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Abstract. – The foundation of the Boeny Kingdom at the end 
of the 17th century marks the emergence of a new political unit, 
which was added to similar constructions of the same dynasty 
along the west coast of Madagascar. Within a few years the Boeny  
Kingdom became the island’s most impressive polity in terms 
of territory, or military and economic power realized up to this 
point in history, and it was to play a decisive role for more than 
a century. In spite of later political decline, the Boeny Kingdom 
constitutes even today an important neo-traditional unit in Mada-
gascar. This article for the first time offers a detailed reconstruc-
tion of the main events between 1683 and 1686 that allowed the 
future King Tsimenata to defeat and integrate his main adver-
saries, Islamic traders living in a number of entrepôts along the 
northwestern coast. The analyses, based on a critical study of 
all the main historic documents available, are placed within the 
framework of the political dynamics of early states on Madagas-
car. [Madagascar, Boeny kingdom, Sakalava, king Tsimenata, 
ethnohistory, early state, historical reconstruction]

Peter Kneitz, Ph. D. (Cologne 2003), M. A. (Cologne 1997). – 
Research fellow at the Department of Cultural and Social An-
thropology, Martin-Luther-University Halle-Wittenberg. – He 
is currently working on conflict and conflict resolution in post-
colonial Madagascar, a project funded by the German Research 
Foundation (DFG). – Since 1999, he is conducting regular pe-
riods of field research in western Madagascar concerning king-
doms, possession cult, rituals, shrines, Sakalava memory and 
identity (“Die Kirche der Sakalava” 2003), as part of a long-term 
investigation into the cultural dynamic of the Great Island and 
the adjacent Western Indian Ocean; see also References cited.

[Tsimenata] is a man, clever, strong and robust …  
much feared by his courtiers and subjects, in 
whose eyes and in his own he is a second Alexan-
der ([1695] in Leibbrandt 1896: ​29).

1	 Introduction

Around the year 1683, Tsimenata (or posthumous-
ly Andriamandisoarivo), an unsuccessful aspirant to 
the throne of the then most important kingdom on 
the west coast of Madagascar, the kingdom Lahe 
Fouti (later called Menabe), made a most remark-
able decision. Instead of attempting to occupy ter-
ritories in the direct neighborhood of his father’s 
kingdom, or to become integrated in other polities 
and alliances, which for many generations was a 
typical strategy, he seized a promising opportunity. 
Leading “about eight hundred men” (Drury 1729 
in Oliver [ed.] 1969: ​274), as it was reported some 
30 years later, he crossed more than 400 km of land 
to the north, arriving at the towns of Islamic trad-
ers on the northwestern coast, renowned as one of 
the most prosperous regions in Madagascar at the 
time (Map 1). There he “conquered a large swath 
of territory including the vital port of Mazalagem 
Nova,” as Randrianja and Ellis write in their recent-
ly published overview on the history of Madagas-
car. As “Tsimenata made himself into the island’s 
leading slave-exporter and most powerful king” 
(2009: ​100 f.), the new kingdom dominated a main 
part of Madagascar and flourished for more than a  
century.1

  1	 Three European visitors have left comments directly to the 
person of King Tsimenata, in 1695 Brons (in Leibbrandt 
1896: ​29–31), in 1708 La Merveille (in La Roque et Cham-
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In recent decades, the success story outlined 
above, based on a singular military expansion, has 
regularly been mentioned in the context of differ-
ent historical analyses of Sakalava2 or Malagasy 
history, with two publications of Vérin offering a 
most comprehensive account.3 Most authors con-

ploret 1716: ​9–13), and in 1708 or later Johnson (1728: ​263–
265). The characterizations are varying between a “tyran-
nous” and tricky despot to a generous and helpful king.

  2	 The name established today for all people in Western Mada-
gascar accepting local royal costumes of the Maroseraña dy-
nasty, who rules in all Sakalava kingdoms. The meaning of 
this term, today used to signify an ethnic group and a partic-
ular identity, is introduced more in detail in the main part of 
this article. 

  3	 Most important are: Deschamps (1960: ​100 f.); Kent (1970: ​
201); Fagereng (1971: ​40–42); Vérin (1975: ​133–139, 273–

tent themselves with summarizing roughly what is 
evident by citing one or two of the handful of pri-
mary sources available, more or less as it has been 
sketched above, without bothering too much with 
details and precise dating. The result is uncertainty, 
as it is so often the case with Madagascar’s histori-
cal facts: It remains unclear why some versions of 
sources available are preferred to others, and how 
to resolve evident or subtle contradictions between 
the accounts, leading to the existence of several ver-
sions of historical facts, and the dating of events. A 

275, 532; 1986: ​106–110); Armstrong (1983–84: ​214–216); 
Lombard (1988: ​32 f., 40 f.); Feeley-Harnik (1991: ​76); Bal-
larin (2000: ​41 f.); Lambek (2002: ​61); Kneitz (2003: ​61; 
2008: ​40); Randrianja and Ellis (2009: ​100–107).

Map 1: Madagascar in 1684: Po-
litical situation and campaign of 
Tsimenata (Andriamandisoarivo).
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distinct and systematic reconstruction of this out-
standing event in Malagasy history, based on a care-
ful confrontation of all relevant sources available, 
has been missing up to this day.

A closer look at the historical documents, an ef-
fort of historical reconstruction and precise dating 
would reveal, I propose through this article, a num-
ber of shortcomings or even misinterpretations in-
herent to the versions given hitherto. It would en-
able us to know more of the complex story of the 
conquest of the Boeny4 region, which had such im-
portant consequences for Madagascar. The prob-
lems arising from the neglect stated are not minor 
(e.g. a question of precise dating or of historical 
knowledge), but they are of heuristic importance 
for the understanding of the respective sources and, 
therefore, bear consequences for our knowledge of 
the times they are related to. As well such an analy-
sis is seen as a basic task for our understanding of 
the constitution of memory and memory politics re-
lated to these events, elementary for the enacting in 
a neo-traditional context.

The following article aims to fill this important 
gap in historical reconstruction and thus makes at 
the same time a further contribution towards a con-
cise history of the ancient period of Sakalava so-
ciety, which up to this day has not been available, 
in spite of notable historical-science and anthropo-
logical publications and progress on this subject in 
recent years.5 First, I present the primary sources 
upon which all knowledge of Tsimenata’s campaign 
is based. Second, a short overview on the sociopo-
litical context is provided by touching on the de-
velopment of early kingdoms in Madagascar and 
those important features of the political situation in 
the 17th century which are relevant to our case. The 
main body of the article is dedicated to a detailed 
discussion of the five most relevant accounts about 
the conquest of the northwest by Tsimenata, which 
enables finally the production of a synthetic and 
critical version of the event. The particularity of the 
methodology proposed is that of a first systematic 
(re-)evaluation and confrontation of all available –  
partly fairly well-known – published documents and 

  4	 Boeny is today the name for the whole region once under 
attack by Tsimenata and the still existing kingdom (not rec-
ognized as political entity by the Malagasy state) around the 
port-city Mahajanga. At the time of the conquest, the word 
“Boeny” was apparently used to designate only a bay south 
of today’s town Mahajanga (today still Boeny Bay) and the 
approximate island (today called Antsoheribory), a main cen-
ter of Islamic traders (for a summary of early accounts see 
Belrose-Huyghues 1983–84, as well as fn. 28).

  5	 See, e.g., Baré (1980); Lombard (1988); Feeley-Harnik 
(1991); Ballarin (2000); Lambek (2002); Kneitz (2003); 
Goedefroit et Lombard (2007).

evidence on historical events related to the conquest 
by Tsimenata.

It may be an Amusement to the Reader to have a 
short History of this King, who was called Andian 
Chimenatto [King Tsimenata] (Johnson 1728: ​263).

2	 An Introduction to Primary Sources

There are only a small number of primary sources 
available which provide information about the cam-
paign of Tsimenata (Andriamandisoarivo)6. I will 
now introduce the textual corpus, including some 
clues of the reception by scholars, in a chronolog-
ical order, i.e., the sources most contemporary to 
the conquest are introduced first. This paragraph as 
well provides the first hints for justifying a classi-
fication of the relevant sources in four periods, fa-
cilitating the analytical task and their interpretation 
(see Table 1).

To start with contemporary sources and testimo-
nials of the event, only one account commenting di-
rectly as an eye witness on any aspects of Tsimena-
ta’s campaign is available. This single document is 
a report of the Dutch ship “Jamby” visiting the Bay 
Manangara (today Bombetoka7, see Map 1) in 1686 
and relating the attack on the otherwise unknown 
“Sakalava of long ears” nearby. This document, par-
ticular important for the dating, was discovered by 
Armstrong (1983–84: ​215). Unfortunately, the orig-
inal text remains unpublished and all what is known 
about it is the citation of a small key paragraph and 
a short summary by Armstrong on which I will rely 
later.

  6	 Ancient king’s names and their spellings are subject to a 
number of particularities: A king at the western coast re-
ceives posthumously a new name (today: fitahina), which 
can only be spelled. In literature sometimes the contemporary 
and sometimes the posthumous name is preferred. To pre-
vent possible misunderstandings, a king’s name will be intro-
duced by both names, with the posthumous name always in 
brackets. As there are many different and sometimes confus-
ing spellings to be found in documents and in the literature, 
I chose the form “Tsimenata” following a recent publication 
of Randrianja and Ellis (2009: ​100) and “Andriamandisoari-
vo,” as an old and well established variant in literature (e.g., 
Noël 1843a: ​290–292; Guillain 1845: ​18; Rusillon 1922–23: ​
173; Deschamps 1960: ​100; Lombard 1988: ​36; Vérin 1986: ​
106).

  7	 Throughout this article I prefer to give the contemporary top-
onyms and names (with the present-day name in brackets) 
as to prevent anachronistic confusions, with important con-
sequences for interpretations. Manangara (with many varia-
tions) is the ancient name for what is today the Bay Bombe-
toka and the adjacent riverside of the Betsiboka as well as a 
settlement (Vérin 1975: ​443–447; Hébert 1999).

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.57, am 05.03.2026, 11:06:36. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81


84 Peter Kneitz

Anthropos  109.2014

Apart from this exceptional document, though, 
a number of interesting sources can be found, de-
livered by those Europeans whose ships are known 
to have passed the west coast of Madagascar be-
tween 1680 and 1700, the period of study. None 
of these are eyewitnesses of Tsimenata’s campaign, 
but they are contributing a lot to the understanding 
of the context, including the possibilities of dating 
and verifying the general tenor of the oral history. 
A number of these early logbooks have been sum-
marized at first by the Grandidiers (COACM 1905: ​
381). Later Armstrong (1983–84) published a short 
but valuable presentation of these and some addi-
tional 17th-century logbooks (see Table 1). Only 
one logbook, the report of the Dutch Jeremias Brons 
of the ship “Standvastigheit,” has been published in 
a summarized English version of the original Dutch 
account (Leibbrandt 1896: ​28–31). It is a very rare-
ly cited document but of particular importance, as 
it contains not only a testimonial of the situation in 

the Boeny region in 1695, including a valuable char-
acterization of Tsimenata himself, but as well the 
first account of the campaign known to exist, which 
leads already to the next period of the classification 
of sources.8

The historical process of the construction of 
memory began precisely once Tsimenata had es-
tablished his victory and settled down. It seems ap-
propriate to me to distinguish three periods of the 
making of memory concerning this campaign, ac-
cording to available sources (see Table 1). The rea- 
sons for the classification of sources proposed will  
become clearer once these sources are discussed in 
detail and when the advantage for the task of inter-
pretation becomes accessible.

