New discoveries in Madagascar, with Christina Dodwell 

The first Madagascar Horse Safari was inspired by the rumour of a new type of palm tree, not yet described scientifically, growing in uncharted remnants of original forest in wild mountains not accessible to vehicles.  Using horses, we aimed to find and photograph the new palm tree, by following map references to a river tributary marked on my map by Kew seed collectors

To acclimatise at the start of our journey we went horse-riding in the rainforest and encountered lemurs on an island of rescued lemurs, and visited some Dodwell Trust projects including the local radio station which collaborates to broadcast conservation issues.

Then the team went to Antsirabe in the centre of the highlands and began the big ride, with a ceremonial send-off by the local television, dignitaries of the town, and a traditional group of musicians

The route was south-west via volcanic crater lakes, sacred springs each with a legend, and an ancient king’s cave hideout atop a high crag, and on and into wild desolate mountains.  

The reaction of local people to the horse-riders was one of great welcome, and as the news spread, people walked miles to come and have their first ever look at a horse.   

 

The 8-day journey had its dangers and dramas but we accomplished it without any major injury, and found and photographed the new palm tree.  We hope it helps put the island back on the world map as a place where there is much still to discover.

After Kew scientists had confirmed the new palm, Keith (who found the tree) wrote:    ‘I am so pleased to have found a new species! Its really a dream for me . I cant thank all the people who made it possible enough  (especially Christina) to have been given the  opportunity.’

Ruth’s diary

‘Isolated dwellings, people returning from market, many ox-carts. .Lots of people call out salaams, one chap shook my hand.  Dusk is falling, the light is golden), the track is soft enough for cantering.  Later, the stars are amazing! Sit by fire while zebu supper is cooking – Christina and Harison chat. He is a poet and photographer, and proving very useful….  What a wonderful adventure.’

