
THE EXPLORERS CLUB – FLAG 112 REPORT 

 100 MILES OF WILD: MADAGASCAR’S LIMESTONE LABYRINTH 
October 1ST – October 16 2014 

Team (L-R): George Kourounis FI’09, Ian MacNairn, Simon Donato FI’09, Travis Steffens FI’14, Tim 
Puetz, Keith Szlater, Melissa Rae Stewart, Mark Adams, Tyler LeBlanc, Jim Mandelli, Mamy 

Razafitsalama , Robin Brooks !
WHERE: TSINGY DE BEMARAHA, ANTSALOVA MADAGASCAR  

DISTANCE: 70 KILOMETERS 
WEBSITE: http://www.adventurescience.ca/100milesofwild !



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY !
MADAGASCAR AND PROJECT SPECIFICS 
Geography: Island east of Africa, Indian Ocean - S20.0000°, E47.0000°  
Population: ~20,754,000 (2009 Census data) 
Land Area: ~581,540 km2 (4th largest island in the world) 
Base Camp: NE of the town of Antsalova. Transects originated from the remote field 
camp ( S18º 37.016’, E44º 41.726’) situated along an unnamed tributary stream of the 
Soahany River. 
Landscape (in study area): Grassland, Subtropical dry forest, Tsingy  
Key Wildlife: Lemurs (21 known species in the region), bats, birds, pigs, reptiles, 
amphibians  
Date:  October 1 - 16, 2014 
Length: 14 Field days, and >70 km covered  
Other: Flag Expedition - The Explorers Club, Flag 112 !
OUTLINE 
On October 1st, 2014 , and led by its founder Dr. Simon Donato, Adventure Science 
(AS) launched it’s 12th scientific field expedition, with the honour of carrying the flag of 
The Explorers Club due to the uniqueness, and scientific merit of the project. Between 
October 01-16, eleven researchers and athletes explored (on foot) difficult to access 
sections of the poorly (or never) studied northern Tsingy north of the town of Antsalova. 
The team dealt with punishing terrain, hot tropical temperatures, and dense forests as 
they explored and mapped the region in an effort to observe and document the state of 
Tsingy in this portion of the park. In particular, the team sought to discover and map 
caves, identify archaeological sites (Vazimba), conduct lemur surveys, and to find 
dinosaur footprints. A general summary of findings is as follows: !
SPELEOLOGY 
• Numerous small caves were discovered during the expedition (<50 m) 
• One large cave, named Anjohibetsara (after the Malagasy for “Big, Beautiful Cave) 

was discovered, thoroughly explored, and mapped.  

http://www.explorers.org/index.php/expeditions/into_the_field/flag_reports/category/year_2013
http://www.adventurescience.ca


• This cave is the third longest known cave in the Bemaraha Tsingy, and is estimated 
to be the 35th longest known cave in Madagascar at ~1.6 km in length (Marked AS1 
at the cave entrance, S18º 36.977’, E44º 42.362’). 

• AS1 featured numerous speleothems (calcite decorations), including numerous 
stalactites, soda straws, and flowstone. The cave also contained several water filled 
passages, and showed evidence for periods of high flow velocities inside several of 
the passages.  

• AS1 also contained a bat fauna with at least 3 different species, and an unidentified 
shrimp species found only in the water filled passaged called Houdini’s Cradle.  

Mapping team posing inside of  the newly discovered Anjohibetsara Cave (~1.6 km long) with The 
Explorers Club flag #112 !
ANTHROPOLOGY/ARCHAEOLOGY 
• Vazimba style cultural material was discovered early into the Tsingy survey (S18º 

37.005’, E44º 42.342’) in the form of well preserved pottery, estimated to date to the 
17th century. The find was left in situ.  

• The ceramics were found in a small cave within the Tsingy. 
• This was a fortunate discovery as the Tsingy is a true labyrinth in this region, hosting 

innumerable hiding places for pottery, graves, and other cultural artifacts.  
• The discovery of the pottery and additional sherds supports the belief that the 

Vazimba were present in this part of the Tsingy in the past. !



 Ancient Vazimba vessel discovered inside a small cave within the Tsingy !!
PALEONTOLOGY 
• Dinosaur tracks were first discovered in the 

Bemaraha Fm., southeast of Antsalova in 
2005 by Wagensommer et al. 

• During this expedition, a self-supported ultra-
light AS team on a three day survey 
discovered two highly eroded trackways in a 
fine-grained limestone matrix outcropping 
along a seasonal riverbed (S18º 40.133’, 
E44º 447.087’). 