  8	 The primordial purpose of this article is a restudy of already 
published material and, therefore, I did abstain from archival 
work concerning these contemporary sources or eyewitness-
es, which may contain some further hints interesting for the 
understanding of Tsimenata’s campaign.

Contemporary Sources 
ca. 1680–1695

Memory Period 1
ca. 1695–1720

Memory Period 2
ca. 1840

Memory Period 3
ca. 1910–2005

Concerning the campaign:
Report of the ship “Jam-
by” (1686) in Armstrong 
(1983–84: ​215)

Cited by:
Feeley-Harnik (1991: ​76);
Kneitz (2003: ​61; 2008: ​41)

Report of Brons (1695), 
ship “Standvastigheit” in 
Leibbrandt (1896: ​28–31)

Cited by:
Armstrong (1983–84: ​214)

Concerning the context:
Reports of the ships “Phil-
ip” (1682–83), “John and 
Mary” (1684), “Stand-
vastigheit” (1694), “Tam-
boer” (1694), “Soldaat” 
(1696, 1698), “Peter en 
Paul” (1699), “Noord-
gouw” (1701–02)

Summarized by: COACM 
(1905: ​381–383) and ana-
lyzed by Armstrong (1983–
84: ​215, 220)

A first account of the 
campaign in 1695:
Brons [1695] in Leib-
brandt (1896: ​29)

Cited by:
Armstrong (1983–84: ​215)

A second account of the 
campaign ca. 1710:
Johnson (1728: ​259–267)

Cited by:
Kent (1970: ​201); 
Fagereng (1971: ​40 f.); Vé-
rin (1975: ​138, 274; 1986: ​
109 f.); Lombard (1988: ​
40 f.); Ballarin (2000: ​41); 
Kneitz (2003: ​61; 2008: ​
41); Randrianja and Ellis 
(2009: ​100)

A third account of the 
campaign (ca. 1715):
Drury 1729 (in Oliver 
[ed.] 1969: ​274)

Cited by:
Noël (1843a: ​290); Guil-
lain (1845: ​8); Kent (1970: ​
201); Vérin (1975: ​138)

Noël (1843a: ​290 f.)

Cited by:
Guillain (1845); Kneitz 
(2008: ​40)

Guillain (1845: ​14 f., 
17–20, 357–360)

Cited by:
Prud’homme (1900: ​
412 f.); Mellis (1938: ​
105); Deschamps (1960: ​
100); Kent (1970: ​201); 
Vérin (1975: ​133–137, 
273–275; 1986: ​106–109); 
Kneitz (2008: ​40 ff.)

Rusillon (1912: ​41; 1922–
23: ​173 f.); Birkeli (1926: ​
33); Poirier (1939: ​64–67); 
Lombard (1988: ​32 f., 
40 ff.)

Table 1: Primary sources concerning Tsimenata’s campaign and their use within secondary analysis, classified chronologically in 
four periods.
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First, there is a period with documents which al-
low insight into the “fresh” construction of memory. 
These are reports delivered by an eyewitness or 
written by persons who themselves have been in-
volved with the campaign, or who were at least in 
a more or less direct contact with the actors. I at-
tribute three sources to this first period of memory: 
The earliest account, it may be recalled, is provided 
by the Dutch Jeremias Brons, in 1695 (Leibbrandt 
1896: ​29), just about ten years after the campaign. 
The text informs us about the person who has fur-
nished the details in the following words: “This [the 
story about the campaign] was told to us by a na-
tive who does us various little services for needles, 
knives, or looking-glasses, &c.” (Leibbrandt 1896: ​
29). The account, therefore, did not result from dis-
cussions with the king, the dynasty, or advisors, but 
was of a person with minor responsibility, a smith, 
perhaps belonging to that part of the local popula-
tion subdued during the campaign.

Again more than ten years later, the pirate Cor-
nelius received exceptional details of Tsimena-
ta’s campaign during a stay at the royal residence 
around 1708 9 and this was edited later by Johnson 
(1728: ​259–267).10 The details of this report indi-
cate that it possibly relied on firsthand information 
given perhaps by the king himself or his close advi-
sors. I would regard this account, therefore, like that 
of Brons, as a particularly precious source, even if 
the editorial process is shady. An important number 
of scholars have relied – sometimes uniquely – on 
this document for telling the history of Tsimenata’s 
campaign.11

A third and very short document is based on 
communication reported a couple of years later by 
the famous English shipwrecked boy Robert Drury 

  9	 The account edited by Johnson is not dated. 1708 is estimated 
as some months after the arrival of Cornelius. King Tsimena-
ta is reported to be dead and the last historical confirmation 
of Tsimenata alive comes from a 1708 document (La Roque 
et Champloret 1716: ​7–15). In COACM (1905: ​615) a dat-
ing between 1703 and 1705 is estimated and Kent (1970: ​
201) proposes “before 1703.” A critical reconstruction of a 
chronology of the kings of Boeny including a dating of their 
respective periods of government is still waited for. 

10	 The existence of Cornelius remains dubious. His report was 
produced in the second, less known, and scarce volume of 
the influential “General History of Pyrates” by Charles John-
son. The authorship was attributed a long time to Daniel De-
foe, a judgment disputed in the light of recent studies (see, 
e.g., Deschamps 1972: ​48 ff. and Cordingly 1995: ​19 f.). The 
document was usually consulted in a French version, provid-
ed by the Grandidiers (COACM 1905: ​614–622), containing 
some minor faults of translations. 

11	 Kent (1970: ​201); Fagereng (1971: ​40 f.); Vérin (1975: ​138, 
274; 1986: ​109 f.); Lombard (1988: ​40 f.); Ballarin (2000: ​
41); Randrianja and Ellis (2009: ​100).

(1729 in Oliver [ed.] 1969: ​274).12 Drury, who lived 
several years in the western Menabe Kingdom, came 
to Manangara Bay (Betsiboka Bay) when it was al-
ready under the reign of Tsimenata’s son, around 
1717. Drury’s account is rarely cited as reference 
to Tsimanata’s campaign (Kent 1970: 201; Vérin 
1975: ​138), but he was already known and used by 
two authors who themselves produced important 
accounts of what they call Sakalava history (Noël 
1843a: 290; Guillain 1845: ​8). It is important to ac-
knowledge that the accounts of Johnson and Drury 
were published at the same time and at the same 
place. Further, the editorial work of both books is 
attributed to Daniel Defoe (even if this common ed-
itorship remains open to discussion). This leads to 
the conclusion that similarities of these two sourc-
es should not be regarded immediately or self-evi-
dently as an independent proof of authenticity.

Second, there is a period of memory proofing the 
existence of a sound oral tradition in the northwest 
of Madagascar, about 170 years after the northwest 
coast was conquered by Tsimenata. This develop-
ment is represented by two documents, published 
by Noël (1843a: ​290 f.) and, far better-known, by 
Guillain (1845: ​14 f., 17–22, 357–360). When these 
two Frenchmen engaged in their research, the king-
doms in western Madagascar were already heavily 
under attack since more than twenty years by people 
living at the center of the island, the Merina (called 
Hova in these days). Noël has probably received 
his information by a narrator of Sakalava descent, 
who he encountered during his stay on the island 
of Mayotte.13 This would explain the dominance of 
information concerning the northwestern coast in 
his text. Guillain, however, was assisted in his re-
search by an Antalaotra14 and a Malagasy well-ac-

12	 For an introduction to the long debate on the historical and 
finally confirmed existence of Drury as well as the compli-
cated question of authorship, the problems of the editorial 
process and in particular the possible editorship of Daniel 
Defoe cf. Oliver (1969), Molet-Sauvaget (1992), and Parker 
Pearson and Godden (2002).

13	 Noël is only explicit that his chronology of kings was dressed 
after informations given by Nahikou, an advisor of the king 
of Mayotte and of Sakalava descent (“un Sakkalava parfaite-
ment instruit de l’histoire de son pays” – Noël 1843a: ​294 f.). 
Guillain (1845: ​354) writes that Noël has visited only the ar-
chipelago of Nosy Be and not any other part of Madagascar 
and, consequently, Guillain concluded, that he is less well 
informed about the history of the Menabe. Noël also cites as 
well a number of European publications he has consulted and 
he was in contact with Guillain (Noël 1843a: ​294). 

14	 The name given at this period to the inhabitants of the Islamic 
entrepot at the coast. The Antalaotra later intermarried much 
with the royal dynasty and, therefore, became part of their 
lineage or were regarded as Sakalava. See fn. 31 for further 
explications.
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quainted with the Boeny region.15 The account of 
Noël was never cited in any version of Tsimenata’s 
campaign,16 in sharp contrast to Guillain’s presenta-
tion, which was used as one of the main references 
by a number of scholars17 and was paraphrased by 
others (Prud’homme 1900; Mellis 1938: ​105). As it 
will be seen in detail later, both accounts are quite 
similar in their description of the events and their 
inherent structure, enabling us to see them as a par-
ticular subunit of the corpus of oral traditions con-
cerning the campaign.

Finally, there is a still ongoing period in which 
the oral memory of Tsimenata and his conquest be-
comes much more reduced or adapted to new ne-
cessities, following the further decline of Sakalava 
royalty by the construction of a colonial and postco-
lonial state. The accounts of oral tradition which are 
part of this final period – a handful is known18 – do 
regularly not allow one to deduce much more than 
the central historical fact of the founding of a new 
kingdom by Tsimanata and its positive effects on 
his descendants. The study of the documents of the 
third period prove what is known of the particular-
ity of oral traditions and the transmission of memo-
ry (Vansina 1985): It tends to become shortened and 
condensed as time elapses, emblematic and subdued 

15	 He writes in a footnote that he was accompanied by an An-
talaotra pilot and a translator and precises: “… le pilote était 
un Antalaots’ [Antalaotra] de Mondzangaïe [i.e., Mahajan-
ga, the name of the main coastal town in the northwest in 
these days], qui avait fait plusieurs voyages à la côte et dans 
le pays de Ménabé: l’interprète était un Malgache qui avait 
vécu avec les Sakalaves de Bouéni et visité avec nous divers 
points de la côte Ouest; tous deux nous aidant dans nos re-
cherches concernant l’histoire du pays” (Guillain 1845: ​354). 
Noël (1843a: ​295) confirms Guillain’s words by noting that 
he received information by several persons, “tant Arabes 
qu’Anti-Bouéni” (the prefix “Anti-” would signify territory, 
land of …). Guillain, like Noël, had knowledge of several an-
cient works and documents concerning western Madagascar, 
including the just published version of Noël. 

