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Sam’s Madagascar Volunteer Blog #11: The Strenuous Life 

Greetings all! This blog chronicles my penultimate week in Madagascar, and the training of my cohort’s successors! 

Along the way, I’ve been honored to witness a few more specimens of the marvelous local wildlife and learn more about 

Malagasy culture. Thanks for reading! 

 

Sunday: Fikambanam-Behivavy 

On Sunday afternoon, I visited the shop 

in Kianjavato village run by the 

Fikambanam-Behivavy, or Women’s Club 

(another good translation would be 

Ladies’ Association). My host was 

Innocent Maminjanahary, who guided 

me through the shop’s wares and their 

origin (pictured). The Women’s Club, led 

by Innocent, had been founded three 

years ago as a project of Conservation 

Fusion, a sister organization of MBP (or 

perhaps spouse organization, as the 

leaders of CF and MBP are married to 

each other) that focuses on supporting the local community, through educational, entrepreneurial, and other initiatives. 

The Women’s Club is an association of local women working together to profit from their crafting skills: women across 

the Kianjavato region wove, spun, and assembled products, as well as buying other things made in different regions of 

Madagascar, and some of their number sell them to tourists and passersby. Now, there are approximately 500 members 

across the Kianjavato region, and the shop is full of handmade baskets, earrings, necklaces, hats, coasters, purses, floor 

mats, and more! It’s lovely to see this project fostering entrepreneurial spirit and empowering local women to make 

money on their own. 
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Monday through Wednesday: The Settling in of the Next Cohort 

The week was dominated by getting to know, and then training, the next cohort, those who would succeed us as the 

Volunteer Research Assistants for MBP’s Kianjavato Ahmanson Field Station. The new cohort numbered six to our five, 

and consisted of Nate, Ana, and Mack from the USA, Shannon from Canada, and, last but not least, Kate and Sam (yes, 

another Sam!) from the UK. They arrived late on Saturday evening, and unpacked and had their KAFS orientation from 

Fredo on Sunday. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the opportunity to volunteer at a remote field site for the purpose of 

endangered species conservation and tropical forest restoration tends to attract only a very high class of people, 

adventurous, compassionate, and hardworking sorts, and this group was no exception. All six will make splendid 

volunteer research assistants, and are quickly becoming good friends. 

 

On Monday, I joined the Seed Collection team, picking up more red-M&M-like bonary mena seeds for the nurseries. The 

new volunteers were introduced to the Mayor of Kianjavato and the FOFIFA plantation leaders, as we had been not so 

long ago. I felt a little on the sick side on Monday, but, as I had been in the past, was revived by the convivial experience 

of teaching my English class. In that class, we covered words of direction in space and time: avaratra, andrefana, 

atsinanana, and atsimo (North, West, East, and South), aloha and aoriana (before and after), ambony and ambany 

(above and below), ankavanana/havanana and havia/ankavia (right and left, but in Malagasy each of those words has 

two forms, one beginning with “ank” and one with “h”).  

 

Tuesday, as always, was a Moving Seedlings day 

(pictured), and this Tuesday, October 1st, was also 

the first fieldwork day for the new volunteers. 

Sam II and Shannon would be the Reforestation 

volunteers for the first half of the new cohort’s 

stay, and they accordingly accompanied Dakota, 

Dana, and I, the outgoing Reforestation team. We 

helped load baskets from the nurseries, which 

were providing seedlings for Wednesday’s 

planting events in the Morarano and 

Andranomaintso (I think) areas. We rode in the 
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big MBP truck, with its floor covered in dirt trodden in from years of work, as it carried the baskets full of seedlings from 

the nurseries to the closest point on the road to the planting sites. Then, we marveled at the strength of the day 

laborers who did the really hard work: carrying the baskets from the truck to the Morarano planting site, in this case 

about a half-mile distant over rice paddies and up a steep hill. As my readers will know, I tried to carry just one basket to 

a planting site near Vatovavy, and found it a grueling experience. These guys carried two at a time, and then came back 

for more. Not satisfied with that display of endurance, they used their free time that day to learn a new language. At 

one point, while we and the laborers sat waiting for the truck to bring more seedlings, Romuald (an excellent friend, a 

great MBP staff member, and spectacular citizen, Malagasy and planetary) had an idea of how to use the time to their 

and MBP’s advantage-viz. an English class. I gladly volunteered as the teacher, and as few of the laborers spoke any 

