
Purpose and Importance. This exhibit illustrates the pre-colonial and colonial 
postal history of Madagascar, its struggles to provide postal service, and the 
local posts created to address interruptions resulting from conflicts. The pre-
colonial postal history begins with stampless missionary letters from the 
1820s. All mail essentially collapsed in the 1830s from a xenophobic closure of 
the country. Postal history did not effectively resume until a reversal of these 
policies in the 1860s. After this reopening of the country, competing French 
and British interests combined with warfare with France ran through the 
remainder of the 19th c. The warfare with France gave rise to local posts by the 
British and by the Norwegian missionaries. The French colonial period 
beginning in the 1890s reveals frequent limitations of postal resources, World 
War intrigues, the challenges to establish regular air mail, and atrocities 
arising from political independence movements. 

Madagascar: Its Postal History Seen through Times of Change and Turbulence

Scope and Organization. This exhibit spans approximately 150 years of 
philately. To simplify the complex history, the exhibit materials are presented 
in a nearly chronological order. The table to the right provides a sequence of 
major political events and how these shaped the postal history of Madagascar. 
This table follows the sequence of the Exhibit Plan below with references to 
the exhibit’s sections. The font size for historical text in the exhibit is 12 pt, 
while 10 pt text is used for philatelic item descriptions.

Highlights and Quantities Known. The missionaries were few in number, so the early missionary mail of 
Sections A & B is scarce. Anti-slavery and military mail peripheral to the island during the xenophobic period 
(1837-1861) in Section B is also scarce. Early correspondence by the Rev. William Ellis is also important and 
surprisingly scarce (Section C). A major exhibit highlight is the set of 5 covers with the scarce oval overprints 
of 1896. This is the first time a set of all 5 has ever been assembled (Section D). Several scarcities of the British 
Consular Mail are shown in Section E, and include the discovery copy of the 2p stamp that is completed in 
red ink. Three of the nine known covers with the Norwegian Missionary Society locals are featured in Section 
G. Remaining highlights of WWII POW mail and the only known Malagasy rebel mail cover of the 1947 
uprising are shown in Section K.

Exhibit Plan
Section                                                                            Frame      Section                        Frame

4Colonial Period through WWI (1896-1918)H1Early Madagascar (pre-1830)A

5Early Aerophilately (1926-1934)I1Madagascar Closes to the World  (1830s-1861) B

5WWII Period (1939-1945)J2Madagascar Gradually Reopens  (1861-1882)C

5Malagasy Uprising (1947-48)K2French Conquest (1883-1895)D

5Independence (1960)L3British Consular Mail, British Mail (1884-1892)E

5Epilogue M
3British Inland Mail (1895)F

4Norwegian Missionary Mail (1894-1899)G

Postal History Impact [Section]Political Events

Foreign mail by missionaries  [A,B]King Radama I (1810-1828) – invited missionaries to Madagascar

Military mail  [A]Ile St. Marie made a French Colony (1821) -- established a French   
outpost

Collapse of foreign mail  [B]
Queen Ranavalona I (1828-1861) -- anti-Christian, missionaries 
depart
France took possession of northern island refuges (c. 1840)

Foreign mail resumes  [C]King Radama II (1861-1863) -- country re-opened to Europeans

Unpopular treaty with France -- pretense for later French 
conquests

Queen Rasoherina (1863-1868) -- Radama II's foreign treaties 
repudiated
Queen Ranavalona II (1868-1883) -- Christianity made state 
religion
Queen Ranavalona III (1883-1897)

Military mail  [D]
UPU-recognized French Post Office in Tamatave [D]
British Consular Mail (1884-1887)  [E]
British Mail (1888-1892)  [E]

First Franco-Hova War (1883-1886) – war over northern 
territories

French take main port, Tamatave (1883)
Control of international mail by France
Postal system collapsed for British residents

Mail from new territories controlled by France [D]
French provisional issues (1889-1892)  [D]
French post offices spread  [D]

First French Protectorate (1885-1894)

Military expedition mail  [D]
Collapse of domestic mail service led to:

British Inland Mail (1895)  [F]
Norwegian Missionary Mail (1894-1899)  [G]

Second Franco-Hova War (1894-1895) -- France sought total 
conquest

Overprinted stamps of France  [D]French Military Administration and Second French Protectorate 
(1895-1896)

Colony-specific stamps  [H]French Colony (1896-1959)

Military mail  [H]French Occupation Army (1896-1906)

Mail without stamps, overprinted stamps, bisects  [H]Periodic stamp shortages

Military mail, POW mail  [H]WWI (1914-1918)

Early flights and crashes  [I]Introduction of airmail

Military mail, POW mail  [J]WWII (1939-1945) – Germany’s plans and Japanese interests 
thwarted

Rebel mail, military mail  [K]Malagasy Uprising (1947-1948)

Independence (1960)

Events Shaping Madagascar Postal History

Knowledge and Research. There are many articles on pre-colonial philately and postal history of Madagascar 
in journals such as The London Philatelist. These articles, research monographs, and other publications on 
specialized topics have been used for reference. Original research is denoted with a magnifying glass.        

Statements of numbers known are based on published articles containing census information and auction 
catalogs known to the exhibitor. Information regarding scarcity is in red text. Items of special interest or 
difficulty in acquiring are marked with a red star.