16	 From all scholars working on these issues, only Vérin (1975: ​
138) notes the existence of this text.

17	 Deschamps (1960: ​100); Kent (1970: ​201); Vérin (1975: ​
133–137, 273–275; 1986: ​106–109); Ballarin (2000: ​41).

18	 See Rusillon (1912: ​41, a short summary; 1922–23: ​173, 
some few remarks on Tsimenata, and a genealogical scheme), 
Birkeli (1926: ​33, a very short account of an oral tradition of 
the western Menabe region), Poirier (1939: ​64–67, a collec-
tion of oral traditions in the northwestern region), and Lom-
bard (1988: ​32 f., 40 ff., some remarks based on a mixture of 
his own intensive research of oral tradition in the Menabe re-
gion and literature). Vérin (1975: ​138) indicates a further oral 
tradition, an unpublished manuscript by the French Laporte, 
written about 1950 and kept in the archives of the district 
Ambilobe, northwest Madagascar (signaled as well by Kent 
1970). I could not consult this document, the only primary 
source of Tsimenata’s campaign not known to me yet, but 
most probably of not much importance as it seems to contain 
just another late summary of the conquest. 

under new reasoning, offering increasingly fewer 
clues when a critical reconstruction of the histori-
cal background is aimed at.19 Consequently, only 
the relevant primary sources of the period contem-
porary to the campaign and of the two following pe-
riods of memory proposed in my scheme have been 
included in the work of confrontation and interpre-
tation proposed here.

This introductory review of all the available pri-
mary sources has revealed important similarities 
and differences, allowing one to suggest their classi-
fication into several periods of memory. At the same 
time, a look at the reception of sources by scholars 
reveals important inequalities. No one has yet in-
cluded all available sources and most have chosen 
to base their version of this event on one document 
only (mostly Johnson or Guillain). No careful con-
frontation of sources, allowing one to clarify con-
tradictions or misunderstandings and to establish a 
dating based on a critical reading of documents, has 
been offered. Even Vérin, who has provided a very 
careful and complete presentation of Tsimenata’s 
campaign, just proceeds by a complete citing of the 
main parts of sources rather than a critical analysis. 
As it will come out later, such adaption and mixing 
of sources without regard to the adaption of mem-
ory within time, and without careful confrontation, 
favors a hiding of historical realities and prevents 
a sound understanding of the corpus of primary 
sources and their particularities.

À l’époque où les Sakalaves s’établirent dans le 
Nord, il y avait donc à la côte Ouest de Madagascar 
quatre établissements antalaots’ [Antalaotra] (Guil-
lain 1845: ​359).

3	 The Context of Conquest: The Dynamics  
of the Early “Concentric” State  
and the Islamic Entrepots on Madagascar  
before 1680

Before presenting the foundation process of the lat-
er Boeny Kingdom in detail, it will be necessary to 
provide some information about the greater picture 
of the sociopolitical dynamics in Madagascar dur-

19	 My own fieldwork program has allowed me to visit much 
of the part of the west coast which has been the stage of the 
events treated and confirmed that the fact of the conquest by 
Tsimenata was still well inscribed into the memory of me-
diums or functionaries of the local dynasties, the beholders 
of historical memory in Sakalava society (Lambek 2002). 
However, interviews produced regularly just brief recogni-
tions, without particular interest for the analytical problem 
elaborated here.
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ing these times, as far as it is relevant for the ana-
lytical task to come. While it has to be recognized 
that established knowledge of Madagascar before 
the 19th century is still scarce, often rather vague, 
and open to debate, the following general scheme of 
the political situation can nonetheless be developed 
in accordance with main contributions, combined 
with some new findings of my own research. 

By looking at a map of Madagascar around 1680, 
on the eve of the conquest of the northwestern coast 
by King Tsimenata (Andriamandisoarivo), we could 
perceive the following political situation relevant 
for the analysis (Map 1): On the west coast lay a rel-
atively young kingdom, called Lahe Fouti20 at this 
time, nowadays known as Menabe. Its King Andri-
andahefotsy (Andrianihanignarivo) had succeeded 
in enlarging the region from a tiny polity to an im-
pressive size during his long reign between ca. 1645 
and 1682. The Lahe Fouti (Menabe) Kingdom is the 
first of a long chain of kingdoms coming into exis-
tence all along the western coast, summarized since 
the 19th century under the general and now very 
well-established name of Sakalava kingdoms. It is 
difficult to avoid the today widely used term “Saka-
lava” altogether, but it will become clear in later 
discussions that, contemporary to the events treated 
here, this word certainly had a different meaning at 
the end of 17th century from what it has today. Its 
use in the context of the events reconstructed, there-
fore, entails dangerous anachronistic meanings and 
consequences that one should be aware of.21 The 
only other important political unit at this time was 
an agglomeration of about four kingdoms in the 
southern highlands, related by a common descent 
of their lineages, known collectively as Erindrano 

20	 This was, at least, the name given to this region by the French 
governor Flacourt (1995) on his famous map around 1650. 
Guillain (1842: ​8) reads the inscription on his map as “Lahe-
fouti,” Dubois (1938: ​11) “Lahy Fouti,” and Allibert (1995: ​
485) “Lahy Foty.” The name is clearly a derivation of king 
Andriandahefotsy (Andrianihanignarivo). As “Menabe” is 
the established designation for this polity today and as well 
to avoid confusion, I  will add “Menabe” to the contem-
porary name “Lahe Fouti” in brackets. Not only the king-
dom but as well the people were labeled after the king: The 
Dutch Granaet has delivered in 1666 the name “Lapahoutis” 
(COACM 1905: ​334).

21	 Today, “Sakalava” means an ethnic group (the Sakalava) and 
is taken to designate all kingdoms of common royal descent 
in western Madagascar (the Sakalava kingdoms). The word 
Sakalava can be connected to a fascinating etymology going 
back plausibly to an old Arab word for “slave,” hinting at first 
to the enslaving of Slavic population (Molet 1972). It was 
subject of a long process until its actual meaning, as critical 
analyses of the use of the first appearance of this word in the 
1686-Dutch report already cited (Armstrong 1983–84: ​215) 
later in this article will reveal more in detail.

(Betsileo).22 Their influence in the southwestern re-
gions was already diminished by King Andrianda-
hefotsy in fierce wars, but there political relevance 
still remained. 

Finally, all along the western coast north of the 
Lahe Fouti (Menabe) Kingdom, the stage of the 
events to come, we find an unknown number of dis-
persed and autonomous Malagasy groups, clans, or 
kingdoms, about which only fragmentary informa-
tion is available (Kent 1970; Kneitz 2008). As it will 
be seen, only the encounters with groups designated 
as Vazimbas23 are confirmed by the oral traditions. 
A peculiarity of the northwest coast was a number 
of Islamic trading colonies or entrepôts which had 
acquired relative economic weight as part of the in-
ternational slave trade to the Arab world since a long 
time. Its inhabitants were designated by the name 
Antalaotra.24 Of particular interest for our study will 
be the Islamic entrepôt named Magelagie,25 among 
many other spellings, situated on a small island at 
the Bay Boeny.26 Around 1680, it was the most im-
portant and wealthy Islamic trading town, regularly 
visited by traders, mostly slavers, from the Islamic, 
Arabic, and increasingly European worlds (Vérin 
1975: ​243 ff.; Armstrong 1983–84). Nearby, in Bay 

22	 This again is a name reported by Flacourt (1995: ​144, 169, 
196). Following my preference for terms attaining to the pe-
riod discussed, I favor “Erindrano” and give the better known 
but anachronistic ethnic term “Betsileo” (as it was not in use 
in times of the conquest of Boeny) in brackets. See Dubois 
(1938: ​24 ff.) and Deschamps (1960: ​111 ff.) for an introduc-
tion to the Erindrano (Betsileo) kingdoms.

23	 Most probably here an ethnic group with African roots is 
meant (Randrianja and Ellis 2009: ​70–73). 

24	 “Antalaotra” is a term with Malagasy-Austronesian roots 
meaning “people of the sea” (e.g., Rantoandro 1983–84: ​
196 and Guillain 1842: ​359). The Antalaotra people of the 
northwest group were defined as “Islamic immigrants who 
frequently bred with the Sakalava [i.e., the local Malagasy 
tribe]” (Vérin 1986: ​25, fn. 22), hence I use “Antalaotra” and 
“Islamic trader” as synonym. Today there is no population 
known as Antalaotra on Madagascar, even if the term is still 
remembered at the west coast and some individuals are try-
ing to reclaim Antalaotra descent and identity. For further 
indications see, e.g., Deschamps (1960: ​44 f.); Rantoandro 
(1983–84); Vérin (1986: ​72 f., 97); Radimilahy (1998).

25	 Magelagie was established around 1580 (see Vérin 1975 but 
as well Belrose-Huyghues 1983–84). Among the many differ-
ent variants of the name I chose “Magelagie” as it was used in 
a Dutch source of 1686 of particular importance for this work 
(Armstrong 1983–84: ​215). Magelagie would derive from the 
Arabic word manzalajy (harbor; Randrianja and Ellis 2009: ​
14), but see Vérin (1975: ​254) for another etymology. 

26	 The name for the bay – and for the ancient town situated here 
as well – was first documented by the Portugese Mariano in 
the 17th century as “Boene” (Vérin 1975: ​254). Vérin identi-
fies it as a Swahily word, meaning “place of stones” which 
again may stand for “place of stone buildings” (Vérin 1975: ​
254, fn. 1). The name is still in use and today’s spelling is 
Boeny Bay.
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Manangara (Bombetoka), the town Maringando was 
another regular port of the embarkation of slaves. 
It was not known as the Antalaotra colony, but was 
part of a local Malagasy Kingdom, perhaps super-
vised by persons of Arab origins (Vérin 1975: ​444 f.; 
Hébert 1999).27

Another Islamic entrepôt was Old Magelagie,28 
situated in what is today the Bay Mahajamba, north 
of Bay Manangara (Bombetoka). It was probably 
the site of origin of the main Antalaotra families 
living in Magelagie in Bay Boeny around 1680, a 
link indicated already by the differentiation in New 
and Old Magelagie (Bay Boeny and Mahajamba) 
on many old maps. One of the oral traditions to be 
discussed names Old Magelagie as a target of Tsi-
menata’s conquest as well (Guillain 1845), but, as 
will be discussed later in more detail, it remains 
rather dubious that this entrepôt was still active in 
1680, at least as a trading town for international 
trade. European ships in these times,29 are always 
reporting only their visits in Bay Manangara (Bom-
betoka) and of Magelagie in Bay Boeny, but do not 
name explicitly Old Magelagie.30

The conquest of the northwestern region by 
members of the dynasty, reigning over the Lahe 
Fouti (Menabe) Kingdom discussed here, may 
first look as a singular event. And by its contingent 
course and its historical consequences it certain-
ly can be described in such a way. Within the per-
spectives of the early state31 of Madagascar, how-
ever, the principal features of Tsimenata’s campaign 
had nothing extraordinary but could be perceived 
as a rather regular event. Oral traditions of the rul-
ing dynasty of the Menabe Kingdom, for example, 
are consistent in that they trace the arrival of their 
patrilineal ancestors from the deep south, just two 
generations before the advent of the great King An-
driandahefotsy (Andrianihanignarivo). His ante-
cedents were searching for new land and founded a 

27	 The exact and presumably changing location of Maringando 
remains unclear. “Maringando” means probably just “place 
to trade slaves” (Hébert 1999: ​41), again an indication to the 
enormous importance of slavery for the west coast in this 
period.