English at all, spent half an hour or so teaching them the absolute basics: yes, no, hello, thank you, see you later, I, you, 

we, hot, cold, hungry, thirsty, happy, sad, and the numbers one through ten. Amazingly, even though they were on a 

short break from intense manual labor, all my students for this impromptu class were focused and attentive, dedicated 

learners. With such a large class (twenty-odd people), I decided to use an elementally appealing method of human 

communication: call and response. For example, for each number, I held up the appropriate fingers, the name in 

Malagasy and then in English, then just said the name in Malagasy and let them say it in English. “Dimy.” And from 

twenty throats, “Five.” “Dimy!” “Five!” “DIMY!” “FIVE!”  It felt great, like the revivalist preacher meeting for 

international language learning. I can only hope that this smattering of English will be of some lasting benefit to these 

mighty fellows. 

 

On Wednesday morning, the two Sams of KAFS went to a planting event on a hill just adjacent to the village of 

Kianjavato itself. Sam II, a smart, eager, and hardworking fellow, mastered the technique of planting the trees carefully, 

so as not to break the roots, in no time, and I noted that was he picking up Malagasy quickly as well. Near the end of the 

planting, someone among the day laborers asked me to sing (word of my enthusiastic but untutored sporadic song-

bursts apparently having spread), and I obliged by belting out the eponymous chorus of “Fambolena koko, siteny raha 

ela,” a locally-produced hit with an instantly catchy tune. Many joined in, and everyone clapped. Madagascar is a 

prodigiously productive music-loving culture, and I will definitely be looking into obtaining some of the local artists’ 

works on Spotify or YouTube once I get home. 

Once we returned to KAFS, there was a pleasant change to the normal routine: the new volunteers did all necessary data 

entry, leaving me with a little extra free time. With five volunteers on Reforestation for this two-week transition period 
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(as many as we had for all three teams a week ago), we’re rather overstaffed in a good way, and the old volunteers are 

able to have a more relaxing last week at KAFS. 

That afternoon, we had a spectacular English class, with Innocent aiding greatly in assisting less advanced students, and 

everyone (including myself) rather “on the ball” in grasping new vocabulary. We learned “indraindray” (sometimes) and 

“toetr’andro” (weather) among other words, and studied such useful sentences as “Manao ahoana ianao” (How are you 

doing), “Manao inona ianao” (What are you doing) and “Aza misotro ny rano ety” (Don’t drink the water here). 

  

Thursday: A Saunter around Sangasanga 

Since with five volunteers, the Reforestation team had more than enough personnel to handle daily duties, I was 

fortunate enough to be able to (re)join the Prolemur simus team (now consisting of Claire, Kate, and Nate) on Thursday. 

That day, we did a different research technique than the single-individual follows that had been the norm when I was on 

the team: we checked on all five of the Sangasanga Forest groups, circumnavigating the mountain! It was a spectacular 

experience, a greatest-hits reel of the local population of these magnificent creatures, a varibolomavo extravaganza. We 

started at East Two, and I saw my old acquaintances Hopper and Max, with Jane, Dobby, and the gang doubtless chilling 

unseen in the immediate area. A bit 

later, we found that East Two had 

mixed with a beautiful pair of 

Eulemur rubriventer, one male (with 

the characteristic white “teardrop” 

marks on the face) and one female. 

