
M adagascar is the fourth larg-
est island in the world. But 
the country also has its own, 

 smaller islands off the north coast, 
each one a microcosm of biodiversity. 
After flying direct from Johannesburg 
to the main tourist resort of Nosy Be 
(‘Big Island’), from there we cut loose 
for three days of sailing, swimming, 
snorkelling, eating, drinking, lazing… 
and unforgettable encounters. 

Our home was the motorised cata-
maran Maki CaT, which made its first 
stop at Nosy Antsoha, a privately owned 
island known for its lemur reserve. Here 
we took a trek on the rocky plains, using 
vines as handrails and rocks as steps. All 
the while our guides called out to the 
lemurs, of which Madagascar has over 
100 species and sub-species – almost all 
of which are endangered, vulnerable, or 
rare. It’s best not to pet them, tempted 
as you might be given their cuddly looks, 
as they can bite.

Next was Nosy Iranja, where a strip 
of sand exposed at low tide allows you 

to walk between two islets. It’s more 
populated with tourists, which explains 
the village’s labyrinth of restaurants, 
shops, and locals keen to make a sale. 
If you want some peace, trek up to the 
lighthouse designed by Gustave Eiffel 
and enjoy the spectacular views. Nosy 
Komba has much the same atmosphere.

DOWN AMONG THE CORAL
Things are less frantic at Nosy Tanikely, 
a volcanic islet make up of an underwa-
ter continental shelf that could allow 
for reconstruction of the site’s marine 
history. Still, it’s best to get there early if 
you want to enjoy crowd-free snorkelling 
and scuba diving in the coral reefs of the 
marine reserve, which features turtles, 
rays, groupers, angelfish, parrotfish, and 
plenty of other species. 

This island used to be a stopover for 
visitors coming from or going to mainland 
Madagascar. Today the only inhabitants 
are the keeper of the old lighthouse (built 
in 1908) and his family, but it’s also a 
popular place for the region’s inhabitants 

to picnic on special occasions such as 
Easter, Christmas, and New Year. 

You can climb what seems like an end-
less series of concrete steps to the top of 
the island, where the lighthouse requires 
one final push up a winding stairwell, 
rewarded by more panoramic views.

There’s more walking at Lokobe, one of 
Madagascar’s five Strict Nature Reserves. 
Although the tall trees will shade you 
from the sun, it’s best to bring plenty of 
insect repellent and good shoes that you 
can afford to muddy up, never mind that 
one of the guides might be forging ahead 
barefoot while he somehow manages to 
find all creatures great and small: lizards, 
geckos, chameleons, more lemurs, and 
even a Madagascar boa.

We spoke in a whisper not to scare 
away the wildlife that often ended up 
scaring us (or was it just me?). But the 
reverential tones seemed appropriate 
for the wonders of nature before us. 
Madagascar split from the Indian pen-
insula around 88 million years ago, and 
most of its plants and animals evolved 
in isolation. That’s why over 90% of all 
species are found nowhere else on earth. 
It doesn’t get more diverse than this. 

Eugene Yiga in Madagascar 

Eugene Yiga travelled from South Africa  
with Airlink (flyairlink.com) and MadagasCaT 
Charters & Travel (madagascat.co.za).
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Islands of discovery
Scudding from isle to isle on a motorised catamaran is 
the perfect way to forget city stresses and experience 
the many wonders of Madagascar’s nature reserves
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