28	 Old Magelagie was founded in what is known today as Ma-
hajamba Bay around 1400, probably as Langany, and was 
subsequently destroyed at least twice, leading to a rapid de-
cline at the beginning of 17th century (Vérin 1975: ​84, Hébert 
1999). The differentiation between Old and New Magelagie 
(Bay Mahajamba and Bay Boeny) is clearly evident in maps 
until the 18th century (Hébert 1999). 

29	 E.g., documented by the Grandidiers (COACM 1905: ​381–
383); Vérin (1975: ​525 ff.); Armstrong (1983–84: ​219).

30	 I decided, therefore, to use the name Magelagie for the en-
trepôt in Bay Boeny (not New Magelagie).

31	 A term coined, among others, by Claessen and van de Velde 
(1987).

tiny polity called Bengy Kingdom, which became 
the nucleus of the later Lahe Fouti (Menabe) King-
dom. The same pattern of migration and genealogi-
cal dynamic can be found again for the more an-
cient history of the Maroseraña dynasty as well as 
of many other dynasties in the south of Madagas-
car, a dynamic which continues at least until the end 
of 19th century.32 The quest for autonomy among 
members of different dynastical lineages is still ob-
vious even today (Kneitz 2003: ​116). Behind this 
particular dynamic are obviously problems of suc-
cession and the always given opportunity to con-
quer “fresh” land combined with a new ideology of 
sacred royalty, perceived as superior by the inhab-
itants (Lombard 1988: ​14 ff.). Within this broader 
view of the Sakalava development, the contingent 
history of Tsimenata and his conquest, therefore, 
appears as a repetition of a well-established pattern, 
continuing a long time after Tsimenata.

But it is possible to discover equivalent patterns 
even on a more general level as a particular aspect 
of a political dynamic intrinsic to the early state on 
Madagascar and, going further on, to be found as a 
typical feature of many similar ancient polities in 
other parts of the world. Concerning Sakalava king-
doms, scholars have already noted that power was 
seen as diminishing in concentric circles from the 
divine person of the king and his residence, in con-
trast to the demarcation of clearly-defined territori-
al states in Western tradition (Deschamps 1960: ​92; 
Ballarin 2000: ​59). In accordance with interpreta-
tions on similar polities in Southeast Asia of the 4th 
century, described as embedded into a dynamism of 
“cosmic pretension and chronic competition” (Hun-
tington and Metcalf 1979: ​124), which led to the 
construction of “concentric” and “pulsating” 33 king-
doms, it seems appropriate to borrow these terms to  
also characterize the early state of Madagascar. All 
of these many petty rulers tried, by means of con-
tinual attacks and complex alliances, to gain more 
sacred power and to subdue an increasing number 
of neighbors, in order to become stronger or to “pul-
sate,” as the term chosen by Tambiah suggests. In 
this way, an ever-changing or fluctuating picture of 
smaller or more important points of political pow-
er, organized in a vague hierarchy, appeared. This 
vision would allow one to see Tsimenata as acting 
within a long-established cultural pattern and the 
construction of his impressive “pulsating” political 
unit, the later Boeny Kingdom, as the outcome of 
particular favorable conditions. 

32	 Fagereng (1971); Ballarin (2000: ​33 ff.); Kneitz (2008).
33	 Huntington and Metcalf (1979: ​124), cited from Tambiah 

(1976: ​102–109, 112 f.).
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Andrian-mandissou-arrivou est le fondateur du 
royaume de Bombétok ou des Sakkalava du Nord 
(Noël 1843a: ​291).

4	 The Foundation of the Boeny Kingdom:  
A Critical Review of Primary Sources

It is time now to turn back to the questions of histor-
ical reconstruction central to this article. What does 
a critical review of all available sources reveal about 
the various details described? What kind of historic  
truth appears, which, it may be added, is nothing 
else than but an approximation founded upon the 
quality of documents at hand and their careful inter-
pretation? The structure of the following presenta-
tion was conceived so as to distinguish as rapidly as 
possible what could be accepted as saved from what 
seemed to be questionable, anachronistic, or even 
fictional. At first, the few sources contemporary to 
the conquest are discussed. The second paragraph 
makes us familiar with the five main narrations 
available, allowing us to identify different streams 
of memory and inviting a constant interdocumen-
tary comparison. 

4.1	 “A Suggestive Dearth”: The Sources 
Contemporary to the Conquest of Boeny

Understandably in the context of an oral society, as 
it existed in the western part of Madagascar in the 
17th century, almost no testimonial contemporary 
to the breaking events taking place on the north-
western coast are available. Nonetheless, due to the 
presence of some English and Dutch traders on the 
western coast of Madagascar, we have information, 
which allows us to narrow down the period of con-
quest in a precise way. As well they provide clues 
about the time of the major turn and are providing 
various hints, which help gain a critical regard about 
the various versions of oral memory. Five points 
that have to be made here are: 

1)  According to the records of the two Eng-
lish ships “Philip” and “John and Mary” it is pos-
sible to conclude that King Andriandahefotsy of the 
Lahe Fouti (Menabe) Kingdom died between Au-
gust 1682 and January 1684, most probably in 1683 
(Armstrong 1983–84: ​220).34 Consequently, the 
earliest date of Tsimenata’s departure would have 
been late in the year 1683. The king was most prob-
ably surprisingly young when he left his father’s 

34	 Armstrong (1983–84: ​220), with reference to the English re-
ports he has consulted, writes: “By late 1683 at the latest La-
hefoutsy was dead …”

country, perhaps not even twenty, as Tsimenata was 
estimated to be “around forty years” (“âgé d’envi-
ron quarante ans”; La Roque et Champloret 1716: ​
10) in 1708.35 

2)  In August 1686, the Dutch ship “Jamby” trad-
ed in Bay Manangara (Bombetoka) near the Islamic 
entrepôts of the northwestern coast. The precious 
document is summarized by Armstrong as follows 
(1983–84: ​215): It “reported Magelagie was burned 
and deserted, having been at war with the mainland, 
i.e., with the Sacalave (Sakalavas), and Maringan-
do was also under attack by the Sakalava … This 
August 15 1686 reference to the Sacalave of lang 
oren (= long ears) is perhaps the earliest written ref-
erence to this name.” Armstrong and later Feeley-
Harnik (1991: ​76) have interpreted this document 
as a given proof on the fall of Magelagie to the on-
slaught of the troops of Tsimenata. 

However, a reflection on this note of 1686 re-
veals two difficulties, which have to be clarified: 
First, it remains to be discussed which town is be-
hind “Magelagie” – Old Magelagie or Magelagie? 
This question appears because the name Magela-
gie was attributed in the 17th and 18th centuries to 
both Islamic entrepôts. On the maps they were regu-
larly differentiated as Old and New Magelagie, but 
the similar names nonetheless facilitated confusion 
for voyagers (e.g., Armstrong 1983–84: ​213). The 
possibility evoked here seems not only a theoreti-
cal one, as the oral tradition written down by Guil-
lain (1845: ​20, 359), discussed later in detail, seems 
to confirm clearly that first Old Magelagie was de-
stroyed by Tsimenata, and only several years later 
Magelagie. Such an understanding would have im-
portant consequences for the reading of all docu-
ments. 

To find a solution to this problem, a review of 
the sources of northwest Madagascar in literature 
was undertaken to unearth clues about the contem-
porary use of the two connected toponyms in ques-
tion.36 This methodology revealed first, that all Eu-
ropean ships between 1680 and 1708 visited only 
the Bay Boeny with Magelagie, which was clear-
ly the most important trading point in the region, 
and never the Bay Manangara (Bombetoka). Fur-
ther, all these visitors are cited to have just chosen 
the spelling Magelagie (and variants), without add-
ing “Old” or “New.” This would lead to the assump-
tion that they did not see the necessity to mark a 
difference – certainly because just one Magelagie 

35	 This figure is certainly too low, as it would lead to the conclu-
sion that Tsimenata would have been about 15 years in 1683.

36	 COACM (1905); Vérin (1975, 1986); Armstrong (1983–84); 
Hébert (1999).
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in Bay Boeny was operating, at least as a trade cen-
ter of international size. And there is another argu-
ment: Vérin (1975: ​531) cites the French Captain 
Gigault as the last to have documented his visit in 
Bay Mahajamba long before the arrival of Tsimena-
ta, in 1671. Gigault stated that the ancient town lo-
cated on island Nosy Manja with its buildings was 
already “deserted,” a hint which makes the account 
of Guillain concerning the defeat of Old Magelagie 
around 1685 not very probable. In ancient maps, 
it is true, a clear difference between Old and New 
Magelagie is not found until the late 18th century, 
but this should be understood as the outcome of the 
typically slow changes occurring in this particular 
medium. All these observations do give strong ar-
guments for believing that, indeed, the 1686 docu-
ment concerns definitely Magelagie in Bay Boeny. 

But there is still a second problem posed by the 
1686 document: The curious remark concerning the 
strange “Sakalave of lang oren” who were behind 
these attacks. Armstrong, again, accepted this with-
out any particular comment as a reference to Tsi-
menata and his troops, certainly because they are 
known today under the name Sakalava. But the use 
of the term “Sakalave” in this historical context 
as well as the descriptive addition “of long ears” 
is not as easy to understand as it seems to be. It 
is the first documented evidence of the word Saka-
lave and was not used by any of the European visi-
tors of the Boeny Kingdom during the next decades 
(see, e.g., the long Dutch report in COACM 1913: ​
52 ff.). Further, there is no other document avail-
able that states the existence of long-eared Saka-
lave. Why then would Tsimenata and his loyalists 
have been labeled as Sakalave only when arriving in 
Bay Manangara around 1686? Or, finally, does the 
1686 document perhaps refer to another category of 
invaders hitherto unknown – again with major con-
sequences for the understanding of the documents? 

A preliminary review of documents and some 
publications enable one to suggest a satisfying an-
swer. It seems, without going into too many details, 
that the term Sakalava was used at first on Mada-
gascar within the context of slavery by Islamic or 
Arab traders, presumably based on an ancient Arab 
word for slave (Molet 1972). When the term Sakala-
va resonated at the beginning of the 18th century in 
European documents and maps, it was restricted to 
designate the population living within the territory 
of the Lahe Fouti or Menabe Kingdom (e.g., Drury 
1729 in Oliver [ed.] 1969; a Dutch report from 1719 
in COACM 1907: ​33), but was not used to name 
the people or the kingdom founded by Tsimenata. 
Only much later, perhaps in the mid-19th century, 
reflected by the writings of Guillain and Noël, did 

“Sakalava” become clearly recognized as a term en-
compassing all people ruled by the many lineages 
of the Maroseraña dynasty along the western coast-
line. Further, concerning their strange identification 
as “people of long ears,” there is an interesting evi-
dence found on the ancient map of Dupré-Eberard 
from 1667 (Hébert 1999: ​21). The inscription “Land 
of long ears” appears to designate people around the 
territory of the western cap of Madagascar, known 
today as Cap St. André, between Magelagie in the 
north and the Menabe in the south. Nothing else is 
known hitherto to these people of long ears and the 
inscription has never been commented on by any 
scholar. However, taking together these few indica-
tions it should be enough to state that the expres-
sion of “Sakalava of long ears” seems to designate 
in 1680 a population on the west coast, south of 
Magelagie. As this marks certainly the direction 
from which Tsimenata and his troops marched, 
they, we should conclude, were most probably seen 
as belonging to this particular population. More re-
search has to be done to elucidate this problem, but 
as far as it is possible at the moment, we can judge 
that Armstrong was most probably right with his 
assumptions, even if a Sakalava population, as it is 
known today, was still nonexisting.