(Pictured, slightly blurry due to light 

filter necessary to counteract 

shadowiness of canopy). Weeks 

earlier, when I was on the simus 

team, I had seen a rubriventer pair, 

male and female, mixed with East 

Two, and given that this was nearly 

the same location and that 

rubriventer territories are fairly large, these were almost certainly the same individuals! After a stop by East One to 
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check in on Stevie, Nai, and their groupmates, we embarked on a longer segment of the saunter, to another side of the 

mountain, up and down and through vegetation and mud and vines and bamboo and tree trunks and fallen ravenala 

leaves. This, I thought, was the strenuous life, questing through a tropical rainforest to monitor critically endangered 

lemurs. I couldn’t have asked for anything more. We soon found Northwest Two, zeroing in on the radio collar signal 

from its dominant male Rufiface, and stopped within sight range of them, at the top of a particularly slippery and 

handhold-less stretch that I recognized as a point where I had fallen (not at all seriously) during an aye-aye nest check 

weeks ago. I watched Rufiface through 

my binoculars for a while, and then a 

different, non-collared animal for a while 

longer (pictured, through the 

binoculars). What a joy, what a pleasure, 

what an unutterable privilege to witness 

these magnificent primates in their 

natural habitat, with representatives of 

humanity present not as usurpers, 

desecrators, and conquerors but as 

protectors, chroniclers, and friends! 

After that, we checked in Cupid and Juno 

from Northwest One, and finally, once 

we had nearly come back to the entrance area again, we saw Lando of West One/West Two, high in the canopy, with an 

unnamed juvenile lollygagging around the area and their groupmates Fleur, Stella, Victoire and the rest remaining 

unseen somewhere else in their territory. Refreshed and inspired by the presence of Prolemur simus, now my favorite 

(nonhuman) mammals in the world, I followed the group out of Sangasanga Forest. 

Once back, I wished Fredo a happy birthday (our fearless leader was nevertheless hard at work on a report) and 

considered my next move. With so many new volunteers needing practice entering data, there was no work for me to 

do, and I was still buzzing with adrenaline from the exhilarating experience of sauntering around Sangasanga. To work 

off some energy, I did my “jungle workout,” which I’d developed a few weeks earlier, using the materials available at 

KAFS. A thirty- or forty-pound rock that I’d found lying around served as my standard weight, and I began with 20 

shoulder-presses and 25 bench-presses with that rock, then concluded with 50 jumping jacks, 20 sit-ups, and 10 push-

ups. I do this particular workout quite irregularly, as the day’s work is often tiring enough, but it’s always enjoyable. 
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In the afternoon, I read on my Kindle, in one sitting, Theodore Roosevelt’s “The Rough Riders.” While rife with the 

jingoism and “macho” attitude toward violence of its author, it remained a well-written, engaging read, and a chronicle 

of a fascinating episode in the life of one of the most fascinating American Presidents. It reminded me of the debt of 

gratitude that all the foreign personnel here (including myself) owe to modern medical science. While Roosevelt’s 

regiment was devastated by malaria, to the extent that it drove them out of Cuba when no Spanish force could, I can 

simply take my atovaquone-proguanil pill every morning and fear naught from that particular lurking peril. 

 

Friday: Quest for the Farthest Nursery 

On Friday, the Reforestation team had a special, unusual mission. I woke at 4 AM, and the Reforestation team was 

assembled, breakfasted, and ready to go by 5:30 (our normal wakeup time). Dana, Dakota, Sam, Shannon, and I spent 

the next two hours hiking to a planting site near Ambohimanana “ABM” Nursery, the farthest-flung of MBP’s 20 

nurseries in the Kianjavato Commune. Our mission was to deliver funds to pay the day laborers for that planting event, 

as well as to check in how the Ambohimanana folks were getting on so far away from KAFS. We started near the 

Morarano nursery, and followed a long trail up and down hills, across little rivers, through rice paddies and patchy forest 

and denuded hillsides and thicker, healthier forest. Along the way, we saw little villages, smallholders working in their 

fields, many zebu, an array of beautiful vistas, and a thousand and one other sights characteristic of rural Madagascar. 

Really, nothing in the world could 

have suited me better. A cracking 

good saunter through the beautiful 

rolling hills of the Kianjavato 

Commune, to deliver funds for a 

planting that would restore tropical 

forests and so provide future lemur 

habitat and begin establishing a new 

carbon-sequestering forest, was 

absolutely ideal in every respect. I 

greatly enjoyed the walk there, and 

the experience was further 

enhanced once we reached our goal. 

