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1. INTRODUCTION

This paper explotes the social construction of the gfitra of the middle-west of
Madagascag, an appazently empty region, that lies between the highland Vakinackaratra
and the westetn Betsitiry regions (Figure 1), Variously desceibed as prairie or savanna-
like (Matchal 1974: 9, 17, McMahon 1892: 386) from. at least the 19" century it has
been knowsi by people from the highlands as a dangerous region, inhabited by no-one,
yet populated by roaming bands of marauders in search of slaves and cattle. Even
today, people from highland towns such as Ankazomiriotra that fie on the castem edge
of this empty zone are suspicious of strangets and fearful of the raiders who regulaily
steal cattle from them. I suggest in this paper that this conception of the ¢fifrw segion
was a direct resuit of the social and political transformations that took place in the
central highlands from the 18" to 19" centuries.

In particular, the creation and establishment of the highland state known as the
Metina fanjakana had an enormous impact on pattesns of inhabitation on the eastern
edge of the efitra region, in the region around the Andrantsay river, which runs to the
north of Ambohimanambola shown on Figure 2. The Metina conquered the lands of a
powezful polity (or_fanjakand) located in the Andrantsay region and incorporated them
into the Vakinankeatra administeative disteict at the beginning of the 19" century. This

1 The results discussed in this paper were produced during fieldwork funded by the University
of Michigan, the Wennes Gren Foundation, the National Science Foundation and the British
Tostitute in East Africa: These projects were co-directed by Ramilisonina with the help of
Victor Razanatovo, Vonjy Ramilisonina, Léa Ramilisonina, Zoelle Ramilisonina, Haata
Andrianavalona, Samfiel Ratovoarizo, Kerry Hacsis and Brian Boyd. The Museum of Art and
Archaeology, Antananarivo, provided essential logistical help; thanks especially o Jean-Aime
Rakotoagisos and Chantal Radimilaly. Finally, thacks to Lyane Griffin for help with
bibliogeaphic references.
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appeats to have effectively severed many of the older relationships between people that
had lived in the area and the landscape that came to be known as ¢fitre. However this
conguest seems also to have built on trends in living practices within the Andrantsay
region that had begun over a century previously as people started to move towards the
east and abandon previcusly inhabited areas further west.

2. MISSIONARY ACCOUNTS OF THE EFITRA

This paper attempts to understand the development of the 19" and 20™ century
perception of the effre among highland people living in the Mesdna fanjakana. This
necessitates understanding how the term was used and defined by highland language
users in the 19" century. The 1885 dictionary compiled for the London Missionaty
Society by Richardson defines it as: ‘

2 separation, a division, a compartment, a border, a border territory, a wilderness, 2
desert. )

This is consistent with the accounts of the middie-western #fitw by the Reverends E.
O, McMahon, and G. Herbert Smith; both British missionaries working in Madagascar
in the 1880s and early 1890s (McMahon 1890a, 1890b, 1891; Herbert Smith 1896).%
In May 1888 McMahon traveled through the gfifrw with a view to “planting a mission in
the very heart of Sakalava countty” in the Betsitity region (1891: 279, also McMahon
1892). This was a risky project for which he was ill-prepared, leading him through the
vast unirhabited “wilderness” that lay between the frontier of the Mesdina fawjakana in
the Andrantsay area, and the unfdendly Betsirity region of the Sakalava. He chose a
route that followed the river Mahajilo towards the west where it joins the Tsitibihina in
the Betsiriry region (Figure 1). The route was purposefully selected to avoid the Merina
frontier garstsons (McMahon 1891: 273). McMahon characterized the tegion through
which he traveled as gfitng, using the Malagasy term and describing it as a depopulated
wilderness or buffer zone that separated the wasting “uibes” of Sakalava and “Hova”
(Merina) on either side:

From the highlands of Vakinankaratra one can look across some fifty miles of this

% McMahon worked in highland Madagascar under the auspices of the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) (Hesbert Smith 1896). The articles
published in the Antananarivo Annual by McMahon suggest that the editors of the jousnal
did not hold his scholazship in high esteera, In both his 1891 and 1892 asticles editoxial notes
contradict him and vodercat his arguments. This may zeflect the tension between the non-
conformist London Missionary Society (LMS), the first missionary organization to lay claim to
the highlands of Madagascar, and the SPG, an osganization associated with the established
Chuech of England. .
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wilderness... (McMahon 1891: 273)

This ¢fitng appears to have been a threatening and dangerous place for people from the
highlands.