3)  One has to acknowledge, following Arm-
strong (1983–84: ​215) that between 1686 and 1694 
there is “a dearth, itself suggestive, of specific ref-
erences to Massailly [i.e., Magelagie] in Dutch and 
English accounts.” This has to be seen as an indirect 
indicator of a difficult situation, not seducing Euro-
pean traders to stay for a longer visit, confirming 
indirectly a period of turmoil and new beginnings.

4)  From late 1694 onwards documents demon-
strate that Tsimenata is regarded as the king of a 
newly-established polity in the northwest, substitut-
ing former structures in the context of Islamic en-
trepôts as economic centers. The first source avail-
able is that of the Dutch Brons and his report dated 
with 14th January 1695. He writes that he would 
like to give “some samples of the wonderful and 
cruel nature of Andiaximanatte [Tsimenata], the 
present king of Magelage [Magelagie] and Marin-
gande [Maringando]” (Leibbrandt 1896: ​28). Later, 
he adds: “We have never been able fully to under-
stand whence this King Andiaximanatte came …” 
(29), followed by the first available account of his 
conquest, including the first characterization of Tsi-
menata. Both citations suggest that Brons, certainly 
conscious about what was known by former Dutch 
traders visiting this region, was well aware of the 
fact that Tsimenata was representing a new politi-
cal power. It took the Dutch until 1698, when the 
ship “Soldaat” was sent with an “epistle to Sere-
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nissimo ac Potentissimo Domino Andia Simanata” 
(Armstrong 1983–84: ​215), to acknowledge this 
fact officially. As these documents (and others not-
ed in Armstrong 1983–84 and COACM 1905: ​381–
383) proof undeniably that Tsimenata was acknowl-
edged as a newly-arrived king of the region near 
Bay Manangara (Bombetoka), it is safe to interpret 
the “dearth” of documents of the decade before as 
an indirect indicator of the campaign of Tsimenata. 

5)  While the Dutch ships continued to visit Tsi-
menata on a regular basis (COACM 1905: ​381–383) 
in the following years, the trade with Islamic peo-
ple was in trouble, for in 1699, “Massailly [Magela-
gie] … were reported not to have been visited by the  
Arabs for a year or three …” (Armstrong 1983–84: ​ 
216), an indication perhaps to be seen in the context 
of the enduring conflicts with the Antalaotra of the 
defeated Islamic entrepôts, a problem which will be 
addressed later in greater detail.

To sum up: The European sources between 1682 
and 1700 confirm central elements of the history of 
conquest by Tsimenata, as has been suggested re-
peatedly by subsequent oral tradition and testimoni-
als. Admittedly, Tsimenata is actually documented 
expressively as king near Bay Manangara (Bombe-
toka) for the first time only at the beginning of 1695. 
But it is safe to relate the sudden appearance of this 
new personality with clear signs of rupture of the 
political situation in the northwest since about 1685, 
including the 1686 document that mentioned attacks 
on trading towns. It is possible to discern already as 
ultimate temporal limits of the conquest the peri-
od between 1683 (death of King Andriandahiftosy) 
and 1694 (encounter of the already established King 
Tsimenata by the Dutch Brons). How, then, can the 
five main oral traditions confirm or contradict these 
preliminary insights and add more details? 

4.2	 Invading the West Coast: Five Versions of the 
Conquest by Tsimenata

The preliminary examination of all sources avail-
able has suggested that it would be worthwhile to 
restrict a close review of primary sources on those 
five documents classified as belonging to memory 
periods one and two. In doing so, it will be impor-
tant to paraphrase or cite some main parts and struc-
tural elements, enabling one to follow the ongoing 
discussion and the task of continual comparison be-
tween all sources.

a)	 The Account of Jeremias Brons (1695 in 
Leibbrandt 1896: ​29–31)

This document is of particular interest, it has to be 
underlined again, as it is the first independent con-
firmation of the campaign by Tsimenata known to 
exist and it contains already a number of central el-
ements of the story, which appear again and again 
in later versions of the event under discussion here. 
The first part of the decisive paragraph is cited as 
follows (Leibbrandt 1896: ​29):

We have never been able fully to understand whence this 
King Andiaximanatte [Tsimenata] came, but some, point-
ing to the south, said that he came thence about 22 or 
23 days’ journey, and passed through that whole territory 
armed with spears, guns, and blunderbusses, in order to 
become the king of St. Augustin and the interior, because 
the English often go there to trade, and many of the na-
tives speak that language imperfectly.

The text confirms, therefore, that the king ar-
rived from the south and it even specifies the dis-
tance by estimating that he came from a territory 
“about 22 or 23 days’ journey” away. Such a sce-
nario of a crossing of several hundreds of kilometers 
has to be seen as realistic: A look to historic docu-
ments such as Drury’s account of his many years 
in the south and west of Madagascar (Drury 1729 
in Oliver [ed.] 1969) is persuasive enough in show-
ing how such an exercise was usual and how peo-
ple all along the coast were well connected. The 
three weeks period given in the account for cross-
ing the territory between the Menabe and the Boeny 
regions seems a quite realistic one.37 His aim was, 
the document continues rather confusingly, “to be- 
come king of St. Augustin and the interior.” St. Au-
gustin was the name of an important trade point far 
to the southwest coast, south of the Lahe Fouti (Me-
nabe) Kingdom, visited regularly by English trad-
ers. It seems reasonably enough that Tsimenata at 
first would have tried his chance there, and only lat-
er decided for a campaign in the opposite direction. 
The document seems to blend here two different sto-
ries into one, without allowing a more precise state-
ment possible. 

The military success of Tsimenata was made 
possible in two distinct periods, following the ac-
count of Brons: At first he defeated those groups or 
towns “distant from the sea,” not equipped by fire-

37	 My own regular experience of long hours of hike in western 
Madagascar, as part of my ongoing fieldwork just between 
the Menabe and the Boeny region, strengthens my opinion 
that the campaign of Tsimenata described should be taken as 
feasible.
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arms and unprepared to an immediate threat, before 
launching an attack on the main enemies:

Coming into the neighbourhood of Magelage and Marin-
gande he could easily obtain dominion over the unarmed 
tribes far distant from the sea, and knowing nothing of an 
enemy; but as he knew that the kings of the two before men-
tioned territories had been supplied with firearms by the 
Europeans, he tarried with them under the pretext of being 
desirous of making friendship with them, (finally) invit-
ing them to visit him. Having no suspicion they went, and 
were well received, and when quite merry were murdered 
by him, together with their followers. He thus obtained 
the mastery of these two kingdoms (Leibbrandt 1896: ​29).

This clear account fits well into the picture of 
historical sources discussed already, allowing to 
date the events described before and until 1686. An 
interesting point is the important but hitherto not 
recognized fact that this account repeats a paral-
lel attack on the towns Magelagie and Maringan-
do, mentioned already in the 1686 Dutch source 
presented previously, and confirming this aspect of 
the events. And as Brons (Leibbrandt 1896: 28) de-
scribes Tsimenata in 1695 as “present king of Ma-
gelage [Magelagie] and Maringande [Maringan-
do],” it is suggested that both towns defeated were 
still the core of his new kingdom.

As Brons’ report is the only eyewitness of Tsi-
menata available near to the events in question (and, 
as hinted to already before, one of only three testi-
monials available), I would like to end the presen-
tation of this document with his characterization of 
the central person of the story analyzed here (Leib-
brandt 1896: ​29):

He is a man, clever, strong and robust, with a little less 
blackness than Monsieur du Boys, pastry-cook at Batavia, 
and though sometimes he has a pleasant mood, he is very 
strict and very much feared by his courtiers and subjects, 
in whose eyes and in his own he is a second Alexander, 
often being very tyrannous and cruel, according to the 
testimony of two of his chief governors Andiamatonga 
and Andiasanguits especially when drunk, which often 
happens, from his own drink made of honey, and since 
our presence, from brandy and arrack, which he drank 
like water. He taught his courtiers to do the same, throw-
ing the liquor like a stream down their throats until they 
were nearly choked.

The document goes on by explaining the some-
times rude way of negotiating slaves by the king, in 
blackmailing a rate esteemed as far too high by the 
Dutch traders at one occasion, and it is closed by 
the story of the initial proposition of the king, nar-
rated by one of the slaves, that “before having had  
communication with us …”, he wished “to break all  

our necks” (Leibbrandt 1896: ​30), and only the ad-
vice of his counselors made him change this idea. 
No wonder then that Brons ends his reports with a 
sentence of relief: “By God’s grace we got away 
from the place with a whole skin, and we think it 
would be very dangerous to send a ship thither as 
long as that brute and tyrant rules there” (Leib-
brandt 1896: 31). 

b)	The Account of Captain Cornelius ca. 1708 
(Edited by Johnson 1728: ​259–267)

This quite famous piece relates a rather spectacu-
lar collaboration of slavers and Tsimenata, leading 
finally to the successful conquest. It starts with the 
most detailed recognition of the difficulties preced-
ing the decision for conquest by Tsimenata:

At the Death of Andian Lyfouchy [Andriandahefotsy], 
Chimenatto [Tsimenata], assisted by a younger Brother, 
and a great Number of the People, endeavour’d to wrest 
the Kingdom from his elder Brother Timanangarivo; but 
he was defeated, and with his Party obliged to retire, how-
ever, he still made War upon his Brother, till he was, by 
repeated Losses, very much weaken’d, and apprehensive  
of being attack’d by him; he retir’d farther Northward …”  
(Johnson 1728: ​263).

In the northwest, the conquerors were confronted 
at first with a difficult situation:

… he [Tsimenata] made War on Andian Methelage [King 
of Magelagie], but without great success so that he settled 
on a Point of Land by the Sea-Coast, where the Tyloutes 
[Antalaotra], that is, Inhabitants of the Sea, who are de-
scended from the Arabs, and the Vaujimbos [Vazimbas], 
who are esteem’d the meanest Cast on the whole Island, 
were very vexatious and troublesome to him, and kept 
him in continual Alarms (Johnson 1728: ​263 f.).

The solution was found as Tsimenata was able 
to negotiate the assistance of a slaver that arrived 
just in time: 

In the mean while a couple of Ships arrived at Yungowl 
[the main port of the Lahe Fouti (Menabe) kingdom] …
belonging to Frederick Phillips, of New York, to slave; …; 
they would not stay here, but went farther on the Coast 
to look for Trade.