The planting site (pictured) was on a 
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denuded hillside, but a slightly overcast sky meant that we didn’t suffer too much from the sun, and the local laborers 

(as usual, mostly women) from the Ambohimanana area were a friendly lot. We settled down to join the planters, 

itching to get our fingers dirty and carefully guide these young trees into the sites where they would grow into the 

architects of a forest ecosystem. Our planting site was also exceptional for the beautiful view, a positive panorama of 

the surrounding landscape. In the middle distance, we could see older, deep-green forests clothing other hills. About 

halfway through the planting event, we heard the characteristic, haunting, whooping, echoing call of the black and white 

ruffed lemur, Varecia variegata, emanating from one of the nearer forest patches, and we all looked at each other with 

a wild surmise to see if we could possibly have heard aright. A population of this critically endangered species in this 

little forest fragment near ABM, where none of us had heard of it living. The wild thought flashed through my mind-was 

it new, perhaps, to science? (As it turned out later, not quite: their presence had been noted, but these Varecia were still 

un-surveyed and unstudied). 

At the end of the planting event, as ABM nursery staff took the GPS points for the newly planted trees, the volunteers 

broke out the lunches we had packed: in my case, three small boxes of “Gouty au Lait” shortbread-like cookies from the 

little shop near KAFS. Noting that senior citizens among the day laborers, who had worked hard all morning, had brought 

nothing to eat, I of course distributed some of my cookies among a few of them. And then, as more hungry laborers 

came over, a few more. My colleagues’ generous natures were stirred, and they were of course moved to do the same, 

and soon a full “loaves and fishes” scene broke out, with us rapidly hanging out cookies, one or two per person, to the 

entire company of thirty-five or so. This of course meant that we became quite hungry later on, but I wouldn’t have 

done differently for worlds  

Before our journey back, we stopped at the ABM nursery itself. Everything was “shipshape”: the nursery was swept 

clean to an impressive degree, and a multitude of long rows of seedlings neatly organized by species complemented full 

compost pits working through their assigned stages of decomposition. We took pictures for Fredo and complimented 

the staff on their work. While we walked the miles back to the road and KAFS, a light mist cooled us down for much of 

the way, and we passed strongly growing fields of acacia, former planting sites of the ABM nursery. Later on, we were 

passed clamorous funeral procession carrying a coffin down the steep trail, with everyone shouting and singing and 

banging on things in accordance with Malagasy funerary tradition. Someone among our group, I can’t quite recall who, 

remarked that they would love to have that much energy expended in their honor when they died. We returned to KAFS 

in midafternoon, hungry and tired out, but conscious of a good job well done. 
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Saturday and Sunday: A Wisdom-Seeking Weekend 

Saturday and Sunday were very relaxed, low-key days, with much of the Reforestation team still tired from the long walk 

on Friday. I slept in, read a good deal, and hung out on the balcony. I also downloaded and read the first part of Amartya 

Sen’s magisterial Development as Freedom. The Nobel Prize-winning economist’s main thesis was that poverty is often 

miscategorized as a lack of money, when it really is best thought of as a lack of freedoms, from sufficient food to clean 

air to clean water to education to healthcare to safe transport to security from ethnic or religious persecution to ability 

to participate in governmental processes. I felt that the idea had a lot of relevance to Madagascar, where many are both 

money-poor and freedoms-poor, dependent on parasite-ridden water, flammable and uninsured bamboo houses, 

uncertain subsistence-farm harvests, and a clinic and school system that did their best, but that not all could afford. 

From this perspective, MBP’s work with the local community (or that of any other development-encouraging, 

antipoverty organization, from the UN to USAID to the Gates Foundation) was increasing freedom, each new job or 

helpful product dispensed through the Conservation Credit Rewards program broadening the potential of the citizenry, 

perhaps enabling them to send a child to school or treat a chronic illness when they could not do so before. 

