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			Advance Praise for 

			A TASTE OF MADAGASCAR

			“I have had the distinct joy of guiding Emmanuel through the vibrant landscapes of Madagascar. He dared to play the adventurer with us to get as close as possible to the various growers and producers. 

			“Guided by a passion for discovery and a respect for both the traditional and the innovative, Emmanuel’s writing captures the essence of Madagascar’s food world. He brings to life the flavors of our island with the discernment of a true connoisseur, but it is his genuine fascination and connection with our food culture and local people that truly enriches his narrative. 

			“His work not only celebrates but also deepens the appreciation for our diverse ingredients, destined to inspire the palates of chefs and food lovers globally.”

			—Nirina Ramanandraibe
Assistant direction, Chocolaterie Robert; chairman, Mikéa Lodge

			“With A Taste of Madagascar, Emmanuel Laroche invites readers around the world to discover the Madagascar I know and love—not only its unique flavors and breathtaking landscapes, but also the stories of those who bring them to life. This book is a heartfelt tribute to the artisans, chefs, and farmers who shape our identity. From the richness of our seafood, chocolate, and caviar, to the warmth of our culture, Madagascar’s gastronomy is an experience like no other. I am deeply touched by how this book brings Madagascar to the world with such sincerity and beauty. It is a bridge between cultures and a heartfelt ambassador for our country, inviting the world to experience a nation that is as generous as it is unique.”

			—Viviane Dewa
Minister of Tourism, Republic of Madagascar

			“In the fall of 2022 I went on a wild adventure with another chef, a mixologist, Emman­uel, and others from his team at Symrise.

			“We studied the vanilla orchid and met with farmers and specialists from every step of the process, including the selecting and curing and the unbelievable hand-
pollinating of 80 percent of the world’s vanilla. 

			“We traveled all over the island, we cooked, we went to markets, and we tasted many of the dishes of this unique place and were able to meet with many people who supply exotic and fragrant ingredients like clove, wild peppercorn, vetiver, wild ginger, ylang-ylang, and patchouli. We got a true taste of Madagascar!

			“You’ll find glimpses of our experience in A Taste of Madagascar, Emmanuel’s upcoming book that captures the soul of this unforgettable island.”

			—Elizabeth Falkner
Chef and author; ChEF Productions

			“While my time in stunning Madagascar with Emmanuel was initially a mission to study vanilla as a singular commodity, we came away with an elevated understanding of the island’s incredible depth, both culinarily and culturally. From the aromatic markets to the endemic spices and the traditional Malagasy dishes, we uncovered flavors and stories that connect people to their land. Emmanuel’s sense of curiosity, deep love for incredible food, and passion for the world at large turned this journey into something truly transformative. A Taste of Madagascar vividly showcases the intricate interplay between the island’s biodiversity, resourceful communities, and culinary traditions. This book offers readers an inspiring glimpse into the complex tapestry of all that this inspiring place has to offer.”

			—Shannon Tebay
Specialist and consultant, Cocktail & Spirits

			“I spent ten unforgettable days in Madagascar with Emmanuel. My first glimpse of the capital revealed a place marked by visible hardship. But as we traveled to the lush SAVA region—where eighty percent of the world’s vanilla is grown—I discovered a vibrant culture full of life, color, and generosity.

			“The markets overflowed with friendly faces and unbelievably ripe, delicious fruit. I cooked with spices pulled straight from the field—fresh, fragrant, unforgettable. We took river taxis to hidden mountain farms to witness how cocoa is grown and fermented. And the process of producing vanilla—hand-pollinated, harvested, cured, dried, and fermented over months—was a true labor of love.

			“We met locals who had taught themselves to cultivate tropical plants for essential oils—used in perfumes—as a way to generate more income between vanilla harvests.

			“Just as we were heading home—on a flight Emmanuel was sure I’d miss (long story)—he told us he wasn’t leaving. He would return again and again to explore the island, even across difficult terrain, to tell the full story of this incredibly complex and beautiful place.

			“Emmanuel’s drive and dedication to deep, human-centered storytelling are incredible and praiseworthy.”

			—Michael Gulotta
Chef-owner, Mopho, Maypop, and Tana 

			“I have had a fascination with Madagascar long before I used my first vanilla bean from this island nation as a pastry chef at Spago. And now, with Emmanuel Laroche’s stunning new book, A Taste of Madagascar, my intrigue has grown even more. And after learning about Mariette Andrianjaka, the ‘Queen of Malagasy Gastronomy,’ I know my dream of going to Madagascar will come true. Buy this wonderful book, and you will be on your way as well.”

			—Nancy Silverton
Chef; co-owner, Mozza Restaurant Group; founder, La Brea Bakery

			“Emmanuel Laroche’s book, A Taste of Madagascar, comes along as a rich and welcome surprise to me. I have been studying the transformation of cuisines from the Old World to the New and back for thirty years. Tucked behind vast Africa to the east, ‘the Red Island’ is deliciously rediscovered here. This is a new and exciting revelation to take in! He is an intrepid explorer with a vast curiosity. This is an adventure tale as one of culinary wonder! 

			“In reading it, one can discover the stories behind ingredients such as cocoa, vanilla, pink peppercorn, wild pepper, tiger prawns, colossal cashew nuts, zebu meat, and even caviar. Additionally, interviews with local farmers, food artisans, and companies that cultivate ingredients tell how the foods are used in traditional and modern dishes. 

			“Eighteenth-century Frenchman Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin famously stated, ‘The discovery of a new dish confers more happiness of the human race than the discovery of a new star.’ The ‘star’ in this case is Madagascar and the ‘astronomer’ is Emmanuel Laroche!”

			—Norman Van Aken
Chef, author, and TV personality

			“My first reaction as I read this book was fascination at the dazzling array of ingredients and dishes as described by a flavor professional. My second was envy for Emmanuel Laroche, who had these opportunities to explore a unique and, for most of the world, little-known island and habitat. A third response was admiration for the people Emmanuel introduces us to, who are not only chefs and gourmands but are also advocates for the threatened natural environment and the marvelous culinary cultures it has made possible.”

			—Paul Freedman
Author and professor of history, Yale University

			“I’ve known Emmanuel Laroche for several years, and I’ve always admired his deep expertise and passion for the culinary industry. In A Taste of Madagascar: Culinary Riches of the Red Island, Emmanuel combines rich historical insight with a vibrant exploration of Madagascar’s unique culinary landscape. The book not only showcases the island’s diverse flavors but also tells a compelling story of its culture and history. Emmanuel’s ability to weave together these elements makes this book an essential read for anyone interested in the history and evolution of food, as well as those who appreciate the intersection of culture and cuisine. I highly recommend this book to culinary enthusiasts, history enthusiasts, and travelers alike—it offers a truly immersive experience of Madagascar’s gastronomic treasures.”

			—Nina Compton
Chef; owner, Compère Lapin and Bywater American Bistro

			“A Taste of Madagascar is a remarkable journey through the cultural and culinary richness of Madagascar, capturing the nuances of the island’s diverse landscapes, traditions, and flavors. At a pivotal moment in Madagascar’s history—one that will determine the fate of its lemurs, unique biodiversity, and culinary heritage—Emmanuel Laroche has created a work that brings Madagascar’s story to life.

			“More than a celebration of cuisine, this book is a profound exploration of an island’s identity, narrated through its flavors, customs, and environmental challenges. This is a story that needs to be told now more than ever, as Madagascar faces critical choices for its future.

			“A Taste of Madagascar is an essential read for anyone passionate about culture, ecology, and conservation, offering a heartfelt window into Madagascar’s soul at a time when its story must be heard.”