Andian Chimenatto [king Tsimenata] spying them, 
caused a Smoak to be made, which brought one of their 
Boats on Shoar; Chimenatto [Tsimenata] received the Crew 
very civilly, and invited the Ships in, promising Trade.

… This was agreed to, and Chimenatto [Tsimenata] 
furnished them with as much fresh Provision as they 
could dispose of; twenty Whites went with him to War, 
and they took a Town and a great Number of Slaves, out 
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of whom he ordered the Captain to pick and cull what 
they pleas’d; … (Johnson 1728: ​264). 

They went on a second Expedition, took several Towns, 
and brought down some thousand Slaves, beside great 
Droves of Cattle …

The King told them, if they would leave those Men 
and come again, he would again slave them for nothing; 
the Men being willing to stay, the Ships sail’d, came again 
the next Season, were slaved according to Promise, and 
relieved those Whites, such of them as would return, and 
left others, who were willing, in their Steads. With this 
Assistance Chimenatto [Tsimenata] soon conquered the 
Antylouts [Antalaotra] and Vaujimbos [Vazimba], and 
afterwards made himself Master of the whole Country of 
Methelage [Magelagie],… (Johnson 1728: ​265).

This account is in principle well in accordance 
with what Brons had to say, as it confirms the bat-
tles at first against a number of towns or groups in 
the hinterland of Bay Bombetoka before finally the 
Antalaotra of the Islamic entrepôt had to render to 
Tsimenata. But, on the other hand, the success of 
Tsimenata appears in a totally new light, as it seems 
to depend heavily on the help of European slavers. 
As well the information concerning the resistance of 
local Vazimba groups gives for the first time a hint 
on the reaction of the local population other than 
the Antalaotra. It is difficult to understand, how-
ever, why the informant of Brons should have omit-
ted the long assistance of the European slavers giv-
en to Tsimenata during at least three years, and we 
may as well question why, inversely, the account of 
Johnson does not contain any remarks on the per-
fidious invitation of Tsimenata found in the account 
of Brons. Is it perhaps because this account seems 
to rely on information given directly by the deci-
sive actors and, therefore, they may have silenced 
these not very honorably events? Unfortunately, no 
compulsory conclusion is available for this aspect 
of Brons’ story. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to find at least traces 
of the events reported by Johnson. One of Frederick 
Phillip’s ships known to have navigated to Mada-
gascar was called “Margret” (Defoe 1999: ​690). On 
Armstrong’s (1983–84: ​219) listing of English ves-
sels in western Malagasy ports appears for 1684–
85 and 1686–87 ships called “Margriet” respective 
“Margarieta,” unfortunately without specifying any 
additional information. It seems reasonable to see 
these details not just as a mere coincidence with the 
report of the pirate Cornelius. Rather it is plausible 
to associate the historical arrangement between Tsi-
menata and the slavers owned by Phillip, and told 
by Cornelius with the presence of ship Margret. The 
1684–85 visit would then correspond best with the 

first attack on the hinterlands and the 1686–87 stay 
to the period shortly after the attack on Magelagie 
and Maringando. 

By weighting up on what is known about John-
son’s document and situating it within the other 
texts on the campaign already presented, one cer-
tainly has to attribute to it a comparatively high de-
gree of historic truth: the general structure of the 
campaign is consistent, and the intervention of slave 
traders appears as a plausible option.

c)	 The Account of Drury (1729)

The third account belonging to the first period of 
memory has been published under the name of the 
shipwrecked boy Drury. Drury starts his story as 
well with a short remark confirming the controversy 
between the sons of Andriandahefotsy on the suc-
cession. He summarizes the following conquest as 
follows:

The other [son, i.e., Tsimenata], with about eight hundred 
men, passed through the fine country where the cattle are 
kept, and where the Virzimbers [Vazimba] then dwelt, go-
ing on still further to the northward, and settled on that 
river now called by the Europeans Masseelege [Magela-
gie] (Drury 1729 in Oliver [ed.] 1969: ​274).

This author notes further that the Vazimba group 
finally agreed to live under Tsimenata’s rule and that 
Tsimenata “founded a kingdom almost as large and 
potent as his brothers” (Oliver [ed.] 1969: ​274). In 
comparison with the two other traditions already 
summarized it is a very brief note, adding as new 
information only the presence of the azimba38 group 
in the whole territory between Lahe Fouti (Menabe) 
and the Magelagie region. In the light of the two re-
maining accounts, however, one further point has to 
be made: Drury follows Brons and Cornelius in see-
ing that Tsimenata focused just on the conquest of 
the Magelagie region, and did not aim to subdue the 
whole northwestern part of Madagascar. 

At this part of the discussion, having evaluated 
all documents contemporary to the events and of the 
first period of memory, it is worthwhile to make a 
point about what has been reached so far. Besides 
important lacunas and details difficult to verify, a 
common structure and some first clues about the 
dating of the campaign can be identified: Tsimenata 
left his father’s kingdom around 1683 and focused 

38	 Drury (in Oliver [ed.] 1969: ​279 ff.) describes how he lived 
among the Vazimba group for several months and perhaps for 
this reason specifies only their involvement in the conquest 
of Tsimenata.
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his efforts on conquering a territory of his own in the 
region near the towns Magelagie and Maringando, 
both near Manangara (Bombetoka) Bay. After pre-
liminary attacks before 1686 on less well-equipped 
groups, he subdued finally the most important trad-
ing centers around 1686. When coming in the fol-
lowing paragraphs to two more and quite different 
accounts of the campaign, this story has to be re-
called. Is it possible to confirm what appears at the 
moment as the main track of the conquest, or are 
there changes necessary, or will there result even a 
completely different understanding of the historic 
development? 

d)	The Account of Noël (1843a: ​290 f.)

Drury was the last to have received information 
from persons who may have witnessed themselves 
the arrival of Tsimenata or had been in contact with 
eye-witnesses. For more than 120 years no oral tra-
dition was written down. No wonder, that some im-
portant changes are observed, when Noël published 
his “Recherches sur les Sakkalava” in 1843. What 
did Noël have to say concerning the conquest of 
Tsimenata? Very little in the end, when only the 
event in itself is regarded: First he reports that after 
the death of King Andriandahefotsy the conquest 
of the territory north of the Lahe Fouti (Menabe) 
Kingdom was started by his successor and oldest 
son, called by him as “Andrian-mandressou-arriv-
ou” (still not Tsimenata, after Noël). Only when this 
king died, there did break out a conflict for succes-
sion and the second of his sons, named “Andrian-
mandissou-arrivou” (now Tsimenata), conquered 
the northwest region:

Le second [son, i.e., Tsimenata] traverse le fleuve Bali 
[southwest of Bay Manangara], à la tête d’une armée sak-
kalava, inonde comme un torrent le pays des Sanangatsou 
[old name of a clan in the west of Bay Manangara], ne 
s’arrête dans sa marche envahissant qu’auprès du Man-
dzâra [a river near Bay Bombetoka] … et s’établit dans  
un lieu qu’il appellee Tangaï (j’ai attaint mon but). An-
drian-mandissou-arrivou [Tsimenata] est le fondateur du 
royaume de Bombétok ou des Sakkalava du Nord (Noël 
1843a: ​291).

The conquest of the northwest was later complet-
ed by a son and, later, by several grandsons of Tsi-
menata, as Noël informs in his account. And only 
at this point is a severe conflict between the dynas-
ty and Islamic people, as they fought against the 
“Hounzati [certainly Hassani39], tribu musulmane 

39	 Guillain (1845: ​357–359) has documented an Antalaotra ver-

de Bouéni” and against the “Mozanghi, people com-
merçant qui donna son nom à la ville de Mozangaï 
[Mahajanga40]” (Noël 1843a: ​291). 

The story continues following the chronology 
of kings until the times contemporary to the author 
(Noël 1843b: ​62 f.). The account, therefore, devel-
ops a great picture of the Sakalava history, which at 
first appears as a result of a successful conquest and 
proliferation, followed by times of decline and diffi-
culties, as the dynasty was later confronted with the 
Merina people of the interior, trying to conquer the 
regions of major economic importance to the west 
of Madagascar.

By regarding now critically this account, the fol-
lowing remarks are necessary. First, there is an ob-
vious fault in this story: No additional king reigned 
during the time between Andriandahefotsy and the 
eventual split of the dynasty leading to the conquest 
of Boeny. All other historical records and oral tradi-
tions are very clear about this. The confusion con-
cerning the chronology of succession is obviously 
connected to the two similar names Andrian-man-
dressou-arrivou/Andrian-mandissou-arrivou, most 
probably variants of the posthumous name of Tsi-
menata in different regions (Rusillon 1922–23: ​
173). It suggests that Noël’s informant did not have 
a particularly well-based knowledge about the early 
dynastical history preceding the arrival of Tsimena-
ta in the northwest. More importantly, no clashes 
between Tsimenata and the Islamic entrepôts are 
mentioned and these conflicts are relegated to later 
times. The small account concerning expressively 
Tsimenata is rather “empty” of details, like that of 
Drury, just announcing a powerful conquest of the 
territory near the Bay Manangara. But in clear con-
trast to the remarks of Drury and all other documents 
preceding, focused just on the conquest of the region 
near Magelagie, the report given by Noël is embed-
ded in a vast panorama of Sakalava history. With the 
account of Noël, the theme of the conquest of the 
northwestern parts of Madagascar appears, embed-
ded in the chronology of the succession of kings.

To understand this structure one has to acknowl-
edge, among others, the authorship of an educated 
European author whose definite aim was to produce 
a history and not just to note a singular event, as 
were the aims of the authors treated so far. But the 

sion concerning their history. He was informed that a certain 
Hassany from Basra and his family were at the origin of the 
Antalaotra settlement of Old Magelagie, Magelagie, and two 
other Islamic entrepôts (Vérin 1975 and 1986 has reviewed 
this assumptions at length).

40	 Today this is the main port in the northwest, founded most 
probably following the defeat of the Antalaotra against Tsi-
menata.
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new way of telling the conquest of Tsimenata should 
be seen as well as an expression of a new structured 
memory: 170 years after the founding of Boeny 
kingdom, it was possible to look back on an impres-
sive past, leading to the dominance of the dynasty 
succeeding Tsimenata over all the northwestern ter-
ritory of Madagascar. And further, at the time the 
account was written down, the kingdom of Boeny 
and its dependent small kinglets were well under at-
tack by the Merina people, threatening all that had 
been accomplished in the past. It seems reasonable 
to suggest that such a context must have contributed 
to produce that story of a conquest in somewhat he-
roic times by those furnishing informations to Noël 
and supporting his ideas of Sakalava history. 

These reflections would help us to make the fact 
understandable that the clashes between Tsimenata 
and the Islamic entrepôts – so decisive for the suc-
cess of conquest according to early documents – are 
passed over in this account and are inserted during 
the time of the reign of a later king. In retrospect, 
these conflicts were of minor importance in com-
parison to the “big” picture of conquest. To add an-
other important argument, one has to acknowledge 
the subsequent amalgamation of royal and Antalao-
tra lineages starting at the beginning of the 18th cen-
tury. This development certainly did not strengthen 
the willingness to remember harsh conflicts in the 
past among the mixed descendants of the Antalaotra 
and the ruling dynasty, including perhaps the “Saka-
lava” informant of Noël. 