Our difficulties soon began, for the porters, which, after much difficuity, I had
engaged to accompany us, got disheartened as soon as we had passed all signs of
human life ... {1891: 273).

There was a genuine threat of violent encounters with bandits or suspicious Sakalava.
McMahon appears o have avoided these more by luck than judgment. As the highland
potters must have known, in the years before the mission, the frontier had been
ravaged by attacks, when people and cattle had been regularly seized and taken off into
the gfitra by raideis from Betsiriry. In 1885, three years previously, 148 people and 1,104
cattle wete recorded as having been taken from Mesdna parrison towns in the area by
raiders from the west (Marchal 1974 26). It was only in the year after McMahon's
mission that the Metina apparently gained the upper hand in the region (Marchal 1974
26). Although McMahon’s account is permeated with the sort of racist descriptions of
highland “Hova™® and lowland Sakalava that are often found in 19™ century colonial
literature, it does provide an illustration of the landscapes of the gfifre at the end of the
19" century.

In his dismissive description of the fears of the highland Mexina, McMahon inadver-
tently recorded some of the late 19 century perceptions of the efifrr among people
from the Vakinankaratta. Although these perceptions are filtered through his own
unsympathetic characterization of his guides and porters, they still provide a hint of the
ways in which the gffira was perceived by his highland compantons. McMahon makes
much of the fact that this was “the first visit by a white man to the country of the
Betsiriry tribe...” (180%a: 125), indicating that his understanding of the landscape must
have derived jointly from his observations and from what his -companions told him
together with how théey Hved within the landscape as they traveled through it. He
described the effre vatiously as an “uninhabited region dividing different tribes”, a
“tractless waste™ (1891: 273) and “a great belt of uninhabited country...which cuts off
the coast tribes from the central plateau” (1891: 386). These descriptions bring together
both perceptions of ¢fifrz tecorded in Richardson's 1885 dictionary, as an empty
wilderness, and also as a delineating zone that lay between the highland Merina
Janjakana and the lowland Betsiriry region on the west.

McMahon claimed that any occupation of the atea was of a transient nature, with
Sakalava raiders said to follow the wild cattle, living on the available fish and gamoe in
the area. The mission party found the gfffra to be populated with herds of wild cattle

5 Fiova’ was the term used by Europeans to describe people from the highlands, more

" commonly known as ‘Merina’ today.
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“[n almost every valley” (1891: 275), along with wild boar and quantities of guinea
fowl. They also found plentiful supplies of wild oranges (McMahon 1890a: 127)
Despite this, by the seventh day of the expedition the travelers were reduced to eating
their sandals as their dee had run ocut (1891: 276). For many highlanders a region
without rice paddies may as well have been a literal desert. McMahon recorded a saying
amongst the men who accompanied him: “Better a foolish person should die than (the
pacty should) be with a broken [rice?] cooking pot in the wilderness” (1891: 274). This
saying appears to refer primadly to the calamitous eventuality of being without cocked
sice. McMahon notes that the men he traveled with went on to say that it would be
possible to cook the rice using 2 piece of bamboo instead, suggesting that this
possibility was a source of discussion and probable anxiety among his group. This
difficuity in exploiting the-tesources of the unfamiliar landscape was not peculiar to
McMahon’s mission. As Raison discusses, the aborted expedition by the Metina king
Radama [ through the ¢fiw to conquer Betsitity in 1820 was also bedeviled by an
mability to find food in this “desert.” According to oral traditions in the Tantanan’ By
Audriana, the troops were reduced to eating frogs and even earth before finally finding
sice when they had retreated back to the east (Charles 1990; Raison 1984: 275-G).
McMahon was also aware of this history and when the mission found a lasge number
of human bones on Séamody hill in the efitrz this can only have reinforced the their
negative impression of the region. McMahon described the bones as those of the dead
of Radama’s army lying where they had fallen from exhaustion and hunger (1890x:
126, 1891: 275). _ _ _

