
Advance Praise

Using journal entries and letters, the author weaves together a 
colorful and finely detailed account of how ending 200 years of 
slave trading in Madagascar depended upon the trust between a 
British soldier and a tribal king.

Jean Andrews,
award-winning documentary producer and science writer 

It is always refreshing to discover a new book that lays bare a 
rarely revealed layer of history. Set in the early 19th century, David 
Mould’s Mission to Madagascar chronicles the diplomatic mission 
of James Hastie for the British government amid the labyrinthine 
political jungle of twisted loyalties and warring clans of Madagas-
car. The waning days of the Napoleonic wars combined with the 
suspension of the British slave trade and court intrigue all play a 
part in this well researched historical narrative that paints a vivid 
picture of an island nation struggling to embrace modern Europe 
while retaining a sense of dignity and independence. Mould’s own 
world experiences and writing expertise complement his tireless 
historical research and flowing narrative to tell an amazing story 
and create a fresh look at European imperialism in Africa.

Pete Kosky,
author and historian

Hastie’s description of the island and his encounters with the 
people and their cultures provide a stunning backdrop to what 
is truly an amazing adventure story, worthy of an old Errol Flynn 
swashbuckler. While intended for a general audience, schol-
ars will appreciate the depth of research and interpretation that 
author David Mould conveys in this duel of wits between Hastie 



and Radama, that forms the heart of the story. As an American 
historian with an interest in New World slavery, Mould’s book 
reminds us of the global nature of the “peculiar institution” and 
the nature of enslavement and the internal slave trade in East 
Africa. 

Donna M. DeBlasio, PhD,
Professor Emerita, History and Applied History,

Youngstown State University

David Mould is a master at breathing life into history. He trans-
ports the reader back to the early 1800s when a powerful ruler in 
Madagascar and a lowly British sergeant find friendship as they 
maneuver for advantage, all the while struggling with grave polit-
ical considerations, eventually working towards a common goal: 
ending the slave trade. If you enjoy a good yarn, let yourself get lost 
in this account of a historical event that has been all but forgotten.

Kamellia Smith,
technical writer and former reporter

for Indonesia’s national magazine TEMPO

I felt like I was there in the rain forest, chopping through the 
brush, paddling over rough waters, and fending off rain, mos-
quitoes, and the deadly malaria they carried! I felt like a ghost 
observer as Hastie, untrained in diplomacy, or the Malagasy lan-
guage and culture, earned the trust and respect of the powerful 
and ambitious King Radama. And I remain awed at the unlikely 
confluence of the young officer and young king who saw in each 
other the means and benefits of ending the lucrative slave trade in 
Madagascar. Absolutely fascinating! 

Margaret Romoser, PhD,
retired university administrator, educator,

community activist and avid traveller



Imagine, if you will, a combination of Bernard Cornwell’s Richard 
Sharpe and Steven Spielberg’s Indiana Jones, and you would have 
the perfect combination for another blockbuster movie. In David 
Mould’s gripping account, however, we have a story firmly rooted 
in the realities of the protracted power struggle between Britain 
and France for hegemony in the Indian Ocean. As an unlikely 
agent of British imperial policy, Sergeant James Hastie played a 
crucial role in Britain’s desire to safeguard the vital strategic route 
to India and to neutralize the French presence in that ocean. Pre-
sented as fiction, the story might appear improbable; the reality 
is a fascinating tale of one man’s daring, diplomacy, and, perhaps, 
a sprinkling of deceit in a world convulsed by seemingly endless 
conflict.

Joe Ross,
retired teacher of British imperial

and European Early Modern history

David Mould knows a good source when he finds one! Hastie’s jour-
nals were astoundingly comprehensive and detailed. He recorded 
local customs, the economics of slavery, and the ever-evolving 
political hierarchies and alliances. He described topography, veg-
etation, agriculture, construction of dwellings, herbal remedies, 
clothing, hairstyles, and the physical hardships of travel. Two cen-
turies apart, Hastie and Mould bring us a singular and engrossing 
read! I LOVE scholarship that reads like a novel!