All these reflections allow one to judge this doc-
ument as less rich than the others presented when it 
comes to heuristic knowledge of the campaign. In 
other words: The memory transmitted by Noël, even 
if it seems to tell at first a different or contradicto-
ry story, does not offer a real challenge to what is 
known already. This version by hand is the result of 
a new, arranged memory, not of a memory particu-
larly close to what had “really” happened at the end 
of the 17th century. 

e)	 The Account of Guillain (1845: ​14, 18–21, 
357–360)

Curiously enough, the rather late account by Guil-
lain on the conquest of Tsimenata is the largest ver-
sion of all accounts available. And it appears at the 
same time as the most comprehensive and lively ac-
count, seducing the reader to adopt the many details 
presented. Guillain (1845: ​14 f.) introduces Tsi-
menata in the context of the dynastic conflict after 
the death of his father Andriandahefotsy. The part-
ing of Tsimenata is presented here for the first time 

as the result of a consensual discussion. Following 
the advice of their mother, the two quarreling broth-
ers find a sound compromise: The older one has to 
reign but he furnishes Tsimenata with troops to sup-
port his aims of conquest. The campaign starts: 

Lorsque ce prince [Tsimenata] partit du Ménabé à la tête 
des hordes sakalaves, il traversa le pays limitrophe, alors 
habité par des groups de Vazim’bahs [Vazimba], qui s’en-
fuirent effrayés à son approche, puis le pays presque in-
habité qui forme aujourd’hui les provinces de Mavouha-
zou et de Vouaï. Ce pays était sous l’autorité d’un chef 
vazim’bah, nommé Boulacily, qui se soumit sans com-
battre, et se joignit avec une partie de son monde à l’ar-
mée du conquérant.

Andriamandissou-Arivou [Tsimenata or Andriaman-
disoarivo] envahit ensuite le pays des Tsiahondikis41 et 
des Djéribohitsis … (Guillain 1845: ​18). 

In addition to the three sociopolitical units al-
ready mentioned, the troops had to pass the territory 
of another group, called “Sandangouatsis” by Guil-
lain, before they arrived finally at the important river 
of Manangara (Betsiboka). Here the Manangadabos 
are beaten. The account states, without any indica-
tion to the Islamic entrepôts, that the invasion con-
tinued immediately toward the north: “Poursuivant 
le cours de ses conquêtes, Andriamandissou [Tsi-
menata or Andriamandisoarivo] soumit ensuite les 
Ant’ambohilavas …” (Guillain 1845: ​19). Finally, at 
the northern part of Madagascar, as the last political 
unit, the Antandrounahs including their subgroups 
Antan’zouns and the Ant’ankarans were subdued. 
Having conquered all territories until the northern 
extremes of Madagascar, Tsimenata decided to set-
tle down: 

Andriamandissou [Tsimenata], n’ayant plus devant lui 
d’adversaires à combattre, s’en retourna vers le Sud, et, 
s’arrêtant à peu près au centre des contrées envahies par 
lui, il fixa sa residence sur le bord de la rivière Mandzaraï 
… Il appela Tongaï (de tonga, arriver, parvenir) l’etablis-
sement qu’il y fonda, et ce fut, durant tout son règne, la 
capital de ses Etats (Guillain 1845: ​19 f.).

Only when the story of conquest is finished for-
mally by the construction of the royal residence 
does the story of Guillain come to the Islamic en-
trepôts and their conflict with the aggressors from 
the south. 

Non loin, et à l’ouest de Tongaï, au fond de la baie de 
Bouéni [Boeny], était situé un village de ce dernier nom, 

41	 These hardly known groups were perhaps of early Afro-Ma-
layan (Vazimba), early Malagasy (Tsiahondiki), and Bantu-
Swahili (Djeribohitsy, Sandangoatsy) descendants (Kneitz 
2008: ​40 ff.).
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bâti, ainsi que plusieurs autres au Nord et au Sud, par une 
colonie d’Arabes. L’un de ces villages, Langani [Old Ma-
gelagie], élevé dans la baie de Matzamba [Mahajamba], 
était déjà tombé au pouvoir d’Andriamandissou [Tsime-
nata] lors de l’excursion de ce conquérant vers le Nord, 
et, la lutte une fois engagé, les colons semblaient ne pou-
voir échapper à une destruction totale que par l’exil ou la 
soumission (Guillain 1845: ​20).

In a historical survey on the Islamic entrepôts 
given supplementary in a long footnote by Guil-
lain (1845: ​359 ff.), he states about the fall of Old 
Magelagie or Langany: “Ils [the inhabitants] furent 
battus, et leur chef, Amadi, ayant été tué, ils s’em-
barquèrent avec leurs familles, et se réfugièrent à 
Bouéni.” The previsible destiny of Magelagie came 
a number of years later, says the Antalaotra infor-
mant of Guillain (Guillain 1845: ​20):

… ils purent encore, à la faveur de sa situation insulaire, 
repousser pendant plusieurs années les pretentions de 
sourveraineté du prince sakalave; mais, l’île ayant été en-
levée par surprise, ils furent forces de se soumettre.

In his footnote, Guillain (1845: ​360) explains 
further how the Antalaotra succeeded in resisting 
Tsimenata for many years as they would have con-
tinued to trade with places outside the control of 
Tsimenata and the impossibility for the troops of 
Tsimenata to cross the bay with “weak” boats frêles 
pirouge; Guillain 1845: ​360). And finally, the late 
fall of Magelagie is explained by a surprise attack. 
The account of Guillain (1845: ​20–22) continues by 
describing the difficult beginnings of the cohabita-
tion: Tsimenata tried to use their knowledge of trade 
and allowed the Antalaotra to regain Boeny. But lat-
er, a mutiny broke out and Tsimenata invited the 
chief of Antalaotra to his residence and murdered 
him. Finally, he married one of his granddaughters 
to the new chief of Antalaotra as strategy to bet-
ter control the Antalaotra group. This was, in short, 
a summary of the rather epic story told by Guillain.

As it has been stated, the account of Guillain 
gives the impression of being comprehensive and 
appears as rather attractive for the reader, going into 
much vivid detail. However, it is evident that the 
text of Guillain resembles in a number of important 
aspects that of Noël. Prepared by the insights gained 
in the last paragraph, a critical perspective can be 
established rather easily.

First, Tsimenata is described as the great con-
queror of all territories north of his father’s king-
dom. The naming of many groups and territories 
including details about resistance and the names of 
kings makes this story seem credible at first. But 
does it represent the true historic development? Im-
portant reservations are to be made. A long cam-

paign, such as it is described with Tsimenata hasten-
ing from victory to victory across many hundreds 
of kilometers without much resistance, seems not 
to provide a realistic image, even if the possession 
of firearms would have given to him an important 
strategic advantage. Most importantly, there is not 
any other proof of such a sudden turning point in 
northwestern Madagascar politics, neither in con-
temporary sources nor in any other oral tradition 
written down later. Instead, the story told by Guil-
lain can be explained following the model already 
worked out above, as another contemporary version 
of a heroic memory of the Sakalava. The main dif-
ference of his story to that of Noël lies in the fact 
that the narrator attributes the conquest of the north-
west to King Tsimenata alone. He is built up as the 
“second Alexander,” a tendency Brons in 1695 al-
ready had observed as an image cherished by the 
king and his followers. Such a version seems as well 
consistent in the light of the Sakalava historic con-
sciousness with its tendency to attribute important 
developments in an anachronistic way to the found-
ing king. I would conclude, therefore, that it would 
be unwise to follow Guillain literally and to dismiss 
what has been reconstructed so far. Rather, it is far 
safer to take the enumeration of the fighting and de-
feated groups as a reflection of a long process, per-
haps encapsulating the memory of several decades, 
but based on the decisive first steps of Tsimenata. 

The second important difference concerns the 
fighting against the Islamic entrepôts and other trad-
ing towns. Already the composition of the narration 
is somehow strange; once the kingdom of Boeny has 
been founded, the problematic situation between 
the conquerors and the Antalaotra is described at 
length, like in the history given by Noël. Guillain 
is the first author to mention the fall of Old Mage-
lagie, whereas the defeat of Magelagie is relegated 
for later times. At the same time he did not men-
tion the town Maringando in his text, even when it 
is possible to assume that this town was under the 
control of the group Guillain calls Manangadabos, 
who were defeated by Tsimenata when he reached 
Manangara (Bombetoka) Bay.

These particularities can be explained partly by 
the fact that Guillain was dependent on information 
emanating from a person clearly belonging to the 
Antalaotra lineage, as it has already been noted. It is 
certainly plausible to assume that such an informant 
was not too enthusiastic about a story that reveals 
the difficult beginnings of his ancestors. This back-
ground would allow one to understand, for example, 
the composition of the text with the important clash-
es between Tsimenata and the Islamic entrepôts de-
scribed only after the story of conquest is completed 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.57, am 05.03.2026, 11:06:36. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81


“… with 800 Men” – The Foundation of the Boeny Kingdom (ca. 1683–1686)

Anthropos  109.2014

97

in a rather smooth way. Also, it is quite obvious that 
the informant tries to explain rather desperately the 
subsequent fall of Magelagie by arguments which 
are difficult to accept. It is not very comprehensive, 
to say the least, that Tsimenata would not be able to 
cross a shallow bay for a couple of years because of 
his “weak” ships. Already Vérin (1975: ​274) has ob-
served with certain doubt: “L’intention du récit est 
de fournir une excuse valable aux descendants des 
vaincus pour expliquer leur défaite”. 

The fall of Old Magelagie, described as being 
part of the immediate conquest of Tsimenata, seems 
at first an interesting detail, credible as well in the 
light of what the other accounts have presented as 
a conquest of the hinterland. Such an interpretation 
may be possible. But as is already noted above, it 
is rather questionable if Old Magelagie would have 
existed as a functioning Islamic entrepôt at the time 
of the conquest, as no contemporary sources of Eu-
ropean ships confirm its existence. Perhaps just a 
secondary trading town was still there, if at all. The 
defeat described could have been as well a remote 
memory of the violent clashes already mentioned 
between the Antalaotra and another Malagasy king 
from the beginning of 17th century (Vérin 1975: ​
530), leading to a migration to Magelagie, but now 
attributed in an anachronistic way to Tsimenata. Is 
the story told by Guillain a vague memory of all 
these conflicts? 

To sum up: The impressive story given by Guil-
lain of an irresistible and quite heroic conquest of 
the northwestern coast, followed by a number of 
scholars, should be rejected as representing a more 
reliable historical view than the other sources. The 
apparent contradictions with the versions of oral 
history already discussed do not express shortcom-
ings of these older sources. Rather, the narration 
by Guillain tries to make sense of Sakalava histo-
ry within the specific context a long time after Tsi-
menata has arrived, taking into consideration in 
particular the alliance of the Antalaotra and royal 
lineages and a long history of Sakalava domination 
in the northwest.

We have never been able fully to understand 
whence this King Andiaximanatte [Tsimenata] 
came (Brons 14 January 1695, in Leibbrandt 1896: ​
29).