			—Abby Ross, PhD
Primatologist; founder, The Dr. Abigail Ross Foundation for Applied Conservation

			“From bustling markets to remote villages, Emmanuel Laroche captures the essence of Madagascar—a place where food tells stories of resilience, community, and an unforgettable dance of flavor.”

			—Daniel Stone
Bestselling author of The Food Explorer and American Poison

			“A Taste of Madagascar is a real travel adventure to a place most of us know so little about. Through good storytelling, Emmanuel Laroche paints a compelling picture of the beauty of this magnificent landscape and the dire need for protecting it and the food culture that lives within.”

			—Jason Evans
Dean, College of Food Innovation and Technology, Johnson & Wales University

			“A Taste of Madagascar is deeply and thoughtfully researched, illuminating the many culinary treasures and stories to be found on Madagascar. Cooks, travelers, readers, and adventurers of all types will find much to love in these pages.”

			—Laurie Woolever
Author of Care and Feeding: A Memoir and Bourdain: The Definitive Oral Biography

			“Madagascar, a very real place, is a mythical and magical place. Home to some of the world’s most precious wildlife, ecosystems, and as Laroche shows us, some of humanity’s most revered gastronomic indulgences. From chocolate to caviar, Laroche is your guide to discovering how special and unique the gastronomy of Madagascar is; it’s second to none!”

			—Jeremy Umansky
Chef; owner, Larder Delicatessen and Bakery; author of Koji Alchemy

			“I wish I’d had Emmanuel Laroche’s book when I was traveling Madagascar. He opens up a new dimension, often overlooked by visitors: flavor. In this intriguing culinary exploration, he brings to life a whole world of exotic fragrances, textures, and tastes. It takes a great enthusiast like him to do a job like this. Malagasies simply assume that the rest of the world enjoys what they enjoy. So, Emmanuel Laroche, thank for this delicious and delightful journey.”

			—John Gimlette
Author of The Gardens of Mars: Madagascar, an Island Story

			“Madagascar is an island of contrasts. It is full of riches in culture and biodiversity but has one of the poorest economies in the world. And with its culture firmly planted in the past, its young population is racing towards globalization. Many who set foot on Madagascar find it never quite leaves them. With A Taste of Madagascar, it’s clear that author Emmanuel Laroche has joined those of us who can’t help but return for repeat visits. Along with renowned local and international chefs, he explores the fascinating history and culture of Madagascar and Malagasy people through their spices, food, and traditions. The island’s biodiversity and local conservation heroes play a starring role in a chapter about lemurs and their conservation, with a visit to a community-led reforestation project in the eastern rainforest. A Taste of Madagascar is fun to read, and a unique travelogue of this place I love.”

			—Lynne Venart
Director, Lemur Conservation Network

			“This is a must-read for anyone interested in flavors, food, and adventure. Emmanuel Laroche combines a career in flavor science with a journalist’s eye for detail as he travels the hinterlands of Madagascar looking for interesting flavors, food—and the truth. The result is a captivating narrative. Informative. And fun.”

			—Tim McCollum
Founder and CEO, Beyond Good
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			To my children—Frederic, Laura, and Alexandre...

			“Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed 
by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. 
So, throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. 
Catch the trade winds in your sails. 
Explore. Dream. Discover.”

			—H. Jackson Brown Jr.

			“Travel isn’t always pretty. It isn’t always comfortable. 
Sometimes it hurts, it even breaks your heart. But that’s okay. 
The journey changes you; it should change you.”

			—Anthony Bourdain

			“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.”

			—Marcel Proust

			“Preservation of one’s own culture does not require 
contempt or disrespect for other cultures.”

			—Cesar Chavez
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			Author’s Note

			As a child growing up in France, I dreamed of Madagascar—a faraway island that felt mythical in name alone. Decades later, that dream came true.

			A Taste of Madagascar is a work of narrative nonfiction shaped by three immersions I made to the island between 2022 and 2025. Each visit pulled me deeper into the island’s layers—culinary, cultural, relational, and personal. 

			Madagascar is often described in fragments—its unique biodiversity, its poverty rankings, its vanilla production. But behind those fragments are lives and landscapes that resist simplification.

			The chapters combine reported conversations, field interviews, culinary experiences, and firsthand observations. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, some dialogue has been lightly edited for clarity. The content of these chapters was written from interviews, field notes, and recordings to preserve the spirit and truth of the experience. In a few cases, timelines have been condensed or reordered to preserve narrative cohesion without altering the substance of events.

			The people featured in these pages—chefs, beekeepers, farmers, entrepreneurs—generously opened their lives and work to me. Their stories are presented as they were shared: personal, layered, and grounded in lived experience.

			Traditional Malagasy proverbs appear throughout the book, not just for literary effect, and not only to honor cultural context, but to reflect the values at the heart of these stories: resourcefulness, humility, and perseverance.

			This book is not a comprehensive guide to Malagasy cuisine, nor a technical study of agriculture or biodiversity. Rather, it is a portrait of a place told through food—through ingredients shaped by environment and memory, and through the people who grow, transform, and elevate them.

			To enhance the sensory experience of reading, a QR code on the “My Malagasy Soundtrack” page at the end of the book links to a curated playlist of local music. You’ll also find a section highlighting select companies featured in the book, for those interested in continuing the journey beyond the page.
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			One more way to extend the experience: during my first trip, I was joined by three American chefs whose perspectives and impressions added unexpected depth to our culinary exploration. I captured that shared adventure in a special episode of my podcast, Flavors Unknown, titled, “Exciting Culinary Adventures in Madagascar with Three American Chefs.” This QR code will take you directly to that conversation.

			Finally, while introductions are often skipped, I urge you not to overlook this one. It has been written and structured as a full chapter—offering essential context, framing key themes, and introducing places and people whose stories will unfold across the book. Reading it will deepen your understanding of what follows and provides a more connected experience from the outset.

			 

			—Emmanuel Laroche

		

	
		
			Foreword

			By Lantosoa Rakotomalala

			Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of Madagascar to the United States of America

			In Madagascar, we have a saying: “Ny teny toy ny atody: raha foy manan’elatra,” meaning, “Words are like eggs: when they are hatched, they have wings.” This encapsulates the transformative power of story­telling—how ideas can take flight and travel far, connecting people across borders. Emmanuel Laroche’s A Taste of Madagascar embodies this wisdom, offering readers a glimpse into the beauty, flavors, and ingenuity of our island.

			Madagascar is known for its breathtaking biodiversity, from its vibrant landscapes to its rich flora and fauna. Yet, as we strive to share the treasures of our land with the world, our cuisine and the ingredients that shape it are emerging as symbols of cultural and economic significance. In this book, Emmanuel journeys through Madagascar to uncover the stories behind our vanilla, cocoa, rice, caviar, and spices—ingredients that are not only integral to the island’s economy, but also a reflection of its potential and creativity.

			Emmanuel’s dedication to capturing the essence of Madagascar is evident in every page. He ventures beyond the familiar narratives of exoticism to explore the people, traditions, and innovations that define the island today. He engages with farmers, chefs, mixologists, and environmentalists, weaving together a narrative that highlights both the challenges and triumphs of a nation rich in heritage and ambition.

			Like the resilience behind our national dish, Malagasy Romazava, life is a slow-simmered harmony: rich, earthy, unexpected, unforgettable, and best when shared.

			During his travels, Emmanuel witnessed efforts to balance cultural evolution with respect for ancestral traditions. He encountered individuals and communities working tirelessly to preserve biodiversity, combat deforestation, and promote sustainable practices. Their stories reflect the resilience and resourcefulness of the Malagasy people, who are committed to shaping a brighter future while honoring their past.