Lynda Berman, teacher and artist



A thought-provoking story of how one young sergeant, working 
well above his rank, played a pivotal role in gaining the trust of a 
powerful king to curb the slave trade. James Hastie was amazing 
… he overcame many obstacles – court intrigue, broken promises, 
sickness, and warfare. Such perseverance. 

John F. Brennan,
retired Information Systems manager at Ohio University

David Mould, a historian and consummate travel writer, paints 
the complex geopolitical picture of early 19th-century Madagas-
car with amazing depth and intricate detail. A British noncom-
missioned officer travels to the island on a dangerous mission to 
convince a native ruler to stop the inhumane yet lucrative slave 
trade. This book boldly addresses timeless issues and vividly 
describes history-changing events.

Alexander Rosenstein,
novelist and screenplay writer

A smartly written and well-researched page-turner that achieves 
what we in my line of work attempt: it “brings history to life.” The 
story picks up in 1817, when imperial official Robert Farquhar 
charges Sgt. James Hastie of the East India Company to negotiate 
with King Radama I of the Ovah kingdom, thought by the British 
to be the most powerful one on Madagascar. The treaty’s intent is 
to end the slave trade to and from the island (but not necessarily 
on it). Radama, in turn, needs British muskets and artisanship to 
subdue rival kingdoms and command allegiance. How Radama 
and Hastie forge a relationship and use each other to achieve their 
goals reveals that, even at a distance of two centuries, we can see 
ourselves in them. 

Andy Verhoff,
Ohio History Connection, Columbus 
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Dedicated to Sir Mervyn Brown.

He served twice as the United Kingdom’s ambassador 
to Madagascar. 

As a historian, lecturer, and philanthropist, he was an 
ambassador for Madagascar to the rest of  the world.
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Chapter one Chapter one 
“the good season for travel”“the good season for travel”

Manambounte, eastern Madagascar, July 20, 1817

It had rained hard all night, as it had every night for the past week. 
Water seeped through the sides of  the canvas tent, pitched under 
the raffia palms, soaking Sergeant James Hastie’s military dress uni-
form. He had taken care to wrap his journal in a waterproof  bag, a 
routine he had followed every night since he had begun his journey. 
Although he was carrying Spanish silver dollars and trade goods,iv 
his journal was his most important possession. What if  he did not 
survive the mission? These were turbulent times on the island of  
Madagascar, as rival clans fought for land, cattle, and slaves. In an 
ambush, Hastie could fall victim to a spear or musket shot. More 
likely, he thought, he would be laid low by the ‘Malagasy fever’ 
(malaria) that ravaged the coastal lowlands. Six months earlier, the 
last British soldier to lead a mission to Madagascar had been so 
sick that he lapsed into a coma that lasted seventeen days. Whether 
he came out of  his mission dead or alive, Hastie knew his journal 
would provide an important record of  what he had observed and 
achieved.

On this muggy morning in the tropical rainforest, Hastie won-
dered if  he would achieve anything at all. Perhaps, for once in his 
life, he had taken on more than he could handle. It was not a ques-
tion of  strength, knowledge, or character. The Irishman was large, 
broad-shouldered, muscular, the kind of  man who usually came out 
ahead in a barroom brawl or hand-to-hand combat. He was from 
a modest background, but had received a good education. He had 
learned about agriculture, industry, and commerce. He could iden-
iv The Spanish silver piastre was also known as the Spanish dollar (ariary in Mala-
gasy). Minted in Mexico, it became the first international currency and the most 
common medium of  exchange in the southern Indian Ocean from the late eigh-
teenth century. The piastre, worth eight Spanish reales, became a standard measure 
of  weight and was often cut into pieces, the famous “pieces of  eight.” 
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tify trees, plants, and wildlife, knew a little about medicine, and had 
an ear for languages. 