McMahon’s comments suggest a dominant perception of the region both by him
and probably by people from the central highlands as “empty” and uninhabitable as weli
as uninhabited. This was probably reinforced by the apparent lack of tombs in the aten.
As Bloch has described in detail for highland Merina (and indeed for people from the
Vakinankazatra region), tombs play a key role in the creation and maintenance of under-
standings of place and identity (Bloch 1971). Amongst highland Merina communities in
the 19™ and 20 centuties {(and probably ealier), every free person had an ascribed
physical ancestral land ox fanin'dragana (see also Evers this volume), which was defined
by the presence of the family tomb associated with the dice paddies worked by the kin
group. For people living in the Vakinankaratsa, a landscape without dce and without
tombs would have been empty indeed.

This perception would have reinforced the other elements of the imaginatve space
of the gfifra. The hazardous natare of the apparently uninhabited ‘empty’ landscape was
presurnably intensified by the additional pesceived threat from the bellicose Sakalava
who made regular raids on the Merina frontier in the region of Andrantsay.

3. CONQUEST OF ANDRANTSAY BY THE MERINA

The battles between the Sakalava of Betsisity and the Merina had been ongoing
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throughout the 19% century, marked in particular by the failed attempts of the Merina
sovereign (wpanjakd) Radama 1 to subjugate the region in 1820-1 (Callet 1908; Raison
1984: 275-6). ‘Ihe need to colonize the areas outside the fronters of
Anddanampoinimerina’s_fanjakana appeated o be a major concetn of later rulets, as
expressed  in  the Tawwen' ny Andriana {Callet 1974 wvol. II: 204}
Andrianampoinimesrina is said to have expressed his expansionist vision at his death, to
his son Radama I: “Imetina is now unified and the ocean marks the edges of your tice
felds”. Raison’s (1984: 276-7) work on the history of the fronter region around
Andrantsay also confirmed that the western frontier of the Merina fayyiakana was mote
of a desired movement westwards, than a static delineated ‘edge’, especially in the eady
yeats of the famjakana. However, after 1863 raids on the frontier area from the ¢fftra
increased. At this time Radama II was assassinated and rebellion broke ocut in the
Vakinankatatra. Although rapidly suppressed, the rebellion weakened the Metina hold
on its western frontier, leading to mote systematic attacks from the west on communi-
ties in the borderlands (Raison 1984: 280; Marchal 1974 20).

By the time of French argival in the atea ins 1897, only nine years after McMahon's
expedition, the western frontier area around the town of Ambohimanambola was
practically deserted (Matchal 1974: 27). A bulletin reported:

We found no tzace of villages; this was due to the ever-present fear of the Malagasy
of sakalava looters who often make raids as far as Betafo. Today ous troops form 2
lragsies between the Sakalava and the inhabitants of the central plateaus, it is
without doubt that the latter will decide without fear to expand into the west,
above all if the local authorities favor their installation {quoted in Marchal 1974: 26,

my translation},

Atchaeological study of the Andrantsay region, located on the eastern edge of the ¢fitra
where the highlands begin to soften and slope down towatds the coast, {Figures 1 and
2) has indicated that the area has a longer and more complex history than that which
would be ascribed to it on the basis of historical documents and osal traditions alone
(Crossiand 2001a). The history of the Andrantsay tegion has implications for our
understanding of the gfitra or ‘wilderness’, allowing some exploration of how far this
“wilderness’ has been constructed as an idea as much as a physical seality. Although
both Maschal (1974) and Raison (1984) have studied the recent histozy of the region,
only an archacological approach has the potential to investigate living practices for the
period of ‘mythic’ time before memory and oral tradition can or care to remember. This
approach allows another toute to explore the ways in which memory and forgetting of
the landscape of the ¢ffra have been constructed in the frontier region of Andrantsay.