			Madagascar’s culinary landscape is evolving, with a new generation of chefs and mixologists reimagining the possibilities of our local ingredients. Emmanuel captures this dynamic transformation, showcasing how Malagasy cuisine is embracing creativity while staying rooted in authenticity. From the bustling streets of Antananarivo to the tranquil shores of the Indian Ocean, he paints a vivid picture of an island brimming with opportunity and inspiration.

			If you’ve never been to Madagascar, this book is an ideal companion to traditional travel guides, offering an immersive journey beyond the familiar paths and into the heart of the island’s untold stories. By following in Emmanuel’s footsteps, you won’t simply tour Madagascar; you’ll experience it as few ever have, uncovering its essence through its people, landscapes, and culinary treasures. Even if you’ve already visited, this journey provides fresh perspectives. With Emmanuel as your guide, you’ll discover not only the visible beauty of Madagascar but also its hidden wonders—the secrets that make our island truly unique.

			This book is more than a culinary exploration; it is an invitation to appreciate Madagascar’s unique place in the world. By celebrating the stories of those who cultivate and transform its natural bounty, Emmanuel shines a light on the interconnectedness of culture, economy, and environment. His work reminds us that food is not only nourishment but also a powerful medium for understanding and connection.

			It is my hope that A Taste of Madagascar will inspire readers to discover the richness of Malagasy ingredients and the stories they carry. May it encourage respect for the environmental and cultural heritage that sustains them, and may it deepen the appreciation of Madagascar’s contributions to the global culinary landscape.

			As the Ambassador of Madagascar to the United States, it is my honor to introduce this journey. Emmanuel Laroche has crafted a tribute to our island—one that I am confident will resonate with readers around the world, inviting them to savor the flavors of Madagascar and glimpse into the heart of its people.

			 

			—Lantosoa Rakotomalala
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			    From left to right: Chef Elizabeth Falkner, me, Mixologist Shannon Tebay, and Chef Michael Gulotta.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Where the Story Takes Root

			Ny lalana no fetra, ny atao no hita. 

			The path sets the boundaries; what is done is what becomes visible.

			—TRADITIONAL MALAGASY SAYING

			Ever wondered where your favorite ice cream flavor originated? The answer lies in the heart of Madagascar, a paradise known to some but a mystery to many. Many people in the US think of Madagascar as an animated film. Some people even think it is an imaginary world. But this island nation is real, pulsing with stories that connect the past to our plates. It’s a huge island in the Indian Ocean, home to plants and animals that exist nowhere else in the world. Here, in this secluded part of the planet, exist many culinary flavors, tales, and traditions not yet fully discovered.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			The first time I set foot on this island was the fall of 2022, the year of my fifty-ninth birthday. Like many French people, I grew up aware of the island and its history as part of France’s colonial empire, but I never knew the details. I perceived it as an exotic place with the same beautiful fauna, flora, and landscapes illustrated in my childhood stamp collection. Each stamp was a miniature window into tropical paradises, rugged coastlines, and gorgeous atolls. Lemurs, baobabs, and heavenly beaches were visuals I often associated with this country. There was also a large Malagasy diaspora in France, so Malagasy culture had a certain visibility, and I had friends in elementary school whose families were originally from the island. I never paid much attention to it though.

			Then, in the early ’90s, when I started my professional career in the flavors industry, Madagascar resurfaced in my life—the first time since childhood. I discovered that the island accounted for 80 percent of the worldwide vanilla bean production, and suddenly, I could connect it to a familiar ingredient from my everyday cooking.

			While vanilla, known as the “queen of spices,” undeniably marks a prominent chapter in Madagascar’s food narrative, it only scratches the surface of the country’s current rich food landscape. Regrettably, Madagascar is infrequently highlighted in the news. When it does make headlines, it’s often due to negative events like famine, the loss of endangered species, threats to its unique biodiversity, cyclones, political instability, and corruption. A report from the World Bank Group mentioned that due to the country’s “location, topography, and socioeconomic conditions, Madagascar is highly exposed to extreme weather events, especially cyclones, flooding, and drought.” But through this book, I wanted to present lesser-known facets of this nation. In my journey through the island, I uncovered a plethora of food ingredients and spices such as indigenous blossom honey, endemic wild pepper, pink peppercorn, blue ginger, and more. Each tells its own story, and each is deeply connected to courageous entrepreneurs, resilient people, and local terroirs.

			Zsoil, is a land shaped by its isolation. Just a little larger than California, this world’s fourth largest island rests 250 miles off the African coast in the Indian Ocean, yet it feels a world apart. For me, the journey from New York to Antananarivo, the capital, was not just a physical one—it was a trip into the unknown, spanning nine thousand miles and nearly eighteen hours, including a layover in Paris, with each mile deepening my anticipation of what lay ahead.
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			This nickname, “Great Red Island,” isn’t just poetic—it stems from the island’s laterite-rich soils, deeply tinted by iron and aluminum, formed under hot and wet tropical conditions. Once exposed to the air, the iron in the soil oxidizes, giving it a characteristic red color. The prominence of this reddish soil in many parts of the island, especially in the central highlands, makes the landscape appear red, hence the name.

			Madagascar can be divided into five geographical regions: on the east, the coast stretches out, while the Tsaratanana Massif rises in the north, crowned with the island’s highest peak. The backbone of Madagascar, the central highlands, run the length of the island and range from 2,600 to 5,800 feet (800 to 1,800 meters) in altitude. To the west, the coast plays host to dramatic limestone formations known as tsingy, sculpted patiently by years of relentless rains. And finally, the southwest area, primarily semi-arid, receives less rainfall than other parts of the island.

			Yet, the tale of Madagascar isn’t solely etched in its soil and stone. Madagascar’s isolation, dating back to its split from the supercontinent Gondwana, shaped a land where time stood still. For millennia, its flora and fauna evolved in solitude, untouched by human hands. This pristine isolation remained until the eighth or ninth century, when the first settlers arrived. By the time of my visit, Madagascar was home to 29 million people, but its wild heart—a place where nature and culture coexist—still felt untouched, waiting to be discovered.
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			While delving into Madagascar’s history, I discovered a land that began its narrative around two millennia ago, when seafarers—possibly of Indonesian and African descent—began to settle on this previously uninhabited land. Their legacy remains in the Malagasy language that evolved in isolation, branching into varied dialects. So profound is this diversity that the dialect spoken in the capital, Antananarivo, can sometimes sound foreign in regions like Tuléar (now Toliara) in the south, or Diego Suarez (now Antsiranana) in the north.

			Madagascar’s cuisine is a mosaic woven from its rich history of migration and cultural exchange. Each flavor reflects the island’s journey, blending influences from across the globe into a uniquely Malagasy identity.

			The Indonesian Connection

			The earliest threads of Madagascar’s culinary fabric can be traced to Indonesia, brought by Austronesian ancestors:

			•Rice as a Foundation: Both Madagascar and Indonesia share a deep cultural and culinary reliance on rice, or vary in Malagasy. This staple mirrors the agricultural expertise of the Austronesian settlers.

			•Familiar Flavors: Variations of Indonesian satay (grilled skewered meats) appear in Madagascar’s own satay-like dishes.

			•Koba’s Sweet Parallels: The Malagasy snack koba—a steamed or baked mixture of rice, bananas, and peanuts wrapped in banana leaves—bears a striking resemblance to Indonesian sweet treats.

			•Mofo Gasy: This Malagasy snack rice cake echoes the ingredients and preparation methods of Indonesian snacks, reinforcing a shared culinary heritage.

			The African Influences

			As Austronesian practices intermingled with African traditions, Malagasy cuisine evolved to include distinct elements from the African mainland:

			•Stews with Depth: Many Malagasy stews feature ingredients like groundnuts (peanuts) and pulses, reflecting African culinary techniques.

