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1. Aims and objectives

The aim of the North Wales expedition to Madagascar was to be the first British 
climbers to visit the Tsaranoro massif in the Andringintra National Park and establish 
a new route.The team comprised Mike ‘Twid’ Turner, Louise Thomas, Steve Mayers 
and Grant Farquhar, all experienced big wall climbers from North Wales. It was also 
hoped to repeat some of the existing big wall routes that have been put up in the last 
3-4 years. During our 3 week stay in Madagascar we repeated 4 of the existing 
routes as well as climbing ‘Always the Sun’ a superb 8 pitch new route.

2. Sponsors

The team would like to thank the following, without their assistance the trip would not 
have been possible:

THE MOUNT EVEREST FOUNDATION
provided financial support for the trip

THE SPORTS COUNCIL FOR WALES
provided financial support for the trip

KARRIMOR
provided some clothing for the trip

3. Style of climbing and ethics

Before going to Madagascar we were advised that the rock of the Tsaranoro Massif 
did not lend itself to natural protection and that the existing routes rely largely on bolt 
protection. We went, however with an open mind and a very large rack. In reality the 
reports we had heard were correct and we found virtually no natural protection. We 
used 10mm stainless steel bolts placed on lead with a cordless battery drill which 
we were able to re-charge at base camp. The decision to use a battery drill 
was based on the information that some of the early routes equipped with 
hand drilled non-stainless bolts had already corroded badly. It was felt that the 
main attraction of this area for future teams was climbing routes with well 
spaced but reliable bolts. It was the first time anybody in the team had placed 
bolts on the lead. We found it a fascinating style of climbing, at times terrifying 
and ultimately very self limiting in terms of the number of bolts placed. Sky 
hooks were essential for hanging on whilst placing bolts as well as the 
occasional very poor nut. Having ‘prepared’ each pitch they were then lead 
free, and the whole route was climbed free on our final days climbing.



4. The climbing

The climbing in the Tsaranoro massif is on large granite domes and the routes are 
between 300-500 metres in length. There were approximately 15 existing routes 
mainly established by European climbers, this development was documented in the 
Mountain Info section of HIGH magazine No 199. Most of the routes are free climbs 
established using bolt protection and were established ground up, a few of these still 
await red points of some of their harder pitches. There are also two aid routes 
established in ‘modern style’ with the minimum of drilling.

On arriving at Base Camp it became clear that although the towers are very 
spectacular they lacked the natural lines we are accustomed to finding. It was felt 
that we should repeat some existing routes before committing ourselves to starting a 
new route. The first day was spent with the whole team repeating Pectorine a very 
pleasant 7 pitch route with difficulties up to F6b+ (E3). It is highly recommended as a 
first route being easily climbable in a day with either a straightforward abseil descent 
or a walk/scramble down. It comprises slabby and vertical climbing on thin flakes that 
take a bit of getting used to but are generally sound. The route is bolted, although 
sometimes the gaps between bolts were felt. Pectorine would be a good first route for 
any team arriving in the area.

On day 2 we prospected for new lines but were left with nothing that seemed right as 
a suitable project. We decided to repeat one of the classic routes of the area, Out of 
Africa. Steve, Grant and Louise were the first to do this and had a fantastic day 
climbing this 14 pitch route with difficulties ranging from F5c - F7a. Again it was a 
bolted route having been put up by Piola and team from the ground up. Descent was 
by well prepared abseil anchors and was achieved successfully in fading light. While 
Grant and Steve spent the next day resting Louise returned to do Out of Africa again 
with Twid who had been ill the day before - an impressive feat of endurance from 
Louise!

Whilst resting Steve had spotted a potential line on the North face of Karambony and 
the following day the whole team went to have a look. Previous teams had been put 
off by the blank appearance of the start but it was felt to be worth giving a go. The 
team had little experience of ground up bolting and it was with a sharp stick that 
Steve was given the drill and set off up the route. The first section was a large flake 
and went easily. A belay was made on top of this and then the second pitch turned 
out to be a very sustained 61m of thin, steep slab climbing (F6c) and proved an ideal 
opportunity to get to grips with the logistics of ground up bolting with a power drill. As 
was the case on many of the higher pitches, Steve had the impression that he was 
over bolting the pitch whilst preparing it but subsequent red-points tended to suggest 
it hadn’t been! As it was late in the day the pitches were fixed and a descent made.