Hastie had distinguished himself  in the service of  the East 
India Company, working hard to prove his worth to his superiors, 
yet he never expected someone of  his lowly rank to be given such 
a challenging assignment. It was one that required patience, flexi-
bility, creative thinking and cultural sensitivity, the ability to judge 
character and motive. Hastie had his orders, but it was up to him to 
decide how to execute them and achieve the objectives. He would 
have no way to communicate with his superiors on decisions and 
actions on the ground. It was a heavy responsibility for a thirty-year-
old noncommissioned officer. 

Hastie had not applied for this mission. Robert Townsend 
Farquhar, governor of  the British island colony of  Mauritius, had 
selected Thomas Pye, the British agent at Tamatave, the main port 
on the east coast of  Madagascar, to lead a mission to the court of  
Radama, the young, ambitious, and warlike ruler of  the Ovahs. 
Over the previous quarter of  a century, the Ovah kingdom (also 
known as Imerina or Ankova) in the central highlands had become 
the largest and most powerful in Madagascar. By 1794, Andrianam-
poinimerina (‘the prince in the heart of  Imerina’) had defeated rival 
chiefs, uniting the Ovah clans. His armies then moved south and 
west, forcing other clans to submit to Ovah rule. His son, Radama, 
who came to the throne in 1810, continued waging war, and set his 
sights on the trading ports of  the east coast. 

The British had taken Mauritius and the island of  Bourbon 
from the French in 1810 during the Napoleonic Wars. Under the 
1814 Treaty of  Paris, France regained Bourbon, and was reassert-
ing its military and economic power in the southern Indian Ocean. 
For the British, an alliance with the dominant power in Madagascar 
would strengthen their position and protect the sea lanes to India. 
For more than a century, the plantation economies of  Mauritius and 
Bourbon had depended on slave labour, imported from Madagas-
car, Mozambique, and East Africa. In 1807, the British parliament 
banned the import of  slaves to its colonies. Navy ships patrolling 
between Madagascar and Mauritius and Bourbon boarded and 
seized slave-trading ships, but could not prevent smugglers from 
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landing their human cargo in isolated coves in the middle of  the 
night. The only solution was to break the supply chain at its source, 
to negotiate a treaty with the Ovah king to ban the trade. Farquhar, 
under pressure from London, had already sent two missions to Rad-
ama’s court. When Pye fell ill and was unable to travel, Hastie, his 
deputy, had to step up to become the governor’s official envoy. 

What would it take to persuade Radama to stop the lucrative 
slave trade? Hastie learned from the leaders of  the two previous 
missions that the king’s ministers and army commanders profited 
from the sale of  war captives and opposed a ban. Hastie had come 
bearing gifts, but he realised that the key to an alliance was to build 
a personal relationship with Radama, to become his trusted adviser. 
How would the king receive him, a mere sergeant who did not speak 
the Malagasy language or know the culture, and had no experi-
ence in diplomacy? What had Farquhar seen in him that made him 
believe he could engage in delicate negotiations and induce the king 
to abandon the slave trade? 

Hastie put aside these weighty matters as he lifted the front 
flap of  the tent, surveyed the campsite and wondered how his party 
would make it through another day of  exhausting travel. It was 
already half  past six but the sun had not yet pierced through the 
thick fog. The porters lay stretched out on the mud under the palm 
trees. Hastie’s interpreter told him they were marmites, free labourers 
who served as porters and couriers. He had to provide food, hire 
canoes to cross lagoons and rivers, and arm them if  the party passed 
through a conflict zone. “They work only for money,” wrote Hastie. 
“I had a lot of  difficulty dealing with them over the price of  my 
transport and that of  my baggage.”5