			•Staples of Maize and Cassava: Originally from the Americas, these crops arrived in Madagascar through Africa and became integral to local diets. Cassava is especially versatile, consumed both as a root and in leafy dishes.

			•Vegetables with Roots in Africa: Greens like amaranth (anamamy) and okra have become cornerstones of Malagasy cooking, showcasing the island’s connection to its African neighbors.

			The Arab Influence

			Arab traders arrived between AD 800 and 900, leaving an indelible mark on Madagascar’s food culture:

			•Spices and Trade: Through Arab trade routes, spices like cloves, cardamom, and black pepper became staples in Malagasy cuisine, enriching its flavor profiles.

			•Aromatic Rice Dishes: While rice cultivation originated with Austronesian settlers, the Arab influence introduced spices like saffron to enhance traditional preparations.

			•Sweet Temptations: Arab settlers brought pastries and desserts made with honey, dates, and deep-fried dough, inspiring Malagasy sweets with Middle Eastern flair.

			•Coffee’s Arrival: Though coffee’s origins lie in Ethiopia, Arab traders spread its cultivation and consumption to Madagascar, embedding it in the island’s cultural landscape.

			The Portuguese Encounter

			The unexpected arrival of Portuguese sailor Diogo Dias in 1500 marked a pivotal moment, albeit with subtler culinary contributions compared to earlier influences:

			•Chili Peppers: Introduced by Portuguese explorers, chili peppers added heat and complexity to Malagasy dishes, including the now-popular chili oil.

			•Spice Trade Expansion: Portuguese engagement in global spice routes further integrated Madagascar into this network, solidifying its role as a hub for aromatic ingredients.

			From Indonesian-inspired satay skewers to African groundnut stews and Arab-spiced rice, Madagascar’s cuisine narrates a story of migration and adaptation. Each bite serves as a reminder of the island’s rich cultural exchanges, celebrating its position as a crossroads of culinary traditions.

			The island soon became the envy of European powers. Their numerous attempts to colonize were met with formidable resistance from the native Malagasy warriors, proving the island was no easy conquest. In the shadow of these global powers, pirates found solace on the island’s eastern coast in the 1600s. Their tales of hidden treasures and high-sea adventures added to Madagascar’s mystique. As the pirate era weakened, Madagascar witnessed the emergence of its own kingdoms. The Sakalava monarchy in the west and their rivals, the Merina, rose to prominence. In 1810, the Merina Kingdom, under King Radama I’s leadership, expanded its dominion across the island. Introducing Christianity, forming alliances with the British, and industrializing the region, his reign marked a renaissance. However, the wheel of time turned, and under Queen Ranavalona I, Madagascar witnessed a resurgence of its ancient rituals and a persecution of Christians. Her reign was both revered and reviled.

			By 1896, after years of resistance, Madagascar became a French colony, with its lands being exploited for timber (especially rosewood and ebony), its shores for exotic spices, and its people for cheap labor. The Malagasy spirit, however, remained unbroken. It roared to life in the uprisings of 1918 and 1947, eventually attaining independence on June 26, 1960, with Philibert Tsiranana as its first president.

			The post-independence journey was anything but smooth. Leaders like Didier Ratsiraka and Marc Ravalomanana, each with their distinctive leadership styles, shaped the nation’s destiny. Ratsiraka’s reign oscillated between dictatorship and political unrest. While Ravalomanana, once a humble yogurt seller, rose to become one of Madagascar’s most influential leaders by focusing on economic and cultural revitalization.

			As we reflect on Madagascar’s journey, it’s not just the milestones but the everyday life that adds color to its narrative. In 1960, as the island transitioned from a French colony into an independent state, the Malagasy people blended their traditional agricultural and fishing lifestyles with the new political changes.

			Today, Madagascar reflects a complex history shaped by resilience. From Antananarivo’s busy streets to the historical fortress of Ambohimanga, the country reveals a layered past marked by both challenges and progress. Influenced by Malayo-Indonesian, African, Arab, and European cultures, Madagascar continues to evolve as a society defined by adaptability and cultural diversity.

			Madagascar’s history reflects the intersection of indigenous and colonial influences. This is evident in the dual naming of some cities—for example, Antananarivo, the capital, is also known by its French colonial name, Tananarive. These parallel names highlight the administrative legacy of French rule and serve as reminders of the country’s complex past.

			In October 2022, I embarked on a journey to the island of Madagascar, accompanied by three American culinary maestros. This wasn’t just a whimsical journey; it was a voyage to the very heart of vanilla production, organized by my employer, Symrise, a global flavor and natural ingredient company.

			At the time, Symrise just launched a new vanilla extract for culinary professionals in the US market. As vice president of marketing, I developed a nationwide contest in partnership with StarChefs, a platform serving the restaurant industry. The challenge brought together leading chefs, pastry chefs, and mixologists to craft standout dishes, desserts, and cocktails using our vanilla extract. From hundreds of entries, three winners were selected to travel to Madagascar and explore the origin of the ingredient firsthand.
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			Based in Los Angeles, Elizabeth Falkner is an award-winning chef recognized for her contributions to food, film, and culinary media. She has competed on shows such as Food Network’s Tournament of Champions, Iron Chef America, Food Network Challenge, and Top Chef Masters and also served as a judge on episodes of Top Chef. Beyond her culinary achievements, Falkner is an advocate for LGBTQ+ visibility and gender equity in the industry, adding another dimension to her public presence.

			Michael Gulotta hales from New Orleans—he is a chef and an entrepreneur. The mastermind behind Mopho, Maypop, and Tana restaurants has been a semifinalist two times for James Beard’s “Best Chef: South” category. Gulotta’s endeavors stretch beyond mere culinary passion, displaying an entrepreneurial flair.

			Shannon Tebay’s tale begins in Albuquerque and continues now in New York City. Her mixology expertise reverberates through famous establishments like Death & Co in New York and the American Bar at the Savoy Hotel in London. She also worked at The Lower Third in London’s Soho, where she mixed more than just spirits. She’s a fervent advocate for inclusivity, tirelessly pushing the envelope for underrepresented bartenders.

			United by their insatiable curiosity, adaptability, and a shared ethos of collaboration, these three well-traveled American culinary experts were not just passengers but also pivotal players in my first trip to Madagascar.

			I have been fortunate to share and promote Madagascar’s esteemed vanilla extract at Symrise for two decades. Throughout this time, I felt a growing desire to visit the Red Island. I wanted to come closer to the source of this timeless flavor I worked with and wholeheartedly supported for years.

			I commenced on this adventure with a mindset primed for professional growth. It’s about understanding the business better, meeting my Symrise colleagues on the island, engaging with farmers, and exploring vanilla plantations, I told myself. But Madagascar had surprises in store.

			This trip was a transformative experience. The beauty of Madagascar is not just in its scenery; it is in its soul. And beyond the stunning ingredients and rich biodiversity, it was the people who truly captured my heart. 

			In the lead-up to my 2022 expedition, a local colleague of mine introduced me to Herilalaina Ravelomanana, better known as Chef Lalaina, Madagascar’s most renowned chef, a disciple of Auguste Escoffier and recipient of nine international awards. Chef Lalaina, who is self-taught, created from scratch an outstanding gourmet restaurant, Marais, in Antananarivo. Months before setting foot on Malagasy soil, a shared dream materialized. Together with the American chefs and Chef Lalaina, we envisioned a cocktail dinner at Marais—where cutting-edge dishes would be served together with exotic cocktails, each bursting with Madagascar’s iconic spices, vanilla, and even caviar. Picture this: American culinary artists working alongside the most famous Malagasy chef and his brigade, promising a night like no other to several hundred local guests.

