitsinjo Forest. 
He also accompanied the British actor 
Martin Clunes, when he presented the 
ITV documentary Martin Clunes: The 
Lemurs of Madagascar. 

We discussed many things, 
including some of my experiences 
working with these and other 
mantellas and what I would be 
doing whilst spending my 
time there; we also 
discussed in great detail 
how the centre functions 
on a daily basis. 

Several technicians 
work daily, each of them 
on their allocated sections, 
including husbandry 
research plus live foods and 
culture maintenance.

What was most remarkable to 
me, however, was that when 

working with amphibians in the 
collection, the team give a visual health 
check to every single specimen on the 
premises. That adds up to well over 800 
animals in total. 

The dedication on display is amazing. I 
was really surprised and also incredibly 
impressed, as this is not a practice I had 
encountered before. These health checks 
are on top of humidifying the exhibits, 
feeding the specimens on set days and 
cleaning at least one exhibit from each of 
the sections.   

Mitsinjo Forest and the Parc 
des Orchidees, Andasibe: a 
stroll in the woods 
Plans for my trip to Madagascar had 
started over a year prior to the actual date 
of my arrival. Discussion had centred on 
what I would be doing at the facility, 
things I had to do or places to visit and 
finally, sharing my experiences and 
advising the rest of the team. One of my 
recommendations was related to the 
culturing of certain live food items, 
specifically as to how I keep isopods and 
detritivores (clean-up scavengers) such as 
springtails and tropical woodlice. 

I spent the morning planning and 
working out in my mind what I would 
need to collect from the rainforest, going 
over it repeatedly, trying to determine 
what I would have to substitute for 
certain items that I simply wouldn’t be 

� Male specimens tend 
to be rather common in 
their preferred habitat. 
Being sexually
dimorphic, males have
longer necks, which
allows them to fight in
their characteristic style.

� Completely unique and 
endemic to Madagascar, 
the lowland streaked 
tenrec (Hemicentetes 
semispinosus) is a 
beautiful species to 
observe.

wondrous place. Eventually, my guides 
and pupils for the day arrived at the 
entrance of the Parc des Orchidees 
(Orchid Park) and I discussed the plan I 
had in my mind, as best as I could with 
the little Malagasy I knew, and with the 
little English they knew! 

We strolled on in, and I knew for Dina 
and Linah, this was an everyday 
occurrence to them, but for me, this was 
like walking on the moon for the first 
time! Immediately, wildlife was around us 
in terms of many species of flora and 
fauna that could be found in the area.

The first thing that caught my eye was 
a male Malagasy jumping frog 
(Aglyptodactylus madagascariensis), hiding 
amongst the leaf litter on the edge of the 
pathway. Even though I have to admit 
that this species is a common find, I was 
still delighted to see it.

Eventually, we reached the lake area in 
the centre of the park and from there, we 
decided as a group where to look to find 
the first item on our list, which were 
rotting logs or wood. Unsurprisingly, that 
didn’t take very long to find in the forest. 

New discoveries
A mere minute or so later, we discovered 
some suitable timber that was rotting 
away. As we were taking it apart, so we 
spotted a beautiful looking species of 
millipede, belonging to the class 
Diplopoda. 

Unfortunately, like many of the species 
of arthropod on Madagascar, it was 
completely unknown to the scientific 
world and was therefore nameless. We 
watched it for a short time, which gave 
me the opportunity to take a few 
photographs, and then we moved on. 

Having found everything we needed, it 
was time to leave the forest, so Linah 
suggested walking back the long way 
round, rather than using the way we 
came. I was only too happy doing that! 
We started to walk up the hill in the 
direction of the Mitsinjo Breeding Facility, 
and I soon found myself looking amongst 
the vakona plants, which are better 
known to us as pandinus palms. 

� Andasibe Train Station 
Hotel has accommodated 
many celebrities 
including Sir David 
Attenborough.

able to get here in Madagascar. It added 
up to quite a lot of things, except for the 
fruit and fungi that I could get hold of 
easily! 

Eventually, I had my plan set and I 
made my way with haste to the 
rendezvous point so I could meet with 
Linah and Dina, who would act as guides 
so I could enter this protected area safely 
and securely. By this stage, I still hadn’t 
become used to the walk to get to the 
National Park area, with the breeding 
facility itself being even further away.

Getting to work
To make this trek more challenging, an 
unusual blister-like lump had appeared 
upon my heel. This did not look sore, but 
was exceedingly painful and causing me 
to limp uncontrollably. It didn’t really 
concern me though; after all, a blister is a 
blister… right? 

I eventually arrived at my destination, 
slightly earlier than I anticipated, although 
I didn’t mind this at all; it gave me the 
opportunity to be alone near the edge of 
the forest reserve so I could just soak up 
the atmosphere that oozed from this 

In the first plant that I looked in, I 
disturbed a tiny frog that jumped out 
from its centre and on to the outer leaves 
of the plant, in a perfect position for me 
to photograph it clearly. It was truly 
beautiful and neither of my guides could 
identify the species. 