Michigan Discssions in Anthropology

4. ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION ON THE EASTERN EDGE OF
THE EFITRA S

From 1997 to 2000 the Andrantsay Archaeological Project surveyed a section of the
western-most edge of the Vakinankaratra in the Andrantsay area (Figuze 2). This

bordesland provides interesting contrasts between the densely populated area further

east around Soavina and Betafo, whese the valleys are heavily terraced for wet rice
cultivation, and the drer, more savanna-like environment, west of the basin of
Ambohimanambola, which has fewer dce paddies and which 1s more sparsely
populated. I pinpointed this area for research for a xange of reasons. Not only did it
matk the beginning of the western frontier of the Merina fasfzkana, but it was also the
locus of the eatlier Andeantsay kingdomy’ o1 famjakana in the 18% and 19™ centuries. In
addition, the region provided an opporiunity for archaeological exploration of the very
different physical landscapes to east and west of Ambohimanambola, The Andrantsay
Jaujakana is usvally viewed as the last significantly populated area befote the efim
begins. Fven before the Merina conquered the area and created a frontier for their
. Jaujakana there, the Hmited historical secords indicate that ‘population did not penetrate
further west into the efitne region (Mayeur 1913). The significance of the region has led
to several previous studies of its geography (Raison 1984), history and oral traditions
(Dez 1967; Larson 1992; Marchal 1967) and demogeaphy (Marchal 1974). These
studies provided a detailed background for archaeological study, enabling me to begin to
put the archaeological evidence into a broader historical and geographical perspective.
Archaeologically however, there has been lttle published wosrk apart from Marchal’s
visits to some of the larger ditched and walled sites around Ambohimanambola

{1967). In 1970 MHle tecorded all the ditched and walled sites visible from aedal

photographs over most of the central highlands (Figure 3). He divided the region into
quadrants based on the 1:100,000 maps produced by the National Institute of
Geodetic Survey and Cartography in Madagascar. Unfortunately the aerial photograph
coverage to the west of Antirabe was incomplete, so he excluded two quadrants from
his survey. These covered the whole of the Andrantsay region {(designated by
maps/quadrants M49 and N49). His study showed that the central highlands are
coveted by 2 high density of walled and ditched sites, particularly in Central Tmetina,
and to the north and east of the unsurveved atea of Andrantsay In contrast, the
quadrant directly to the west of Andrantsay, covering partt of the efifrs of the middie-
west indicated a striking fall in the number of sites. According to Raison this quadrant
{149} had a density of less than one fortified site per 27 km® (1984: 45), .in contrast to
the tegion to the north of Andrantsay {map M48) which had a density of
approxismately one for every 3 km®. This appeared to show that the histotically known
lack of occupation of the gite had considerable time depth, with few "traces of
settlement visible from the air. However, ouly on-the-ground sugvey could demonstrate
note conclusively whether there was any other evidence for human occupation in the
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ateas with few or none of the large fortified sites visible from the aesial photographs. [
pacticularly wanted to find out whether people had inhabited this area on the edge of
efitra without leaving any monumental traces, and the implications of this for ow
undetstanding of past inhabitation of the efifra. Figure 4 shows the distribution of
ditched and walled sites in the part of quadrant M49 that has aerial photogeaphic
coverage. 1t also shows the area that we sutveyed on foot, with all the ditched and
walled sites found within that area. It indicates that the number of sites falls at the
westernmost exteeme of the quadrant, Although there are no aerial photographs for the
south of the quadrant, on-the-ground observation from high points in the Andrantsay
region suggests that the number of ditched and walled sites alse declines rapidly
towards the south. Our intensive ground sutvey also recorded some walled sites that
were not visible or difficult to interptet from aerial photographs alone. All of this
pointed to an appatent ‘edge’ to the human settlement of the azea, with the number of
visible sites falling precipitously towards the junctute of quadrants 149 and M49. This
‘edge’ is usually interpreted, not unreasonably, as the western frontier of the Merina
Janjakana (Marchal 1967, 1974; Raison 1984).

However, when the distribution of walled and ditched sites is given a tempotal
dimension through intetpretation of the associated ceramics, the apparent edge can be
seen to be a fluctuating zone that has moved from west to east according to the
fortunes of people living in the area and the exigencies of the Merina fanjakana. Indeed

“most of the latgest sites in the west of Andrantsay date to well before the Metina

conquered the Andrantsay tegion and many appear to have been abandoned some time
in the 17" to 18" centuies, before the campaign against Andtantsay (Crossland 2001a).