			And speaking of cocktails, the presence of Shannon Tebay on this expedition ignited a spark. It fueled an ambition to forge a unique blend of Malagasy tradition with American cocktail flair. We worked on a cultural exchange of cocktail-making by incorporating the island’s local ingredients to develop new cocktail recipes. We connected with Randrianarisoa Mahery Tiana, bartender and mixologist at Comptoir des Artistes, situated in the heart of Antananarivo’s creative hub, La Teinturerie. He is known as K-Mëc, a title that embodies his unique approach to mixology. Each letter reflects a key element of his craft: “K” stands for knowledge, the dash symbolizes art, “M” is for mixology, while “ë” stands for experience, and, finally, “c” represents cocktail. La Teinturerie is a space where art comes to life in a myriad of forms, from exhibitions and concerts to debates and workshops. But above all, it’s home to the Comptoir des Artistes—a bar where local ingredients are mixed in a glass to celebrate the Malagasy culture.
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			With the news of American visitors, K-Mëc’s excitement was palpable; so much so, he took it upon himself to launch the first ever craft cocktail competition, and the American chefs would be the judges. Yet, woven through these feelings of excitement were threads of uncertainty. Along with Chef Lalaina and K-Mëc, our American collaborators grappled with a mix of emotions: exhilaration from the prospect of uncharted flavors and some hesitancy in navigating unfamiliar terrains of tools and organization. However, it’s worth noting that these seasoned professionals thrive in dynamic situations. They’re no strangers to last-minute ingredient swaps, orchestrating dinners alongside fellow chefs, or the pressures of televised competitions. Their adaptability and expertise are precisely what cooled my concerns.

			What I had anticipated as a business trip was rapidly transforming before my eyes. Madagascar wasn’t just about understanding vanilla better; it was also about understanding myself. I found an unexpected connection, a bond so strong that just seven months after my initial trip, I was back on a plane. This time was for a personal vacation and to research a book I felt I should write—this book.

			There’s an uncanny contrast between my structured professional life at Symrise and the free, untouched beauty of Madagascar. This contrast, however, brought clarity. And when it comes to vanilla, it made me look beyond mere transactions and business dealings. It reminded me of the beauty of the human component and the importance of the craftsmanship in vanilla bean production. The art of extracting the beans wasn’t solely about commercial exchange or chemical processes; it reflected the dedication of the people cultivating and curating it. These trips to the island taught me the harmony of science and tradition—how the science and technological precision I focused on for years was only one part of the story, complemented by the tradition and devotion of those who dedicate their lives to vanilla.

			It’s a rare privilege for a place to reshape one’s narrative; to change not just the way one sees the world, but also oneself. For me, Madagascar was that touchstone. While initially a business exploration, it became a trip of self-discovery and introspection. As I look ahead to creating more memories on the Red Island, one truth stands out: the essence of my journey lay not in reaching a destination, but in the stories uncovered and the revelations shared.

			On Chef Lalaina’s recommendation, I set foot into Chocolaterie Robert with little expectation other than to taste local chocolate. I met with a man named Nirina Ramanandraibe. I learned that in Madagascar, names like Nirina don’t conform to the gender expectations I was familiar with. As the doors of the chocolate factory swung open, a sense of destiny lingered in the air. Nirina’s passion for his family business and legacy, combined with the history of the island, was contagious. After exchanging stories, sharing laughter, and despite our vastly different backgrounds, we developed a connection. Spending those hours with him deepened my connection to this place beyond just business. After my first trip, Nirina and I kept in touch. I told him about my plan to write a book. “It would highlight Madagascar’s unique flavors loved worldwide, especially by French and American chefs,” I told him. I also mentioned wanting to share genuine stories and spotlight companies helping local communities. His eyes sparkled. “Let me introduce you to this land’s change-makers,” he said, offering along the way to be my guide. He kept his word. I chose to collaborate with Nirina, who truly represents the spirit of Madagascar.

			With a rich business education from Australia, Nirina returned to Madagascar to work for the family business. The first part of his career was mainly to look after the group’s real estate assets. He also wanted to uplift his people and became involved in a number of social projects, from nurturing the youth through sports and Boy Scouts to launching reforestation initiatives and supporting agritourism. More recently, he created Mikéa Lodge on the southwestern side of the island and is currently developing culinary tourism tours. A testament to his devotion was the family farm at the edge of Antananarivo. Once a childhood haven, it transformed under Nirina’s vision into an organic sanctuary, buzzing with life, from horses to the unexpected presence of crocodiles. Each corner of this farm hinted at his ethos: a harmonious balance between nature and nurture.

			Nirina was the perfect collaborator for my book, connecting me to the heart and soul of Madagascar. Through his eyes, I didn’t just see Madagascar; I felt it.

			Among the many individuals with whom Nirina connected me was Chef Farah Rabekijana. A two-wheeler aficionado and prominent influencer, Farah helms the Facebook page “My Road Trip Culinaire.” Here, she documents her gastronomic adventures across Madagascar, collaborating with the Madagascar Ministry of Tourism to spotlight the island’s tourist, cultural, and culinary treasures. Actively engaging with local communities, she crafts dishes from indigenous ingredients. Moreover, Chef Farah oversees Nirina’s family farm and accompanied us during my return visit in spring 2023.

			Foreigners usually recognize only a handful of Malagasy dishes, primarily Romazava (a national dish of zebu, or humped cattle, meat stew combined with tomatoes, onions, ginger, and greens—a hearty and flavorful affair) and ravitoto (boiled cassava leaves with either pork or zebu, prepared over an open fire). As our tastebuds can attest, Madagascar offers an expansive and culinary repertoire based on a flavorful mélange. What I found, traveling with Chef Farah, was a cuisine deeply entrenched in Madagascar’s storied history and influenced by its diverse set of settlers, including those from Indonesia, Africa, France, India, and China.

			Traveling between Antananarivo in the Central Highlands and the SAVA region on the northeast coast (SAVA is short for Sambava, Antalaha, Vohemar, and Andapa), to the western coast, it was evident that Madagascar’s size and varied climate played a significant role in regional specialties. But one thing remained constant: the importance of zebu, ginger, garlic, chili peppers, and soy sauce undoubtedly pays tribute to its Asian and Indian connections.
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			Rice is a staple. Few countries honor rice like Madagascar does. It’s not just a side dish; it’s a centerpiece. Consumed during all three meals, Malagasy’s take on rice is unique. The preferred smokey crust that forms at the pot’s bottom, after traditional cooking, is a delight. What’s even more intriguing is the practice of deglazing the pot with water. The “burnt rice water” is not wasted; it’s consumed as a calming after-dinner tea. This drink is called ranovola. It differs from Korean rice tea in its smoky flavor and preparation, as it is made from burnt rice and water without added tea leaves.

			Some might find certain dishes slightly on the oilier side, but that’s where the ubiquitous rice comes in, sopping up the juices and balancing out the dish. Plus, adding a light broth can always cut through the richness. The fusion of local ingredients and international influences makes Madagascar not just a must-visit for its scenic beauty, but also for its culinary culture.

			In a world increasingly drawn to authenticity and untapped culinary frontiers, Madagascar stands as a beacon of opportunity. This book highlights the island’s remarkable agricultural legacy, focusing on the passionate farmers and visionary entrepreneurs who cultivate its treasures while giving back to local communities. Although vanilla reigns as Madagascar’s signature export, the island offers a wealth of underappreciated ingredients with extraordinary potential on the global stage.

			Take the fruit of the baobab, a burgeoning superfood, or voatsiperifery, a wild pepper coveted by elite chefs yet largely unknown to broader audiences. Madagascar also produces exceptional cacao with distinctive red fruit and citrus notes, often overlooked in favor of larger commodity-grade cacao-exporting nations. Its vast coastline provides a bounty of seafood, with tiger prawns, one of the few products to make a notable mark internationally.