Later on, it was confirmed to me that 
this in fact was a new and undescribed 
species belonging to the Guibemantis 
genus. It was truly outstanding as a 
specimen, and I decided there and then 
that I would name it unofficially until 
either I came back to describe it properly 
or if someone else did it before me. I 
decided to name it after my incredibly 
supportive girlfriend. As a result, Sophie’s 

tree frog (Guibemantis sophiei) came into 
being! 

Ant attack
Our trek continued and eventually we 
reached what had become a familiar 
place to me – the Mitsinjo Tree Nursery, 
just outside of the boundaries of the 
rainforest. This was where all the saplings 
and shrubs were grown to a suitable size 
or life stage that would be ideal to 
reintroduce to a reforested area or land 
that is being planned for reforestation in 
the future. 

By this point, we didn’t have long until 
we would have left the forest – no more 
than another minute or so. I admit that I 
was feeling slightly unfulfilled, as if I 
should have seen more in the forest that 
day. But instantly, my excitement returned 
upon the sound of Dina’s voice calling out 
that she found something. 

Turning round and nearly falling over in 
the process, I leapt to see what she had 
discovered, and found something that 
you really couldn’t plan or even hope to 
see – at least in the wild.  I realised that I 
had seen this phenomenon before, 
captured on film for the BBC series on 
Madagascar, with Sir David Attenborough, 
which was first broadcast back in 2008. 

Before my very eyes, a flying queen ant 
was attacking tadpoles within a mass of 
Tsarafidy Madagascar frog (Guibemantis 
pulcher) spawn that was dangling above a 
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� The staff at the 
Mitsinjo Facility work 
incredibly hard, making 
sure every tank is clean, 
just like Mampionona is 
pictured doing here.

The Mitsinjo Facility is Madagascar’s first bio-secure facility, to ensure that the insurance population of the golden mantella survives.

� Each and every 
specimen is health 
checked, all 800 plus 
specimens, on a daily 
basis. Justin is shown 
here, carrying out this 
task.
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slow moving stream. It was simply 
unbelievable, watching this queen ant 
trying to remove these delicate tadpoles 
that were not yet ready to hatch. This 
provided a very exciting end to the day 
and it left me keen to experience more. 

Getting jittery with jiggers 
For at least a week, I was suffering with 
awful blisters on my feet, but although 
they were painful, I consoled myself with 
the fact that were not serious… Or so I 
thought, at least. After a while though, 
one particular blister began to change, in 
a pretty obvious way, in both size and 
colour. 

To apply one of my fingers gently to 
the surface was the equivalent of 
touching my skin with a hot iron rod! I 
began to suspect this was something 
more sinister here than the average 
blister.

Across the planet, there are some nasty 
parasites or illnesses that can be 
contracted, even by relatively careful 
travellers., Madagascar certainly is no 
different in this respect and has some 
interesting illnesses. It is home to 
the sand flea or jigger, which 
has the distinction of being 
the world’s smallest species 
of flea.

The sand flea happens 
to rather enjoy 
burrowing beneath your 
skin in the soles of your 
feet, or in fact, any skin 
on your body that is 
accessible to it. After a 
while, it finally clicked that I 
had one of these passengers. 

A painful conclusion
In the end, I decided that enough was 
enough. I had to cut it open and relieve 
some of the pressure building up here, 
and remove the flea before it could 
trigger an infection. I prepared myself for 
cutting it open by sterilising my Gerber 
knife, a clothespin and my metal pair of 

� Mantidactylus 
grandideri is not only 
incredibly loud at night, 
but also incredibly bold 
and large. 

we began to chat. There was one 
particular thing that I needed to find out, 
and that was the likelihood of me finding 
the curious giraffe neck weevil. Much to 
my surprise though, what he told me was 
not something that I expected.

JC informed me that they were 
incredibly easy to find, especially on a 
sunny warm day where they would be 
resting upon the leaves of their two 
favourite trees, known as Dichaetanthera 
cordifolia and Dichaetanthera arborea, 
soaking up the warmth. That was it, I had 
to go and find them, which I did 
immediately after work, following the 
directions that JC had given me.

A successful encounter
Once I arrived at the Tree Nursery, it was 
not long before I found a definitive clue 
to show that they were here, in the form 
of a dried and curled up leaf. Now to the 
normal everyday tourist, this would not 
be something that would make you 
excited, but for me, it was a fantastic 
thing to be able to hold in my hand and 
study. 

This was an old discarded egg case; of 
course the offspring was long gone as 
when the leaves dry out and turn brown 
with decay, this is apparently the time 
when the young weevils hatch out and 
start their lives. Looking up though, 
blocking the sun’s glare from my eyes 
with my hands, it wasn’t long until I 
found what I was truly here to see and I 
must admit, I was left speechless. 