What the aschaeology shows cleatly is that the west of Andrantsay had a long and
apparently continuous occupation dating back to as early as the 12-13" cennuy CE,
which was gtadually abandoned over the subsequent centuries until, by the 19™ centuey
it was practically deserted. The eatliest occupation in the sutveyed region (based on the
ceramics) appears to have been concentrated in two azeas, one lying to the west, along
the banks of the siver Andrantsay and Ipongy and the hills between them; the other
fugther east in the basin of Ambohimanambola (Figure 5). Significantly, this earliest
(12" to 14" century) occupation, known as the Aatsahabe phase,® has no preserved
monumental traces: the lack of any latge walled and ditched sites makes it effectively
invisible from the ait. Only on-the-ground surface survey can find and record these
catliest sites. The highest concentration of sites dating to the Antsahabe phase is in the
west of the surveyed atea, in areas with no or few ditched sites,® as may be seen by
comparison of Figures 4 and 5. The sites are small, and consist of 2 small scattes of

4The Antsahabe phase ceramic material is simifar to that of the Fiekena Phase in Imerina
(Wright and Kus 1977, 1979), and the Vohimasina Phase of the Manandona Valley
(Raharijaond 1988).

% 1t is possible that these oldest sites are more visible in the west because this area has been less
disturbed by later inhabitation.
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sherds on low hills close to springs and rivers. Remote sensing at two of these
provided no clues as to the kind of practices that went on at them. As yet no eatly site
has been found with enough depth of deposits to excavate. However, the small size of
the sites, the lack of any permanent architecture, and their locaton close to the rivers
may indicate that they aze traces of a2 more mobile (pethaps seasonal?) way of Jife that
may have followed the rivers and herds of wild cattle. Further wotk is needed to
understand the natute of these early sites, and their telationship to the possibly
contemporanecus tombs found in the same arca. These tombs are made of a few
stone slabs or stones placed flat on the ground and are difficult to date at preseat. They
ate of a form that is usually associated with inauspicious or temporary burials in most
parts of the highlands (Callet 1974 vol. I: 510; Ramilisonina, pets. comm. 2000). They
were historically used for people of slave status, and ate still used in some cases today
where people of slave descent are discriminated against (see Evers this volume). They
are also used for people who have died of contagious disease and so cannot be placed
i the family tomb, and also for ‘strangers”: people who have died away from bome and
cannot be brought back to the ancestea] land for burial All of these categories are
classed as somehow not ‘real’ tombs, as they are not associated with the fanin'dragana.
Yet this is the dominant style of tomb in the west of Andrantsay, suggesting that they
were patt of a different set of burial practices that have now been forgotten.

The relatively high density of these earliest sites in an area usually understood to be
an ‘empty’ frontier area, suggests that the gfifrz contiguous to Andrantsay, (and perhaps
even further west), may also have been occupied at an early date, butin a way that has
left few traces archaeologically. Archaeological survey in the ¢fitre further west may well
turn up many eatdy sites that are Ewmnqmmw undisturbed E later fanming practices, and
would be a profitable area of study®

The evidence for inhabitation of the ¢fifrz raises the nw:wwmom of why this eady
occupation was effectively forgotten by the 19" century, and probably eatlier. T believe
that this was a direct result of the major social and political mmwm@&m that the area saw

8 Oa the westemn edge of the gfifra large ditched sites appear again at around 45.5° longitude.
‘This is the area that McMahon recorded as “Betsiziry” and where he encountered people for
the first time aftes traveling through tie #fifra. I visited and recorded two of these sites with
Ramilisoning and other team members in 1999 (Crossland forthcoming):

— Ambohimanga (Site 901) 19° 47.339 / 45° 31.100, altitude wm?,ow 200m. @u:n_.&nm and
walled site with associated sherds and tombs).

— Ambalavato {Site 902) 19° 51,102 / 45° 32.086, altitude approx 200m. Amﬁo;n E“En& site
with associated sherds, tombs and terraces).