The following day Louise led the second pitch in good style. Twid then lead / bolted 
the third pitch, a technical F6c+, with some suspect flakes. This was achieved on one 
of the hottest days of the expedition and soon afterwards Twid succumbed to the 
heat and descended.

On the same day Steve and Grant repeated Ebola (F6b) a superb 6 pitch route to the 
right of Pectorine, this was later repeated by Twid and Louise.



The next day saw Grant getting to grips with ground up bolting on a beautiful F6a 
pitch which proved a relatively kind introduction. The next pitch led by Steve took a 
beautiful runnel feature for 55m and at F7b was an indicator of how thin this type of 
climbing would get. Grant made a start on pitch 6 but lack of time and battery power 
meant it was left to Twid to finish this thin and technical F7b+ pitch the following day 
whilst Steve and Grant rested and let sore finger tips recover.

The next day was to be the most crucial in trying to force a free route up this wall as 
we seemed to be heading into a steeper and blanker area. Grant led off first and 
climbed a delicate F7a+ pitch to a small belay in the middle of a very blank section 
making route choice almost impossible, but very crucial, if we were going to achieve 
our aim of climbing a route where every pitch could be red pointed. The next and final 
pitch turned out to be the hardest on the route at F7c+ and although taking 10 bolts 
was considered to be very bold. This pitch was a full 60m and although Steve did 
most of the moves free whilst bolting it, there remained some doubt as to whether we 
could free it.

On the same day Louise and Twid repeated Veloma Madagasikara (F6c), a 7 pitch 
route on the East Face of Vatovarindy.

Several days later saw the whole team attempting a free ascent of the route. A 
superb days climbing was had until the final pitch where a free ascent of the pitch 
was made in fading light by the skin of our teeth.

The next day Steve had an amazing 2 hour flight over the granite domes we had 
been climbing using a borrowed parapente whilst Grant attempted to teach Twid the 
art of slack lining. We packed up and left the following day.
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6. Transport

Before travelling it is necessary to get a visa. Visas cost £40 and are available from 
Republic of Madagascar Consulate, Pennard Road, London, W12 8DT.

UK - Madagascar
Being an ex-French colony the cheapest way of reaching Madagascar is from Paris 
direct to the capital Antananarivo (Tana). We booked an Air France flight well in 
advance through Trailfinders for £550. We later booked a Manchester - Paris flight 
also with Air France for £113.
As it turned out it was possible to check luggage in at Manchester all the way to 
Madagascar, what is worth noting is that we had to confirm this, both ways, in Paris. 
As our bags were not weighed in Manchester our xs baggage appeared to go 
unnoticed - which was a bonus but not something you could depend on!
On the outward flight we had to spend a night in Paris but on the return we were able 
to fly more directly with only a 2 hour wait in Paris. Air France fly to Madagascar 
three times a week and the flight takes approximately 10 hours.

Antananarivo - Base Camp

All of our internal travel arrangements were organised by Lezard de Tana. This was 
part of the 'all in1 deal they had offered and it would seem to be the cheapest and 
most efficient way for visiting climbers with limited time.
We were met at the airport at midnight by Lezards and driven directly to base camp 
in a large 4 wheel drive truck. The first hours of the journey to Fianatsanaroa 
(Fiana) took 9 hours and then shortly after passing the town Ambalavao we got onto 
a rough dirt track and arrived at base camp after a further 5 hours. The journey was 
fast but a lack of exhaust pipe under the truck led to us getting quite acute carbon 
monoxide poisoning at one stage. Hopefully this problem will be remedied! By using 
Lezards de Tana we had reached base camp only 14 hours after arriving in 
Madagascar. A journey that, as an American team found out, can take up to 3 days.