4.3	 A Reconstitution of the Conquest by Tsimenata 
(1683–1695)

Following this long assessment of sources, it is now 
possible to reconstruct the conquest by Tsimenata. 

To prepare this version, the main points of the analy
sis of tradition may be now summarized:

–	 The discussion of the primary sources available 
has allowed ordering them reasonably in four pe-
riods, each subdued under particular conditions 
in the making of history. 

–	 The sources contemporary to the events have 
proved to be irreplaceable for confirming “in 
vito” the events treated in later accounts as well 
as to provide safe points for dating. 

–	 It is recommended further that the sources which 
are part of the first period of memory42 are re-
garded as offering particularly valuable versions 
of the events in question. Indications for such a 
positive assessment are found in the fact that a 
number of details reported correspond well with 
contemporary sources and that contradictory oral 
traditions of later periods are judged as clearly 
arranged. 

–	 The second period of memory (Noël 1843a; 
Guillain 1845) shows a much more elaborate and 
arranged vision of the Sakalava past, therefore, 
offering contradictory versions of the past. These 
versions are to be characterized at the same time 
by a European spirit of history as well as by an 
effort to construct a chain of past kings and a 
somehow heroic or glorious past. The discussion 
has revealed that they have to be handled with 
greatest care as they regularly do only contain 
vague souvenirs of the conquest. 

The synthetic version of the events including an 
approximate dating, which follow and lead to the 
constitution of what was known later as kingdom 
of Boeny, evidently, do not claim to represent the 
famous historical truth. Rather it presents a con-
clusion about what has to be taken as most serious 
knowledge on the conquest founded on all the docu-
ments discussed in detail. 

a)	 Taking the Leave (ca. 1683)

There can be no doubt that after the death of King 
Andriandahefotsy in 1683 the question of succes-
sion led to intensive conflicts among several of his 
sons, including Tsimenata. He was finally forced to 
leave his father’s country around 1683 (the maximal 
range possible is between end of 1682 and end of 
1684), followed by several hundred of loyalists. Tsi-
menata must have had – perhaps after some former 

42	 Brons in Leibbrandt (1896); Johnson (1728) Drury (1729 in 
Oliver [ed.] 1969).
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attempts more to the south (St. Augustin) – a clear 
target in mind: To dominate the northwest region 
around Magelagie and Bay Manangara, as it was 
an important center of trade and wealth. He and his 
band and families, already equipped with firearms, 
crossed on foot about four hundred kilometers in the 
northern direction. It seems reasonable to accept the 
encounter with the clans living there, in particular 
the Vazimba groups, as some sort of clashes. But the 
story of an immediate and “irresistible” conquest 
transmitted by Noel and Guillain, though, appears 
unrealistic and has to be rejected. Taking into ac-
count the dating of main attacks in 1686 and the se-
vere difficulties in moving forward during the rainy 
season (November–March), it seems most plausible 
to propose an arrival near Magelagie in late 1684 
(the maximum range would be between mid 1683 
and mid 1685).

b)	The Conquest of the Hinterland (1684–1685)

Once he arrived in the northwest, Tsimenata and his 
loyalists focused their efforts on securing a sound 
base for their future kingdom. The serious difficul-
ties they encountered first, as it was mentioned by 
Cornelius (in Johnson), seem to be realistic, in par-
ticular when we include the hint by Brons that the 
people of Magelagie and Maringando were well-
equipped with firearms. After some initial fruitless 
clashes against the Antalaotra, which perhaps were 
supported by local Vazimba groups, Tsimenata opt-
ed for a better strategy. He tried to attack first those 
towns or groups in the hinterland deprived of fire-
arms and not well aware of a new enemy, apparently 
assisted by European slavers (Brons 1695 in Leib-
brandt 1896; Johnson 1728; see Map 2). Unfortu-
nately, there is no possibility yet to confirm or reject 
the story of the adventurous integration of European 
or American slavers into the early phase of conquest 

Map 2: Conquest of the Manangara (Bombetoka) region by Tsimenata 1684–1686.
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as noted by Johnson, even when it seems quite plau-
sible. As the fall of Magelagie and Maringando has 
been dated in 1686, the early conquest of the hinter-
land may have started during 1685. It remains quite 
dubious that the perhaps already destroyed Islam-
ic entrepôt Old Magelagie was attacked during this 
period, as Guillain announces 170 years later. His 
proposition of an immediate conquest of all the ter-
ritory north of Manangara (Bombetoka) Bay by Tsi-
menata, however, cannot be followed at all. 

c)	 The Decisive Attack: The Fall of Magelagie  
and Maringando (1686)

The defeat of several secondary towns and the poli-
ties in the hinterland and the bartering of the slaves 
gained would have meant a continual strengthen-
ing of Tsimenata’s forces. In 1686 at the latest and 
about two years after his arrival, the time had come 
to attack the two most important towns Maringan-
do and Magelagie – a fact and dating which clearly 
should be accepted by now (Map 3). The reports of 
a treacherous strategy used by Tsimenata against the 
elite of Magelagie and Maringando (Brons 1695 in 
Leibbrandt 1896) cannot be confirmed. But as in 
Guillain a similar example of Tsimenata’s behavior 
is presented, describing how an Antalaotra mutiny 
was suppressed, such narration seems to contain a 
plausible souvenir. However, the lengthy descrip-
tion of a long resistance of the Antalaotra against 
Tsimenata in Guillain can clearly be designated as 
a later occurrence.

d)	The Founding of the Kingdom (1686–1695)

After about two years of continual struggle, Tsi-
menata had succeeded with his fundamental aims: 
He became master of the region around Mananga-
ra and Boeny Bay, a territory much more restricted 
than what has been described in Guillain (Map 3). 
The formal indication of victory and founding of a 
new kingdom was the construction of a royal resi-
dence with the symbolic name Tongaï (“arrived”), 
somewhat after 1686 (Map 3). This region would 
form the heartland of the new polity for which 
only a long time afterwards its present denomina-
tion Boeny became usual, a reminiscent of the de-
feated Islamic entrepôt in Bay Boeny.43 The years 
following these events until 1695, represented by a 
significant “dearth” of documents, should be seen 

43	 The name appears for the first time 1774 in a manuscript of 
the French traveller Mayeur (1912: ​59).

as a time of a still difficult situation and a gradual 
transition leading to the firm establishment of the 
new government. In about 1695, when Tsimenata 
was acknowledged for the first time as “the present 
king of Magelage and Maringande” (Brons [1695] 
in Leibbrandt 1896: ​28) by Dutch traders, this pro-
cess was well under way.

The case of the Antalaotra was unique in Mada-
gascar, as perhaps for the first time an Islamic en-
trepôt lost its political and economic independence 
and became part of a truly Malagasy Kingdom. The 
process of integrating the Antalaotra elite starting 
with the fall of Magelagie was particularly difficult. 
The account by Guillain, reporting that the Anta-
laotra were allowed at first to return to Magelagie 
in the bay of Boeny, later decided for a mutiny and 
were subsequently forced to leave this town for 
ever. This could be seen here as a realistic scenario 
and maybe has to be situated most plausibly around 
or just before 1696 as well.

Tsimenata, finally, could start to organize his 
new trading kingdom without any further enemies 
by hand. It seems that the king did not bother to en-
large his dominion further, a task undertaken by his 
descendants. When he died a few years later, prob-
ably just about 50 years old, an important legacy 
was left: A kingdom well-founded on a monopoly 
of international trade in the northwest, enabling ac-
quisition of wealth, power, and territory – and more 
succession difficulties to come. 

5	 The Conquest by Tsimenata: Results of  
an Exercise in Historical Reconstruction 

This article was an exercise in historical recon-
struction. A critical review and confrontation of all 
sources available has allowed one to distinguish 
between different categories of testimonials and 
memories and to focus on what seems most cred-
ible about the events leading to the victory of Tsi-
menata. The lessons learned concern our knowledge 
of the campaign and the primary sources reviewed, 
the latter including some important insights on his-
torical methodology of Malagasy sources.

Concerning the campaign and its historical truth, 
the analyses has confirmed that Tsimenata was well 
focused on conquering the economically most inter-
esting region around Manangara Bay and the striv-
ing Islamic entrepôt of Magelagie. The conquest 
was a rapid story: Arrived around 1684 in the region 
nearby Magelagie (but not Old Magelagie), Tsi-
menata and his “long-eared Sakalava” first defeat-
ed the hinterland, and finally succeeded to destroy 
the main trading towns Maringando and Magelagie 
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in 1686. The integration of the Antalaotra group in 
the new kingdom, however, proved to be a difficult 
task and perhaps was not secured until around 1695 
or even later.

Concerning the primary sources it has become 
clear that a classification of sources and oral mem-
ory available into several categories has been proved 
as a useful method, allowing clear differentiation 
of several layers of the fabrication of memory. 
In general, those sources closer to the events dis-
cussed have proved to be much more reliable con-
cerning the historical process of the conquest than 
those arranged much later, even if on first regard 
they seemed particularly comprehensive. The case 
of Guillain (1845) is particularly pertinent in this re-
spect. Therefore, an important general observation 

lies at hand, confirming what a number of scholars 
have already worked out (e.g., Vansina 1985): It is 
a very risky methodology to use sources of different 
times simultaneously, encapsulating a memory ar-
ranged under various conditions or to select sourc-
es without a careful confrontation of all documents 
available. The result of such procedure – as the dis-
cussion of the foundation of the Boeny Kingdom 
until today reveals – is an imprecise picture, full 
of confusing contradictions. It allows the possibil-
ity of integrating anachronism of all sorts, leading 
to a deformed picture of the past. Rather it is desir-
able to inspect carefully the primary sources and 
their backgrounds, to confront them, and to divide 
those which present a high probability of historic 
reality from those constructed under deviant condi-

Map 3: Madagascar around 1700: 
Political situation after the cam-
paign of Tsimenata.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.57, am 05.03.2026, 11:06:36. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2014-1-81


“… with 800 Men” – The Foundation of the Boeny Kingdom (ca. 1683–1686)

Anthropos  109.2014

101

tions. Such a methodology would allow to establish 
different periods in the making of memory and his-
tory, important for the understanding of the respec-
tive sources.

To make a final note: The exercise presented here 
is in my view exemplary for the work which waits 
to be undertaken for much of precolonial Madagas-
car. The critical examination of the sources present-
ed suggests a highly rewarding research enterprise, 
leading us to improve our heuristic knowledge and 
the understanding of the primary texts. As per my 
observation, much of the knowledge of the ancient 
Malagasy’s west coast history could be a worth-
while subject of such careful re-evaluation. On the 
one hand, a surprisingly rich documentation of pri-
mary sources and a record of outstanding histori-
cal and anthropological publications are available. 
On the other hand, these insights and documents 
with their many obvious contradictions – providing 
a rich scientific treasure – are rather rarely revised 
in a concise, critical, and focused way. A detailed 
analysis, such as presented here, urges for a criti-
cal and, therefore, deeper understanding of Mala-
gasy primary sources. And it urges one to uncover 
those many anachronistic interferences, which are 
a major impediment for the understanding for the 
particular logic of ancient societies or early states 
in Madagascar. 

Funding for research was kindly provided by the Ger-
man Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft), project KN 768/1–1 and 1–2.
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