• The tracks were made by theropod (bipedal) 
dinosaurs and exist on the same 
stratigraphic/bedding surface. 

• These tracks provide additional evidence to 
consider the region as a mega tracksite. 

• The team surveyed a 17 km transect across 
the Tsingy from Antsalova - Bevary in order to 
explore Wagensommer’s (personal 
communication) most prospective regions 
based on his work conducted further south. 

• Secondary calcite deposition along 
ephemeral creeks covered much of the 
bedrock making it difficult to impossible to 
find tracks throughout much of the most 
prospective area. !

Dinosaur (theropod) trackway D1-11 discovered on the trek to Bevary. Note the three prints visible 



!
PRIMATOLOGY 
• A number of key lemur species were directly observed (7/10), including Decken’s 

sifaka, mouse, giant mouse, sportive, woolly and brown, while the aye-aye, forked 
marked, and bamboo lemurs were not seen. 

• Populations appeared healthy in terms of density and distribution within the Tsingy 
forest near the AS base camp, and in the areas surveyed. 

• Suspected evidence of the aye-aye (boring in bamboo for grub/insect) was 
discovered on a west - east transect, although no aye-aye was seen. 

Brown lemurs watching the Adventure Science group in the “Big Tsingy” near Bekopaka !
SENSE OF WILDERNESS AND OBSERVATIONS ON NATURE 
• Wild, undisturbed areas certainly exist within the park boundary and the Tsingy, but 

are highly fragmented and generally discontinuous outside of the park due to the 
frequent grass fires set to support Zebu grazing. 

• Vehicle encounters are rare outside of Antsalova. 
• There is a dearth of roads, and the existing roads are in terrible condition. 
• The sounds of wind, or natural noise are the dominant sounds while in the Tsingy. 

Birds, lemurs, and insects produce most of the sounds.  
• Once the teams entered the Tsingy, the sense of wilderness and remoteness grew.  
• The rare, subtropical dry forest only exists in its virgin state within the Tsingy and 

park border. 



• The Tsingy presents a natural barrier to development, and the expansion of grazing 
lands, although wildfires are still a significant risk, especially during the dry season. !

CONCLUSIONS 
• Although the “Big Tsingy” near Bekopaka has received greater attention from 

researchers, this project shows that there is scientific potential for further discovery 
in the northern portion of the national park (formerly called the “strict nature 
reserve”).  

• It would be beneficial on a number of levels to educate the park rangers and guides 
based in Antsalova on the general geography, geology, paleontology, and wildlife (in 
particular lemur species) found in the Tsingy.  

• There is potential for tourism growth in the Antsalova region. This would also help 
address the hunting of lemurs inside the park by the local people as lemur 
conservation would economically benefit the local population.  

• Repair and maintenance of roads in the region (i.e. to airports, and established 
hiking trails) from Bekopaka to Antsalova would assist in opening the area to 
tourism. 

• Vigilance and education is needed to combat indiscriminate, and purposely set 
wildfires along the edge of, and encroaching into the Tsingy. 

• A long cave with large passages and galleries was discovered early in the trip, 
supporting the existence of major caves in this part of the park. !

Schematic of Anjohibetsara Cave as drawn by Jim Mandelli and Ian McNairn !
• The discovery of Vazimba pottery indicates their former presence in the region, 

expanding the known sites north of Bekopaka, where they are well documented. 



• The dinosaur tracks found east of Antsalova are the most northerly tracks yet 
discovered in the Tsingy. More work needs to be done to correlate the stratigraphic 
interval of these tracks to those discovered by Wagensommer et al. further south. 
These tracks help support the idea that the region represents a mega trackway.  

• The Tsingy is a worthy UNESCO world heritage site and has significant scientific, 
and tourism potential. It is a refuge for threatened species of plant and animal, and is 
certainly worth continued conservation efforts.  

• It was also clear through this project that we were certainly the first research project 
of its kind to visit this part of the Tsingy, as the local park agents had never ventured 
into the forest at our location.  !

Please direct media queries to:  
Melissa Rae Stewart:  melissa@adventurescience.ca 

Team member deep inside the Tsingy, exploring, and mapping the labyrinth !
Thank you to our Expedition partners: 

Kensington Tours, Delta Airlines, Farm to Feet, Haeleum, InReach, Seal Skinz, 
Mountain House !!

Photo Credit: George Kourounis, Simon Donato, Jim Mandelli 

mailto:melissa@adventurescience.ca
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