Within the efffra itself lies a large site at 19° 35.569 / 46° 16.583 953. This 15 Songombato (Site
9603. It has stone walls, with associated sherds, tombs, entrance stone, small standing stone and
traces of stone structuses with hearth teaces intezior.) Songombato shows little clear evidence
of being a Merina gasrison, but further work is needed as these are not necessasily easily
recognizable from ceramics alone (Crosstand 2001b). The visible traces of Rzdama I's failed
campaign to the west described by McMaheon may also be traceable archaeologically in the
efitra.
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during the 18" and 19™ centuries. Up until the 18% century, in both western and
eastern parts of Andrantsay people made similar changes in the construction and
location of their villages. Over the course of the 18” century the Andrantsay region
saw a jurnp in the number of new ditched villages constructed, probably due to people
imigeating to the region as recorded by oral taditions (Dez 1967; Marchal 1967: 254).
Most of this growth in the nuimber of new sites built and extensions to oider sites
took place in the east of the Andrantsay atea. The oral traditions recall the founding of
the Andrantsay fapinkana during this petiod, in the east of the surveyed area at the site
of Fiva, which lies just to the east of Ambohimanambola (Figure 2). They do not
secord any information about earlier sites i the west of the surveyed atea, towards the
efitra. Tt is likely that this period saw a change in the locus of political power in the
region, with a stronger center of political control emerging towards the east, that may
or may not have been associated with a migrating kin-group as recorded in the otal
traditions. From this point onwards, people in the west began to abandon many of the
fortified villages in the area. However, it was not until the Merna took over the
Andrantsay &a__ yjakana that the west was completely abandoned.

Around 1808-9 Deliveé 1967: 216; Latson 1992: 320) the Andrantsay region was
conquered by the Metina fajakana. One of the first acts of Merina govemnance of what
came to be known as the Vakinankaratra region, was to shift the locus of government
to the east, away from the old centers of political power in the heardand of
Andrantsay, around Fiva. The new administrative center was located at Berafo, around
50 miles east of the basin of Amsbohimanambola (Figure 2). In other words, there was
2 two-step movement east, first to Fiva and then Betafo, as the Metina built upon the
earlier trend to move east that had been established within Andrantsay.

The archaeology provides evidence for the social and political upheavals expesienced
in the Ambohimanambola area after Merina conquest, showing that all the fortified
villages in the west wete abandoned over the cowse of the 19" century. This

abandonment may be ascribed to a range of reasons. No longer safeguarded by the -

close proximity of the center of the powerful Andrantsay fawjakana, people may have
chosen to move further east to live in the more protected areas near Betafo. Many
others were probably taken from the area as slaves by the Merina (Larson 1992: 320-
1), either to be sold, or te-settled in Imetina to defuse possible rebellion (Callet 1974
vol. II: 366-7). Above and beyond these depredations, this zbandonment is usually
ascribed to the Sakalava raids from the west, well-documented for the 19 century
McMahon described meeting highland people held as slaves in the villages in mmaﬁﬁa
that he visited during 1888 (1892: 392) and described how the villages were raided:

In thelr marmuding expeditions on the bosderand they surcound a village dusing the
night and lie hidden vatil the morning when the cattle are driven out to grass. They
then surprise the people and carry off as many captives as they can secure, together .
with the catde,..(1892: 388).
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Sakalava raids ate documented throughout most of the 19" century. In 1821 following
the defeat of Radama I's army inn Betsitiry, raiders attacked the area northwest of
Ambohimanambola, stealing animals and dee (Marshal 1974: 25). Raison (1984: 285-6)
found records of attacks on Ambohimanambola in 1884 and 1889 when 23 people
were abducted together with 420 animals from Ambohimanambola alone. These
figures show how over the course of the 19" century the attacks pushed further and
further east, until the Ambohimanambola area was almost desested as described above.

However, the relocation of the site of administrative control in Betafo does not in
itself explain why these raids intensified in number after Merina conquest. It seems
probable that it was the shift in political power within Andrantsay that made the region
more open to attack. The evidence of some abandoament of the west in the 18"
century before the Merina conquest may indicate that the area had been subjected to
raids from the west previously However there is also evidence from oral traditions that
there were strong kin ties between Andrantsay and the Betsitity on the other side of
the efitra up untl Merina conguest.