 On Saturday, we were joined by a small party of American tourists, and KAFS assumed a slightly different character as 

an ecotourism facility, monetizing the community’s conservation efforts by converting tourist fees much-needed income 

for local guides and employees. I also heard that KAFS is to be listed on the next Madagascar edition of Bradt’s famous 

Travel Guides, which would be a huge boost to the local economy and, as a result, the social status and importance of 

conservation work. Sangasanga, Vatovavy, and the other locally-managed forests of the Kianjavato Commune definitely 

have what it takes to become a premier, high-earning ecotourism site along the lines of Ranomafana National Park or 

Anja Community Reserve. Thanks to years of work by MBP, the local forests boast growing, habituated, and “watchable” 

populations of Prolemur simus and Varecia variegata, some of the world’s rarest primates. Kianjavato also has well-

studied and followable aye-ayes, a plethora of other animals from red-bellied lemurs to cuckoo-rollers to nose-horned 

chameleons, lovely mountain scenery, ongoing reforestation efforts, passionate and knowledgeable guides with years of 

experience working with MBP, and a working research station (KAFS) as a waystation available for meals, to rendezvous 

with guides, and to learn about conservation work. Working here for months at a time, it’s sometimes easy to lose track 

of what a special place this is. I recommend all adventurous travelers among my readers, if they find themselves in 

Madagascar, to contact MBP and check out Kianjavato as a vacation destination! If I’m fortunate enough to return to 

this magical landscape, I certainly will. 
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Lunch on Saturday was 

enlivened by the arrival 

of a lowland streaked 

tenrec (Hemicententes 

semispinosus), rootling 

through the leaf litter 

and mud for earthworms 

(pictured). I was 

captivated by this 

perfect little creature, 

and watched it for a long 

time as it went about its 

hunt for its annelid prey, 

rustling through leaf 

litter and digging 

through mud with the 

splay-legged enthusiasm of a terrier. It was successful quite often, and scarfed down its earthworm prize with gusto 

each time. Tenrecs are one of Madagascar’s four endemic lineages of terrestrial mammals (along with lemurs, euplerids, 

and the local lineage of rodents). Many tenrecs, including the ones I have seen, closely resemble hedgehogs, with similar 

long snouts, insect-eating lifestyles, and even quills. (Some tenrecs, though, are very different: there’s even an aquatic 

species of tenrec!). However, they are not particularly closely related to hedgehogs, having instead independently 

evolved all of those hedgehog-like characteristics to fill a similar (yet vacant in Madagascar) insectivorous ecological 

niche, in a classic example of convergent evolution. I suppose they can be thought of as “alternate reality” hedgehogs, 

an isolated island-continent’s version of hedgehogs. In any case, I find them to be positively enchanting. 

On Sunday, I met with Innocent again to learn about another awesome project that she led, under the umbrella of 

Conservation Fusion: the Star Club, an environmental youth organization in the Kianjavato village school system. We 

were joined by Maheritiandray Mahavano, Mahery for short, a Star Club leading light and a young man passionate about 

the Kianjavato rainforest ecosystem. I learned about the Star Club’s activities, both planting trees and fostering 

awareness of the local wildlife through student art, from painting to weaving to dancing to poetry. Approximately 200 

kids are involved in the Star Club, and more are involved in the “Banana Girls” environmental club at the schools in 



 
 

 

the weekly anthropocene 
dispatches from the wild, weird world of humanity and its biosphere 

By Sam Matey, October 2, 2019 

 20 

 

 2019 

 

Antaretra, a nearby village in 

the region within MBP’s 

sphere of influence. Along with 

a few of Innocent’s friends, we 

then spent a while reading a 

lovely picture book (pictured), 

in both English and Malagasy, 

published by Conservation 

Fusion, with the Malagasy-

phones reading the English 

parts and the Anglophone (me) 

reading the Malagasy parts. 

The book was titled 

“Mifohaza!” or “Wake Up!” It 

told in simple, accessible 

prose, through the experience of one (fictional) family, of the wonders of the Kianjavato rainforest and the ways in 

which local families could either erode away the ecosystem (through incautious logging for firewood and burning for 

slash-and-burn agriculture), or protect and benefit from it (through more sustainable agricultural practices such as 

obtaining nutrients via compost, and, for adults, working with MBP). The broader Conservation Fusion-Madagascar 

Biodiversity Partnership presence in the region doesn’t just work to protect critically endangered species, restore their 

habitat and fight climate change through a reforestation program, and open up new opportunities for the local 

community through the development of ecotourism and the provisioning of dozens of new high-paying jobs for guides 

and nursery staff, it helps engage the local kids in their own heritage, educating them and inspiring them to make art 

about the wonders just a short walk from their doorsteps. 