			Though much of Madagascar’s agricultural infrastructure is dedicated to vanilla, its unparalleled biodiversity holds untapped potential for the global market. As culinary explorers seek ever more distinctive flavors, the hope is that more of Madagascar’s extraordinary produce will find its rightful place on tables worldwide.

			On our journey from the east coast in (now Toamasina) to the west coast in Majunga (now Mahajanga), I conducted in-depth interviews with local farmers, artisans, and businesses. This book is a blend of travelogue and cultural exploration, offering a vivid narrative of Madagascar’s unique agricultural and culinary landscape.

			At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a curated selection of recipes—not as the primary focus, but as a complement to the stories within. These recipes, both traditional and modern, showcase how local chefs are reinterpreting Madagascar’s cuisine, alongside contemporary creations from American and French chefs celebrating the island’s exceptional ingredients.

			This book is not a collection of recipes; it’s an immersive journey into the heart of Madagascar’s culinary and agricultural world, enriched by captivating anecdotes and personal encounters that bring the island’s remarkable food culture to life.

			As you flip through this book, I hope you’ll share my excitement for the untapped potential of overlooked Malagasy ingredients and see them through the lens of global culinary trends, all while understanding the profound impact of food tourism on our shared adventure.

			Set against the lively backdrop of Antananarivo, our adventure commences at the restaurant Marais, a tribute to the country’s rich culinary landscape. Whether accompanied by the three American chefs or alone on my subsequent visits, I explore the eclectic landscapes of Madagascar: traversing the cocoa-rich soils of Ambanja and Brickaville, the aromatic vanilla from the triangle of the SAVA region, to the peaceful Lake Mantasoa, home to Africa’s and the Indian Ocean’s only caviar.

			Our journey is as varied as the terrain itself. In the disparate regions of Ambanja and Brickaville, cocoa beans unveil stories of unique flavors, molded by the terroir and refined by the craftsmen at Chocolaterie Robert. Our journey unfolds narratives of dedication, and the transformative journey from soil to soul. Near Antalaha, at Domaine d’Ambohimanitra, we met Dina Rasanjison, an expert of vanilla history on the island. She revealed a realm of diverse vanilla strains and shared tales of its illustrious past, lesser known outside the island. Under Dina’s guidance, we attempted the delicate art of hand-pollinating vanilla orchid blossoms. Venturing further east to Andapa, the vanilla heartland, we met the true heroes: the committed vanilla farmers. Their stories, struggles, and victories enriched our appreciation of this prized bean. At Lake Mantasoa, a short distance from Antananarivo, lies Acipenser, a sturgeon farm yielding the southern hemisphere’s exclusive caviar. I met with three French visionaries who transported fertilized sturgeon eggs here years ago. Today, the lake shelters six sturgeon breeds, including the scarce Persicus and Nudiventris. Rova Caviar, an Indian Ocean jewel, is enhanced by Madagascar’s unique environment.

			From these focal points, our narrative sprawls out, unveiling the spicy charm of the endemic voatsiperifery pepper, the citrusy aroma of pink peppercorn during crop season near Fort-Dauphin (now Taolagnaro), and the cultural significance of zebu (hunchback cattle). We delve into the sweet allure of honey with the Beekeeper, igniting a revolution one droplet at a time. Experience the new buzz around town with the fragrant rice of Madame Rose from the Antsiranana region, and get lost in the fragrant embrace of Nosy Be’s ylang-ylang flower, a quintessential component in perfumes like Chanel No. 5.

			As we explore Madagascar’s culinary treasures, the looming threat of deforestation casts a shadow over the island’s future. Driven by slash-and-burn farming, overgrazing, and charcoal production—practices with roots stretching back to the French colonial period—deforestation remains a persistent challenge. From honey-producing blossoms to the island’s endemic wild peppers, the delicate balance between biodiversity and human activity grows increasingly fragile. Madagascar’s distinctive ecosystem, once thriving beneath its forest canopy, is steadily diminishing, eroding not only its natural heritage but also the ingredients that shape its culinary identity. Despite these challenges, there is hope. Initiatives like Ecovision Village in Andasibe are championing forest conservation and restoration, safeguarding both the environment and the island’s culinary future. Through community engagement and partnerships with scientists, they extend their efforts beyond ecological preservation to provide tangible support for local communities. New projects, such as sustainable cocoa farming, are also showing promise, demonstrating that reforestation and agricultural innovation can go hand in hand.

			Our voyage culminates by showcasing the contemporary culinary faces of Madagascar—with chefs Lalaina, Henintsoa Moretti, Kakulé, and Farah Rabekijana rekindling our appreciation for the island’s large, diverse, and continually evolving gastronomic landscape.

			Beyond the narrative of ingredients, this book also traces the lives and efforts of the Malagasy people: the farmers, food artisans, and small enterprises that sustain the global palate.

			Madagascar generates 80 percent of the world’s vanilla beans. It’s imperative that we lend our support to the local population to ensure that the enduring impact of this cherished flavor continues for generations to come.

			Vanilla, an aroma and flavor familiar to countless societies worldwide, has etched a distinct place on our collective memory. This singular ingredient has transcended its culinary origins to become a symbol of intangible emotions and memories of our past. The story of vanilla encapsulates the threads of generational recollections, evoking nostalgia and serving as a bridge between generations of human experience. With its soft, sweet, warm aroma, vanilla has been infused into countless societal events and personal milestones. From birthdays celebrated with vanilla cakes and ice cream, to the scent of vanilla candles illuminating family gatherings, these moments become deeply embedded in our personal and collective memories.

			One importer explained Madagascar vanilla this way: “Vanilla is the most complex spice flavor on earth, which is what makes this high-quality bean so special—floral, sweet, and earthy undertones of dried dark fruits, oak, and leather all at the same time.”
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			The flavor and aroma act as a thread, weaving together tales of our past and present. Imagine a grandparent sharing a cookie recipe that they once baked with their own grandparents. As they bake with their grandchildren, the kitchen is filled with that familiar, comforting scent. It is not just a cookie being shared, but memories, stories, and a sense of belonging. The act transforms into a rite of passage, and vanilla extract becomes the medium through which generational stories, values, and love are transmitted.

			As the world primary cultivator of the vanilla orchid, the local communities of Madagascar are the backbone of the vanilla industry. Given the vast sociocultural importance and nostalgic value of vanilla worldwide, supporting these communities becomes an essential ethical and economic prerogative. Madagascar, as the heartland of vanilla production, plays a monumental role in ensuring the flavor’s continuity in our lives. Beyond the economic and ecological reasons, there is an intrinsic cultural and ethical need to champion these local communities. The global love affair with this flavor, replete with its nostalgic resonances and generational memories, owes a debt of gratitude to the tireless efforts of Madagascar’s vanilla cultivators. Supporting them ensures that these legacy flourishes, bridging past traditions with future aspirations.

			For the avid gastronomes, culinary travelers, food writers, and chefs among you, this book serves as both a cookbook and a passport. It’s an invitation to explore the intricate relationship between Madagascar’s environment, culture, and cuisine, and to immerse oneself in its vibrant traditions, stories, and people. Whether you’re savoring the recipes, crafted by both local experts and renowned American and French chefs, or picturing the vivid landscapes and gastronomic scenes, each page offers a slice of Madagascar, ready to be savored. And as we go on this journey, one must reflect: In the context of global culinary heritage and sustainability, what might we lose if we don’t preserve Madagascar’s culinary bounty, and how might we support the local communities, farmers, and food artisans responsible for the flavors ending up on our tables and in chefs’ menus around the world?