Despite contradictory accounts on many details, the oral tzaditions all agree that the
son of the “first’ ruler of Andrantsay moved to the Sakalava area. They also record that
on moving west he ‘became’ Sakalava and founded the royal lineage that would later
produce Rasalimo, wife of Radama I (Dez 1967: 664). Oral traditions also record that
the Andrantsay fawjakanas was in a tribute-paying relationship with the Sakalava linesge
untit the 18" century when it broke free and became an independent famjakana.
Regardless of the accuracy of the details of the different political relationships of one
lineage to another, these traditions preserve a memoty of kin links actoss the it
between Betsidry and Andeantsay. After Merina conquest many of the ruling dynasty
appeas to have fled west to the Betsitiry region (Raison 1984: 275). This meant that
those who stayed in their ancestral homeland in Andrantsay had effectively submitted
to the Metina, Indeed, the Vakinankaratrz is known to have been administered by
rdlers drawn from the local ruling lineages, who were obedient to Iimesina (Callet 1974
vol. II: 626; Raison 1984: 118-21). The implications of this for the kin relationships
with the west are apparent, as those who temained in Andrantsay shifted allegiance to
the Metina nogth rather than the Sakalava west. Any treaties or-alliances with the west
that may have been in operation previously, duting the nile of the Merina fonjukana,
would have been invalidated by the actions of those who remained in Andrantsay. In
addition, the people who had escaped west acgoss the gz would have had incentives
to £aid the edges of the old fanfakana to tey to destabilize the government there and to
regain their old ancestral lands, which had been lost to them.

I have alieady mentioned the importance of tombs in the highlands to the
construction and mainfenance of identity. The archaeological evidence suggests that
tombs were similatly important in the Aadrantsay region before the Merina conquest.
The severance of so many people from their ancestrai tombs would have been a
powetful and painful distuption of people’s felt-connection to the landscape, whether

32



Michigan Discussions in Authropology

this severance was accomplished by enslaving people or by forcing them to fiee. A
landscape with tombs that were left unmaintained -and uncared for by their tomb
groups was the inevitable result of the massive depopulation of the western frontier.
The ancestors held in these tombs have subsequentdy been foggotten in the zegion, and
much of the landscape of the west of Andrantsay is seen as ‘empty’ today, bereft of
any descendents who temember the people and histosles associated with many of the
abandoned tombs. ) . ) .

After slavery was formally abolished in 1896, people who had been taken as slaves
had few options (Bloch 1979). Many stayed where they weze, continuing to work the
land for the people who had previously held them as slaves, but there were few
oppottunities to buy land to establish a family tomb where they lived. Others retumed
to the areas from where they had been seized, although this was not a simple task as
most had lost contact with their kin in their ancestral lands (Evers 1999: 283). Maay
others left for uncultivated areas in the central highlands where they could lay claim on
land and start again with 2 new tomb that would mask their previcus slave status. The
Andrantsay ares, almost completely depopulated by the end of the 19" century, was an
obvious choice for many ex-slaves to set up in, not least because some may have had
remembered kin-connections with the area. Marchal's demographic study (1974) of the
area led him to claim that people of slave descent made up most of the population of
Ambohimanambola. . ’

Many pecple who moved to the region in the 20™ centary must have had at best

only a vaguely remembered connection with the landscapes of Andrantsay. The lack of

continuity in the maintenance of their ancestzal tombs had ‘the effect of breaking the
strong association between kin groups and the local landscape. The separation of slaves
from: their ancestral lands and from the rest of society contzibuted to the forgetting of
aames and places that were connected with the older occupation of the landscape.