On our return journey we were driven down to Toiiara (about 12 hours) for some 
sight seeing and then 2 days later we flew back to Tana. The cost of this internal 
flight (covered by Lezards de Tana) was $50 and was a fast and efficient way of 
travelling, the alternative would have been a 24 hour drive.

There did not appear to be anything unduly dangerous about travelling in 
Madagascar although you do hear stories of bandits, this was definitely not in 
evidence. We never once felt threatened in Madagascar although having local guides 
obviously makes a big difference.

7. Accommodation

Base camp (Camp Catta) is a pleasant camp built near the base of the Tsaranoro 
Massif. The site is owned by Lezards de Tana and it has to be said that they have 
done a superb job in creating a really good camp with some basic sleeping huts, 
camping areas, a dining area and good sanitary facilities with their own septic tank. 
We had opted to stay in a hut and this proved relatively luxurious. Some climbers 
were not using the facilities of the camp and in the long run it was felt that this would



have a greater environmental impact on the area. Local Malagasy people were 
employed to look after the domestic arrangements at the camp and as drivers and 
porters. This is valuable work for the local people.

The base of the climbs were 1-1.5 hours uphill slog from Camp Catta. It would be 
possible to camp at the base of the wall. Most teams return each day to camp as 
there is only limited water at the base of the walls and unlimited mosquitos.

In Tulear and Tana we spent a few nights in basic but comfortable hotels which were 
again part of our package with Lezards the prices would appear to be in the region of 
£10 / twin room I night which seems relatively expensive by Malagasy standards. We 
spent one night staying in a bamboo shack on a tropical beach - priceless!

Whilst we were were at Camp Catta it was a hive of activity with American, Spanish, 
Swiss and even another British team staying in the area. This made for a very 
sociable time at camp.

8. Food

Lezards de Tana provided all meals. The food at base camp was prepared by 
Malagasy cooks and was superb. Evening meals comprised Chicken or Zebu 
although vegetarians were also reasonably well catered for. Breakfast was French 
style with bread and jam. For lunch there was the option of eating at camp or taking 
some lunch with us. It is not possible to buy food in the valley and the other option for 
parties with a longer stay would be to buy all of their food in Fiana and bring it in with 
them. Lezards de Tanan are starting to grow their own food at the camp.

We had brought some boil in the bag meals with us although we did not use them, 
they might be worthwhile for teams planning to stay on the wall,

9. Gear

I think the team were too used to travelling to wet and cold countries. We carried 
fleeces, duvets, full waterproofs, etc - they weren’t used. The area in which we were 
based has a very dry climate and provided you miss the rainy season (February) you 
would only need a light weight jacket and a fleece if you were there in June and July 
(apparently the coldest months). We found the temperatures in the sun very hot and 
it was unfortunate that the line by which we were most inspired was a north face. 
Shorts, T shirt and plenty of sun screen were the most essential items. A dawn start 
was made on Out of Africa and we climbed until after dark, we were all in shorts and 
T-shirt and stayed a comfortable temperature all day.



10. Agent

As already mentioned we used Lezards de Tana for all of our arrangements in 
Madagascar. The company was started by Gilles Gauthier. Gilles is a French climber 
that settled in Madagascar about 10 years ago and he now runs a small travel 
company and was responsible for setting up Camp Catta. Their fees tend to be 
quoted in French Francs / day I person. We paid approximately £24 / day which 
included the use of two small bungalows and a visit to the coast at the end of the trip. 
We felt that overall they were good value for money.

There are undoubtedly other smaller operators offering a similar service in 
Madagascar. We would recommend Lezards for the following reasons:

• Their commitment to providing an environmentally sustainable camp
• Their use of local Malagasy cooks and porters
• Their reliability, friendliness and commitment to you enjoying Madagascar
• The ease of communication with them (they speak English and have e mail)

We would have no hesitation in using them again.