			As we delve into these pages, we explore not just the traditional and modern recipes inspired by the Red Island but the soul of a culture—woven with passion, resilience, and a touch of Malagasy enchantment.

			As we taste the wonders of Madagascar’s rich culinary tableau, let us remember that every flavor tells a story, and every tradition holds a legacy. Yet these stories and tastes remain fragile, threatened by the tides of time and change. Beyond savoring the delights, consider how we might play a part in the preservation of this legacy. Whether by supporting sustainable practices, promoting Malagasy cuisine, or simply sharing these stories with others, together we can ensure that Madagascar’s culinary heritage thrives for generations to come.

			Embark on this journey with both your palate and your heart.
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			    Perched above the heart of Antananarivo, the Rova of Madagascar.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Landing in Madagascar

			A Taste of Antananarivo’s Diversity

			Izay rehetra velona ambanin’ny lanitra dia mitambatra toy ny tsihy iray lehibe.

			All who live under the sky are woven together like one big mat.

			—Traditional Malagasy saying

			The scent arrived before the chef did: earthy truffle caramel on a black olive crisp, a citrus-and-chili bite of marinated red tuna, a frothy cappuccino of wild Salicornia (a genus of succulent that grows wild in salty marshes and mangroves) with tsiperifery pepper (a wild pepper that only grows on the island), and cauliflower paired with a sweet-tart passionfruit gel and local caviar. It was unexpected, precise, and unmistakably Malagasy.

			 

			    Perched above the heart of Antananarivo, the Rova of Madagascar.

		

	
		
			 

			Not served on a traditional plate, but in a sleek, minimalist bento box, the four elegant appetizers stood like edible vignettes—playful in form, complex in flavor. At that moment, inside the modern ambiance of Marais restaurant, everything else—our week of travel, the long roads north, the bustle of Antananarivo—fell away.
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			Just beyond the walls, Ant-a­nanarivo buzzed with its evening ritual: streetlights flickering over busy intersections, taxis honking in tangled traffic, the scent of grilled meat curling through narrow alleys. But here, the city’s rhythm gave way to something else—a curated quiet, soft lighting, minimalist lines, and the gentle clink of glassware.

			We spent a week on the island, traveling from the capital in the Central Highlands, to the lush northeast, guided by our insatiable appetite for discovery and a deepening appreciation for the island’s unique ingredients. Each day unfolded like a revelation: farmers, artisans, and locals welcomed us into their world, sharing their passion, stories, and expertise. It was as if we were unearthing culinary secrets hidden within the very heart and soul of Madagascar. Our time in the famed “vanilla golden triangle” only deepened our appetite for discovery and left us hungry for more. Now, we enthusiastically anticipated the pinnacle of our journey: a meal that would marry the island’s flavors with the expertise of its most celebrated chef, Lalaina Ravelomanana.

			One bite was all it took to understand why Madagascar’s ingredients captured the hearts and palates of chefs who accompanied me on the trip. This wasn’t just the beginning of a meal; it was the beginning of a deeper story, one I had come here to taste, and now felt compelled to tell.

			While the symphony of flavors played out before us, my thoughts drifted back to the nonstop flight a few days ago that set this incredible journey in motion. Our group of culinary adventurers had come together on a plane from Paris to Antananarivo, each of us hailing from wildly different worlds, with a common excitement and anticipation for what this country had in store. I had the pleasure of knowing two of the three culinary leaders before the trip, Chef Elizabeth Falkner, the Los Angeles–based culinary dynamo, and Chef Michael Gulotta, the master chef behind New Orleans’ culinary gems Mopho and Maypop. Both esteemed chefs graced my podcast, Flavors Unknown, with their presence, sharing their culinary journeys and unique approaches to cuisine. Chef Elizabeth Falkner, renowned for her innovative spirit and determination to challenge the status quo, captivated listeners with her inspiring story. She even penned the foreword for my first book, Conversations Behind the Kitchen Door. On the other hand, Chef Gulotta, known for his creative fusion of Asian-inspired cuisine with Louisiana pantry staples, enriched the podcast with his passion for melding diverse flavors and techniques. Tagging along for this wild ride was Shannon Tebay, a London mixologist who has become known for her beautifully crafted cocktails. We crossed paths before, back when she was shaking things up as the beverage director at Death & Co in the heart of East Village in Manhattan.

			The trio were the fortunate winners of a competition orchestrated by my employer, Symrise, a multinational purveyor of flavors and natural ingredients, and StarChefs. The contest was part of the marketing plan for the introduction of the company’s vanilla extract to the American market, catering to both consumers and industry professionals. The grand prize: an expedition to Madagascar, to intimately experience the world biggest region of vanilla cultivation. Alongside traveled a Symrise vanilla product manager, a flavorist expert in vanilla, and a marketing manager from my team, eager to partake in this remarkable journey.

			During the ten-hour flight, as the aircraft’s hum steadily carried us nearer to the adventure that awaited, we shared stories and expressed our aspirations for this trip. At one point during this lengthy voyage, I invited Elizabeth, Shannon, and Michael to accompany me to the plane galley, intrigued to discover their most cherished moments of exploring unfamiliar destinations.

			“When I arrive in a new place,” said Elizabeth, “it’s the smells that really capture my attention. It’s like getting a sneak peek into the local culture, the people, and their lives. Then it’s about the food and the ingredients.” Elizabeth explained that she was anxious to explore the local scene, wanting to learn about the kind of food people eat and wondering about their topics of conversation. Shannon agreed, emphasizing her love for creating lasting memories through flavors. Michael, on the other hand, shared his fascination with cultural diversity and the historical depth of the places he’d visited. “Experiencing other cultures is like unlocking a treasure trove of knowledge. Working in other countries has really opened my eyes to the diversity of the world. Living in the United States, we can sometimes forget how much history other countries have.”

			As we continued discussing our expectations, I couldn’t help but ask, “What do you all think we’ll find in Madagascar? Is it going to be anything like what you’ve experienced before?”

			“I’m really curious to see the parallels between New Orleans and Madagascar,” said Michael, “both being French colonies. It’s fascinating to see how the influence of a colonizing power manifests differently in various places.” I pointed out the distinct timelines of their independence, noting that Madagascar gained its independence in 1960, whereas Louisiana’s dated back to Napoleon’s reign. This prompted a lively conversation about the island’s unique history and how our individual perspectives would shape our experiences there.

			I confided in them my own enthusiasm for the opportunity to witness firsthand the comprehensive process of producing vanilla beans, spanning from the delicate hand-pollination of orchid flowers to the artisanal task of curing the green vanilla beans. I was particularly keen on meeting the vanilla farmers themselves. Familiar with Symrise’s narrative on the island and having relayed it to numerous clients, I anticipated enriching my presentations with personal anecdotes and experiences. I obviously had no idea, at that moment, that this trip would have a tremendous impact on me, and I would establish great connections that would bring me back to Madagascar.
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			Shannon chimed in. “Honestly, I’m trying to keep my expectations broad. I have no idea what to expect! We might be exploring the jungle with machetes, wading through rice paddies in rubber boots, or staying at fancy hotels. I’m just keeping an open mind and looking forward to experiencing the beauty of Madagascar and meeting interesting people.”

			“I’ve never been anywhere near Africa before,” added Elizabeth. “I’ve never been to a vanilla-growing region before either. I’ve been in many cacao regions around the world. I’m eager to explore the vanilla-growing region and compare it to my experiences in cacao-producing areas. I’ve been to Dominica and Venezuela in the equatorial belt, but Madagascar is in the southern part of it. So that’s very different. I want to understand the unique vegetation, agriculture, and climate of this island.” Elizabeth’s focus seemed to be on embracing Madagascar’s culinary offerings and expanding her knowledge by working with local chefs and bartenders. She expressed her excitement to experiment with the spices and other ingredients she would find at the local markets. For her, the opportunity to cook and make cocktails alongside local chefs and mixologists was a thrilling prospect. Beyond studying vanilla, she was excited to discover other ingredients and learn more about the local vegetation in the area.