Today, when canying out fieldwork in the Andrantsay region we often ask people -

about the tombs we find there. In the majority of cases. they are described by local
people as Vagimba tombs (Dez 1971). This effectively means that they belong to no-
one, that thefe is no remembered kin-connection between those bured there and the
living. The further west one moves the mote Tazinmbs tombs, one finds, until in the far
west of Andrantsay, all tombs are called Iagiwbe, This demonstrates the absolute
rapture of people’s relationships with the landscape in the region (see also Tuckez, this
volume). Many of these Vazimba tombs can be no eadier than the 18% century in date,
yet people do not remember to whom they belong, something that would be
unthinkable in Central Imerina. In other cases, people have apparently moved back to
the atea and re-established tombs, moving remains from older tombs to the new ones.
No one we spoke to however could remember the names’ of the ancestors buried in
the old tombs. Much of this reticence rhust also derive from the large number of
people of slave descent in the area. Questions about descent and tombs are usually met
with suspicion, as they appear to question the legitimacy of people’s habitation of the
landscape. To talk about the landscape and the tombs within it is to discuss one’s

33

The Efitra of the Middle West

ancestral heritage, something that is unwelcome and often threatening for people of
slave descent {Evers 1999}

In this respect it is tevealing that the families and descent groups that had retained
power in the region, as subjects of the Merina fonjakana, were also those whose oral
traditions had been maintained and remembered. These were people who held power
and influence in the east of the old fawjakanz of Andrantsay, far from the borderland of
the ¢fifre. The incotporation of Andrantsay into the Metina distdct of Vakinankaratra
emphasized the internal cohetence of the Merina fanjakana, the links between people
within this bounded entity, and the outside-ness of people lying on the other side of the
efitra. Without kin-links to people on the other side of the ¢fifg, it necessarily became
an nnsmu«w wilderness, a land without memosy or ancestors, which began within the
confines of the old kingdom of Andrantsay and stretched away for miles towards
Betsirry.

5. CONCLUSIONS

¢ can be seen from the archaeological evidence that the 19™ centuty definition of ¢fifre

_made sense in terms of the strategies of control and administration of the Mesina. The

border was not only a defined edge, but also an “empty” place. It was a wilderfiess and
a “tractless waste” because of the absence of memoty and of ancestral connection to
the land, and across and through the land. This made its edges a suitable place for
repopulation by displaced people, but also a dangerous place, which only people with
no other options, people without place, would want to inhabit,

Although the gfizrz was never inhabited in the same way that the central highlands
were, where people built large fortified sites and elaborate fice terraces, it seems
probable that it does have its own occupational histories. The archaeclogy suggests that
at an eatly date people may have inhabited the ¢fifra, perhaps living a mobile way of life
based on huating and fishing. 'This way of life may have continued for centuties; only
archaeological survey can start to reconstruct the histories of inhabitation of the region.
Whether or not people lived permanently in the area during later periods, it seems
usnlikely that it was considered to be such a dangerous and “empty” wilderness dusdng

‘the time of the Andrantsay famjakans. Kin connections between Betsitiry and

Andrantsay would have made the area a known place, a place to be ciossed, pethaps
where cattle were herded, or seasonal camps were inhabited. It was only with the
cteation of a bounded Metina funjokana, teinforced by violent military control that it
became known as the “wilderness™ of today.

The echoes of these eatlier relationships were perhaps appareit in McMahon’s
experiences during his mission. Distrusting him because he both teaveled from the
highlands, and was accompanied by highlanders, most - Sakalava refused to have
anything to do with him. The only Sakalava leader who was sympathetic was
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Tlehikibobo. McMahon reported that not only did he “speak a little Hova [the Merina
dialect of Malagasy}” but that he had “accompanied Rasalima, 2 Sakalava princess, who
was one of the wives of the old king of Imerina” (McMahon 1890bL: 210-11)
McMahon appears to have missed the significance of this for the local landscape
through which he traveled. Rasalimo(a) the wife of Radama I, was a descendent of the
noble who left Andrantsay to found » Sakalava lineage, described previously. Radama
I’s expedition against Betsitiry had failed. This together with his martiage to a woman
from an important lineage in Betsitiry symbolized (at least locally), an equal relationship
between ruling lineages, rather than one of subjugation’. Without entirely realizing it,
McMahon had himself probably been accepted by Ilebikibobo because of oider kin
connections that were maintained mnnomm the _m\. tra, between the wwwgmmnw <mwm§§pﬂm
and Betsiriry,
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