
Madagascar: Its Postal History Seen through Times of Change and Turbulence 
 
Purpose of Exhibit 
The goal of this exhibit is to illustrate with postal history, both stampless and with stamp use, the complex 
and turbulent past of Madagascar and how this is revealed in the postal history. The stampless postal 
history items have been especially amenable to research, and historical literature about the different 
missionary groups and political uprisings have been vital to this research. This research has provided a 
large amount of new information and context for the postal history of Madagascar. 
 
Exhibit Plan 
The exhibit flows chronologically beginning with the earliest missionary correspondence of the London 
Missionary Society in the 1820s. Postal history stops abruptly with the xenophobic government in place 
from 1837-1861. With the reopening of the country, the exhibit proceeds through the later 19th c. 
hostilities with France, and France’s deteriorating relationship with the other Europeans in the country 
leading to the British and Norwegian Missionary local posts. During this time France gradually gained 
more foot-hold in the country and its pre-colonial mail expands. After the mid-1890s, the exhibit follows 
the French colony through its 20th c. mail service challenges, world wars, and political uprisings. The 
political events driving the complex postal history of the country are gathered for a more coherent outline 
of the historical developments and backlash in a table immediately following the Exhibit Plan.  
 
Observations 
The approximately 150 year time span of this exhibit presents a challenge for showing examples of all 
possible pieces of postal history during this time period in five frames. Because the most remarkable 
aspects of Madagascar’s postal history are its periods of unusual turbulence, both externally and internally 
generated, these aspects capture the general interest in Madagascar philately by postal historians. This 
exhibit presents all of these aspects and expands considerably on them with many new examples and 
research. Also because Madagascar’s history is so complex, it is very difficult to comprehend its history if 
this information is spread through the exhibit. For this reason, I have gathered the major events shaping 
the postal history into a table following the Exhibit Plan so a viewer new to the exhibit has an opportune 
way to obtain a coherent view of this history and the exhibit’s contents. 
 
Items of Impact in the Exhibit 
Items of importance by frame (marked with red stars) are: Frame 1 – Early missionary correspondence 
including one of the two earliest letters in private hands; the last known letter from departing missionaries 
in 1836; and anti-slavery patrol letters from 1837 and 1845. Frame 2 – One of only two letters known 
from the Rev. William Ellis, a missionary with large historical impact on the government; all five of the 
scarce 1896 oval overprints on cover have been assembled for the first time ever for this exhibit (these are 
known in quantities of only 4 for nearly all of them). Frame 3 – The discovery item and only known 
example of the 2p red stamped British Consular Mail and some scarce sheets and large blocks of consular 
mail stamps; the only known use of the 1895 British Inland Mail 1s stamp. Frame 4 – Three of the nine 
known Norwegian Missionary Society local post issues on cover. Frame 5 – A scarce POW mail item 
from the battalion chief of the Vichy forces captured by the Allies in WWII; and the only known rebel 
mail cover from the Malagasy Uprising of 1947. 
 
Philatelic References and Research Literature 
The most useful illustrated reference to the postal history and stamps of Madagascar is the auction catalog 
from the David F. Feldman “Madagascar Specialised” sale of British, Norwegian, and French Issues, 
Geneva, May 20, 2010.  This catalogue can be downloaded from the davidfeldman.com website under 
their listing of past auctions.  I have several items featured in this catalogue in my exhibit, and many 
items better than those offered in this sale. Some royal mail is included in the Feldman catalogue, but my 
interests have been in collecting private mail only.   



 
I should point out that there exist no postal history pieces of the first two issues of British Consular 
stamps that are known to be genuine uses.  There are 3 covers known with second issues British Consular 
mail stamps attached, but the covers also bear cachets underneath the stamps that were used after the 
stamps were discontinued; the consular stamps themselves are unused as well.   
 
Some general philatelic articles on early Madagascar are by Gavin Fryer (The Philatelist (London), 1977, 
pp 25-33 and pp 71-79; 1983, pp. 26-39; and Fryer et al. 2007, pp 5-16).  There are many shorter articles 
on narrow topics that I have used for my exhibit research from The Philatelist (London), the France and 
Colonies Philatelic Society of GB Journal, and the Indian Ocean IO journal.  I have studied these and 
other journals at the RPSL in London.   
 
While the above journals contain articles about the missionary posts, sometimes with good detail 
regarding known missionary covers (such as the British 1818-1836 period by Coles in Indian Ocean 60: 
pp 6-11), I have acquired early material not included in articles.  I have found significant additional 
information on the various missionaries not contained in philatelic articles through monographs found at 
the British Library, in particular, Madagascar and the Protestant Impact, B. A. Gow, Dalhousie African 
Study Series, Africana Press, NY 1979, that has been very helpful with postal history.  The Norwegian 
Missionary Society has online resources for their archives that have been very useful for researching early 
stampless and local post mailings of the Norwegian Missionary Society. The monograph The Malagasy 
and the Europeans, Madagascar Foreign Relations 1861-1895, P. M. Mutibwa, Longman Group Ltd., 
London, 1974, has provided additional information for postal history study during the war period with 
France over colonization.  An especially useful resource has been the monograph An Economic History 
of Imperial Madagascar, 1750-1895, by G. Campbell, Cambridge University Press, 2005.  Chapter 10, 
Transport and Communications, 1820-1895, contains information on shipping lines and postal 
communication that I have not found elsewhere.  Chapter 11 on currency and finance similarly helps with 
explanations of changing and complex currency systems that may not be sufficiently appreciated by the 
postal history community.  The study of 20th c. postal history has been aided by Thompson and Adloff’s 
book The Malagasy Republic, Stanford University Press, 1965.  Topical coverage includes the Malagasy 
Uprising period of 1947-48.  The internet is also a useful source for aeronautical history sites, Holocaust 
sites (the Nazi’s Madagascar Plan), and specific wars involving both 19th and 20th c. Madagascar. 