			Michael shared that while he understood the culinary excitement, the real thrill for him was experiencing a completely foreign place, which felt almost like being on another planet. He indicated that one of the most significant aspects of the trip was the human factor. “Meeting new people and forming lifelong connections along the way is truly special. People that you may end up being friends with for years that you end up doing other things with later on down the line. That’s always one of the big ones that people don’t think about.”
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			We all agreed on our shared enthusiasm not only for the journey itself but also for the company we were keeping along the way—undoubtedly one of the more exhilarating aspects of the experience. We returned to our seats, and as the flight progressed, I noticed Michael slumbering peacefully. I considered him fortunate, as I have never been able to sleep on planes, regardless of the flight duration. I examined the flight itinerary displayed on the in-flight TV screen, always fascinated by the altered perspectives international travel provides. As the world map materialized, my mind grappled with the unfamiliar arrangement before me. I was so accustomed to seeing the Americas to the left and Europe to the right; however, this time, my usual landmarks eluded me. It took some moments of contemplation to comprehend that I was, in fact, observing the globe from above the African continent. Paris airport, now on the left, and our ultimate destination, Madagascar, on the right—we soared over Tanzania. This disorientation, a subtle foreshadowing, hinted at the frequent instances of losing my bearings that would later unfold throughout our adventure on the island.

			The anticipation and excitement radiated from Falkner as she discovered that the menu offered on the plane was curated by the esteemed chef Anne-Sophie Pic of La Maison Pic in Valence, France. Anne-Sophie Pic, the most accoladed female chef across the globe, boasting ten Michelin stars—including three in her native France—graced us with her culinary expertise. Her exquisite dishes, celebrating local ingredients, captivate the palate with their harmonious flavors, robust tastes, and refined delicacy.

			A shrimp tartare was served as the appetizer, accompanied by a pea cream infused with lemon and ginger. For the main dish, I opted for the conchiglie pasta, adorned with Swiss chard and a zesty lemon coulis, while Michael savored the beef cheek and coffee pot-au-feu, complemented by a sweet onion consommé. The enticing dish was completed by a creamy, lightly smoked, ash-coated goat’s cheese and a sprinkle of toasted pumpkin seeds. Though my distance from Elizabeth and Shannon prevented me from discerning their choices, they selected the succulent poultry and poulette sauce with tonka bean, accompanied by a creamy polenta brimming with mushrooms, or perhaps the pollock with seaweed, enrobed in a lovage sauce and a spinach and fennel compote. My taste buds rejoiced as I indulged in an assortment of fine French cheeses: the distinctive Crottin de Chavignol, the rich Fourme d’Ambert, and the flavorful Cantal.

			Several hours later, the pilot announced the commencement of our descent into Antananarivo, or “Tana,” as the locals called it. As we touched down, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe. Madagascar’s vibrant history as a pirate stronghold and a unique blend of cultural influences from Indonesia and Africa casts an air of mystique and intrigue. As I stepped off the plane, I felt a mix of excitement and apprehension, as I yearned to discover the island’s wonders while remaining cognizant of its challenges.

			The journey from the airport to Antananarivo left us drained after the long haul from Paris. In the hotel shuttle, no one spoke. All of us had our eyes open wide, captivated by this unfamiliar landscape. The novelty of everything overwhelmed us. Our driver led us down a narrow road from the airport to the capital. The sunlight was delicate, crisp, and sharp. The sky was vast and seemingly endless. It reminded me of my impression of the sky during my first visit to Kenya, almost forty years ago. Kenya remains a distant yet vivid recollection, where the boundless sky was adorned with colossal white clouds, a sight forever etched into my mind. Here, in the moment, the azure streams flowed down on either side of the road, trickling onto the still surface of the flooded rice fields.

			I took my first picture, wanting to capture the striking contrast of the light green color of the rice fields against the blood-red tint of the soil, with the hills visible in the backdrop. The city of Antananarivo was nestled atop one of the twelve sacred hills. I read before my trip that, in the late eighteenth century, King Andrianampoinimerina unified several tribes and established a kingdom ruled from twelve sacred hills. Before they were conquered, each of them was the center of a little kingdom rivaling the hill of Analamanga (the blue forest), now called Antananarivo.
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			Each country, each region of the world has its own unique colors, and those of the highlands of Madagascar at three thousand feet above sea level are an astonishing mix of orange and the rich red of laterite lands (a red soil rich in iron). I would discover in the following days that, as night falls, these colors blend into a hypnotic array of purple and violet, transforming the hills of Tana into a painting that reminded me of the ones from Georgia O’Keeffe. I remember at that moment the words from Michael on the plane; it is indeed a city that seems to have been transplanted from another planet and another era.

			As our chauffeur weaved his way toward the capital, I found myself unexpectedly captivated by the sight of the rice fields. For some reason, I was not expecting to see rice fields in Madagascar. Even though the Red Island was located 150 miles from the east coast of Africa, there was a strong Southeast Asian influence. We would soon experience the evident Southeast Asian cultural influence in Malagasy cuisine, in which rice was consumed at every meal.

			These lush, verdant paddies stretched out on either side of the road were strong proof of the integral role rice plays in the lives of the Malagasy people. This scenery added a sense of tranquility to the otherwise chaotic traffic, vans spitting out black smoke and dust clouds. As we approached the city, the hill loomed large, topped by the Rova of Antananarivo, also known as the Queen’s Palace. This striking fortress of red stone and age-old wooden design stood as a living, breathing symbol of the colorful heritage that Madagascar has to offer and the echoes of its storied past. I later learned the palace was built on top of a hill in 1834 by Queen Ranavalona, so that it could be seen from anywhere in the city. She was a powerful and controversial figure in the history of the island, who sought to preserve the island’s political and cultural autonomy in the face of increasing European influence.

			As we came closer to the city, winding around other hills, the neighborhoods grew more animated, and navigating the traffic became increasingly challenging. Tana could be an enigmatic maze for newcomers like us.

			The traffic ground to a halt. Street vendors pressed so close to our minibus I could have reached out and touched the strings of sausages and slabs of meat dangling from their hooks. Pedestrians moved like water between the cars and buses, slipping through gaps with practiced ease. 

			“Close your window,” our driver said quietly but firmly. “Someone could reach in and take your backpack.”

			The street narrowed. The crowd thickened. We inched forward, hemmed in by a tide of bodies. Children peered into the windows, palms outstretched. Men and women passed in worn shirts and dusty sandals.

			I sat back, my bag clutched tightly, flooded by a feeling I hadn’t expected: guilt, helplessness, discomfort at watching so much need from behind a pane of glass. It felt intrusive, like witnessing something I had no right to observe without offering more than a glance.

			In that moment, Madagascar’s famed natural riches faded into the background. What confronted us instead was a harsher truth: the beauty of the landscape cannot hide the deep economic inequality faced by so many who call this island home.

			The city of Tana was structured across three distinct tiers: the “ville basse” (lower level), the “ville intermédiaire” (mid-level), and the “haute ville” (high level). The evolution of these levels unfolded throughout history, testifying of the indelible impact of the French colonization. Tana’s “altitudinal” partitioning remained emblematic of a wealth-based hierarchy. The most affluent neighborhoods and opulent residences occupied the highest points of the capital, while, in contrast, the poorest neighborhoods predominantly lay within the plains of the lower town.
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