The e mail address is: lezard@bow.dts.mg

11. Camp / environment

The camp comprises a sheltered cooking and dining area, camping sites, 4 small 
bungalows, a very basic wash area and toilets (with septic tank). The camp is ideally 
situated about 1 hours walk from the climbing and has been done in a manner 
sympathetic to the environment. Lezards de Tana actually own the land that the 
camp is sited on and have a good relationship with local villages. Local villagers are 
regular visitors to the camp often come to sing and dance in the evenings.
As well as a camp manager there was also a person employed to look after the camp 
environment and he was involved with tree planting, growing food, drainage and 
erosion, etc.

The area is undoubtedly too remote to ever become really popular but the camp can 
definitely sustain the small boom in interest that this area is currently getting. We 
wish them luck in maintaining this in the future.

Other activities possible from Camp Catta are:

Trekking, Pic Boby (2,658m) is a 3 day round trip.
Mountain biking
Paragliding

mailto:lezard%40bow.dts.mg


12. Medical

Madagascar is a third World country and the vaccinations required can all be 
obtained from a local GP. Madagascar is considered a high risk area for malaria, and 
visitors are recommended to take a course of larium. Most members of the team 
found larium gave them unpleasant side effects but it would appear that there are no 
other alternatives. Grant, being the doctor, brought along various drugs the most 
important being anti-diarrhoeals, anti-histamines and antibiotics as well as the usual 
antiseptics and wound dressings..

The only problems we had were stomach upsets and diarrhoea, this was normal. 
Mosquito repellant and sun screen were also used.

13. finances

visas £160
flights x 4 (Manchester - Paris) £454
Accommodation in Paris £120
flights x 4 (Paris - Antananarivo) £2200
internal (transport, food and accommodation) £2000
bolts £220
insurance £920
TOTAL EXPENDITURE £5876
Grant from Sports Council for Wales £1100
Grant from Mount Everest Foundation £600
TOTAL GRANTS £1700
Shortfall (members contribution) £4176

Lezards de Tana will also provide its services individually to teams travelling 
independently.

Payment to Lezards de Tana was with French Francs and it was possible to use FF 
in Tana for hotels, markets, etc but Malagasy Francs would probably be needed 
elsewhere. It is not possible to change money back, so some care is needed in how 
much to change. The only money we spent in Madagascar was on the occasional 
drink and souvenirs.



14. maps

over view of Madagascar

TANZANIA

MAt.AV.fl; Lichffiga Marrupa
Lilongwe Natela.

MOZAMBIQUE

Chirnoio

iGhigubQ
Ifibambane.

Maputo

Hampula.

Quelimane

Moroni 3LFS OLOftiEUSES

COMOROS ^Antsiranana

MAYOTTE

BASS AS BA IUKA

EUR0PAISLABB

Mahajanga

Morafenobe

Antananarivo-

• rflAUAGASCAK
Antstrabe^

^Morondsva

ToCara
Sell oka

Tolanaro..

Artalaha:
TROMELHt ISLAND

MAutunus ® 

Sairt-Derts®. r£uhk>m

SOUTH AFRICA
*S» 1333-1333 Micro core <id/er it- cupplters. All fiyhij rS24rve*.l.

Approx, scale 1cm : 200 Km

Sketch map of area

Fianarantsoa

Ambalavao

\ Vohitsoaka

Ihosy

Tsaranoro
Massif

Andringitra Reserve

Pic Boby 
2658m

Approx, scale 1cm : 2 km



15. potential

The major faces of the Tsaranaro Massif have now been climbed but there is, 
however, stiil plenty of scope on most of the faces for new routes. There is also 
scope for going out to the area and free climbing some of the routes that still have 
some rest / aid points on them or to repeat established routes. There are also plenty 
of other granite domes in the area some of which are passed on the drive in, some 
routes have been climbed but the possibilities for exploration are endless. Whilst we 
were in Tana at the end of the trip Gilles showed us slides of an island in the north of 
Madagascar which has huge potential for routes on limestone sea cliff using amazing 
looking stalactite features. It is understood that the first team might be visiting this 
island in the spring of 2000.

16. publicity

Publicity for this trip will mainly be in terms of magazine articles and slide shows. 
Photographs have also been submitted to Karrimor and DMM for use in their 
catalogues or for advertising.