There they were – five specimens all 
together – and performing their 
characteristic courtship behaviour. Males 
were fighting over females, using their 
long necks to knock over their 
adversaries.

I tried to grab a branch and gently 
pulled it down, but as soon as I would 
get close, the weevils would pretend to 
die and fall off the leaves. Then in mid air, 
they would suddenly begin to fly, leaving 
me disorientated trying to work out 
whereabouts they landed next. 

Being a mere 2.5cm (1in) in size, these 
weevils are really hard to spot and I 
cannot deny that even though it is just a 
small insect and that I am a amphibian 
lover at heart , it was truly a remarkable 
sight to see. ✥

� Heterixalus punctatus 
is both incredibly 
beautiful and also 
abundant in the area, 
even after spawning 
season.

� A gold mining shaft in 
a protected area.

� Darwin’s bark spider 
(Caerostris darwini) 
measures only 2cm 
(0.75in) in size and is 
easy to find. However, this 
species produces the 
largest web of any orb 
weaver spider, and its silk 
represents the toughest 
and strongest biological 
material on the planet.

� The short-horned 
chameleon (Calumma 
brevicorne) uses its 
elephant ear-like 
appendages in a similar 
manner when threatened, 
raising them to increase 
its apparent size to ward 
off potential threats.

Chameleon species can be very hard to 
find during the day, so it is a rare treat 
when you can see one, like this female 
Parson’s chameleon (Calumma parsonii 
cristifer).

tweezers with some medical grade 
ethanol.

Before starting, I took a few swigs of 
my Three Horses Beer and got straight to 
it. At first, the pain was bearable, and it 
was only once I grabbed the flea that 

things became much worse. 
I gritted my teeth and grabbed 
every instrument I could in my 

determination to remove the 
parasite. Each time I touched 

it, I could feel tears running 
down my cheeks until I 
finally pulled it clear 
between the points of my 
tweezers. Immediately, I 

held the flea in the tweezers 
above a candle flame to kill it 

off. It taught me a valuable 
lesson - never take your socks 

off in Madagascar! 

Mitsinjo Forest Tree Nursery, 
Andasibe: my quest to find 
the giraffe neck weevil
The very next day, after my stroll through 
the Parc des Orchidees and the Mitsinjo 
Forest Reserve, I remembered there was 
something that I really wanted to see on 
my trip but hadn’t come across as yet. I 
thought there was quite a good 
likelihood that I would though, because it 
is known to be incredibly common within 
its distribution range.

The species in question - the giraffe 
neck weevil (Trachelophorus giraffa) is a 
small and curious arthropod that, like 
most species of fauna and flora found on 
Madagascar, is found nowhere else on 
the planet, being endemic to the island 
and unlike anything I have seen before. I 
simply had to find it for myself. 

Like any other morning, I woke up after 
a ridiculously short amount of sleep, from 
an illness that started to manifest itself in 
the form of severe abdominal pains, 
causing me to sweat so profusely that 
this gave me the appearance of having 
had a bucket of water thrown over me. 
However, I’d come a long way to get here 

and I wasn’t about to let whatever this 
was to stop me from seeing this 
amazingly beautiful country!  

So, I made my way to the facility, a 
normal 45 minute walk for me, 
accompanied by the usual melody of 
wailing Indri lemurs (Indri indri) and the 
kind greetings of the local people walking 
to the parks to start work. One boy on a 
bike however, slowed down beside me 
and started speaking French.

I explained that I was British and he 
immediately changed his dialect to 
match my own and proceeded to ask me 
a series of questions; the main one 
though was “Do you speak much French?” 
Once our conversation was over, he rode 
on ahead of me. 

A prickly prospect
I easily caught up though, as the lad was 
standing still looking towards the floor at 
the side of the road and this raised my 
curiosity! What on earth could he be 
looking at? Then it suddenly hit me; I am 
in the middle of the rainforest, so it could 
be something amazing, which caused me 
to start sprinting almost subconsciously. 
When I got there, I ended up bursting 
into laughter and unable to talk. I patted 
the boy on the shoulder and thanked 
him, even though he did nothing. Down 
on the side of the road, eating a 
earthworm was a species that I have 
cared for in private and professional 
collections. 

It was something that I always wanted 
to see on my trip. It was a baby lowland 
streaked tenrec (Hemicentetes 
semispinosus), a remarkable species that 
that looks rather like a cross between a 
European hedgehog and a shrew. 
Unfortunately though, it ran off before I 
could take a photograph. 

Where to look?
I carried on to the facility and started 
performing my usual duties of the day, 
until a short time afterwards, my friend 
Justin Claude (JC for short) came over and 

Orchids are amazingly 
diverse, with some only 
having flowers the size 
of your fingernail or 
even smaller.

You can obtain 
the first part 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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