 

Monday: The Variety of Vatovavy 

On Monday October 7th, myself and Sam II went out into the forests around Vatovavy with the Seed Collection team, 

Tadidy, Peta, Levazaha, and co. We collected voapaka seeds, which would grow into seedlings of Uapaca thouarsii trees 

in the nurseries. The voapaka seeds were flat, whitish things rather like sunflower seeds, and there were three of them 

to a voapaka fruit, meaning we had to pick up the fruits, squeeze them open, and extract the seeds from the pulp with 
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our bare heads. It was pleasant, meditative work, made even better by the noble surroundings of the forest, and we 

soon got a fairish number. Later on, we also collected a few seeds of the varongy tree (they looked like black acorns), 

and of the great rainforest titan, 

the sandramy tree (the seeds 

looked like wrinkled nuts). In the 

last thirty minutes or so of the 

seed collection expedition, 

however, we were gifted with 

extraordinary luck in the way of 

wildlife encounters. First, 

someone called us over to see 

two brown leaf chameleons, 

Brookesia superciliaris (pictured), 

tiny little lizards that had evolved 

crypsis (camouflage) to resemble 

dead leaves. They were 

absolutely lovely, precious little 

scions of the proud chameleon 

lineage and disguised denizens of the forest floor. Mere minutes later, we were called over to witness a few Eulemur 

rufifrons in the canopy above. It was Sam II’s first time seeing a wild lemur, and I delighted in seeing the wonder cross 

his face. Not long at all after that, on the trail back to the road, we found a truly gigantic red millipede in our path, longer 

than any of our hands, and Sam and I marveled at the feel of its myriad tiny legs on our skin. Finally, the crowning 

wonder to that fates-favored trip, we saw a Prolemur simus in the bamboo just off the side of the trail-a rare and special 

occurrence indeed! 

At English class that afternoon, I administered a low-key, collaborative, and (hopefully) fun version of a final exam. On 

pages torn from my notebook, one for each of the nine students in attendance that day, I had written simple Malagasy 

sentences corresponding to English words we had covered, like “Mahita vorona fito izy” (She sees seven birds), “Zoma 

rahampitso” (Tomorrow is Friday), “Inona ity?” (What is this?) and “Manana seza sivy isika” (We have nine chairs). They 

performed excellently, with the few errors primarily due to faults in my phrasing of the questions. I was proud to see 

how far they had come. In the last few days, many of my students have said that they are sorry I must go, and that they 
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will miss me. I will miss them too, dear Fabrice and Haingo and Do and Niny and all the rest. As they have without 

exception taken diligent and copious notes during classes, I am sure that the considerable basic English they have 

learned so far will be of lasting value to them, and that their broader, ingrained habits of perseverance and dedication 

on display throughout our classes together will be of even greater value. 

 

Tuesday: A Sojourn with Snow 

On Tuesday morning, I joined my old favorite the simus team again, 

accompanying the guides Bertin and Delphin and the volunteers Kate and 

Nate on a follow of the dominant male Snow of the Vatovavy group. Our 

focus animal leapt from branch to branch, drank from and snacked on 

ravenala flowers, munched on bamboo leaves, and simply rested, going 

about his daily life as ruler of his little realm. It was a wonderful four 

hours, a pleasant return to the honorable pursuit of collecting data on 

the greater bamboo lemur (pictured). Along the way, when we were 

stopped for a while in the depths of the bamboo forest, Delphin pointed 

out to us his favorite bird, a Madagascar pygmy kingfisher (Corythornis 

madagascariensis), with a lovely mahogany head, white front, and 

orange beak (pictured, below). Although I didn’t quite catch the moment 

myself, my companions saw a second one arrive, and the two spend a 

few seconds mating-a great indication that these 

beautiful birds will grace the area for generations to 

come! 

That afternoon, none of my Tuesday English students 

were available, so I spent nearly the entire afternoon 

writing this very blog. Thank you so much for reading!  