It had been sixteen days since the frigate HMS Phaeton arrived 
at Tamatave after the five-day voyage from Port Louis, the capital 
of  Mauritius. Hastie was accompanied by Radama’s two younger 
brothers, Ratafika and Rahovy, whom he had tutored for the past 
nine months. Radama, with an army of  thirty thousand, had 
advanced close to the coast, seeking to secure a trade route for the 
export of  slaves. The Betsimisaraka, a loose confederation of  clans 
that resisted Ovah authority, were fighting Radama’s forces. Both 
armies destroyed villages, looted food stores, stole cattle, and took 
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captives, forcing inhabitants to flee into the forest. The captain of  
the Phaeton sent two officers on a reconnaissance mission to meet 
with the local chief, Jean René, and negotiate with Radama. After a 
truce was concluded, Hastie and the princes disembarked. 

Travelling south by canoe and raft across the pangalanes, a string 
of  lagoons near the coast, Hastie’s party passed village after village 
where almost every house had been burned. Food was scarce. The 
lagoons, full of  submerged trees, were perilous to cross. Between 
them, Hastie joined the marmites in hauling the canoes across 
rough paths. Close to the coast, the wind whipped up the water into 
waves. Three days earlier, a raft had capsized, and the prize horse, a 
gift for the king, had drowned. 

Now the slippery path wound up through the forest of  the foot-
hills, the first stage of  the climb to the highlands. “The road is noth-
ing but ascents and descents all the time,” wrote Hastie. “Passed 
six mountain streams swelled by the rain. A thick fog prevents us 
from seeing far.” A military man, he was disciplined in keeping his 
daily journal. He had orders from Farquhar’s chief  secretary to 
record everything he observed “in the smallest details.” He noted 
the weather, distances, place names, the number of  houses and huts 
in each village, landscape features, wildlife, vegetation, agriculture, 
and the occupations of  the people. 

Hastie was not inclined to add personal feelings to his journals, 
but after stumbling up and down hills in the rain and fog along the 
muddy path strewn with tree roots, he allowed himself  one laconic 
reflection: “If  this is the good season for travel in this country, I 
assert that it must be impossible to proceed in the bad.”
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Chapter two Chapter two 
the kIng and the governorthe kIng and the governor

The Ovah capital, Tananarive, July 6, 1810, seven years earlier

The ministers, advisers and military commanders gathered in the 
courtyard of  the rova, the royal palace high on the ridge that dom-
inates the city. For days, word had been going around that the king 
was close to death. The ombiasy, who served as priests, traditional 
healers, and astrologers, and also as official keepers of  the royal tal-
ismans and idols, were performing their mysterious rituals. Would 
the great king live or die? If  he died, would it be on a propitious 
day for his successor? Would the signs show that the kingdom would 
survive, or would the Ovah clans again fight each other for domina-
tion? In the courtyard, the ombiasy measured the altitude of  the sun 
and stars, and used a table that gave the positions of  astronomical 
objects in the sky at a given time. They consulted their reference 
books and used a board covered with sand to make calculations. If  
they disagreed, they shook the board to erase the calculations, and 
went back to observing the stars. With the royal family, ministers 
and army commanders assembled and anxious, it was vital that they 
presented a consensus sikidy or divination. 

At the age of  sixty-five, the formidable Andrianampoinimerina 
could look back with pride on his achievements since he came to the 
throne in 1787. He had ended almost three quarters of  a century of  
civil war between the Ovah clans, uniting and expanding the king-
dom. A wily and pragmatic leader, he was also a populist. Without 
a standing army, his authority rested on the allegiance of  the clan 
leaders, the lolohona, whom he consulted at public gatherings, known 
as kabary. He needed their support to raise troops. He intentionally 
did not launch campaigns during the seasons of  planting and har-
vesting to avoid disrupting the agricultural economy. 

By expanding the kingdom, Andrianampoinimerina gained 
control of  the major slave supply centres and trade routes. Earn-
ings from the export of  slaves – both those he sold and the taxes 
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he levied on slave traders – paid for arms and munitions. Although 
he allowed a select group of  French slave traders to operate, he 
was wary of  getting too close to France or Britain, the major colo-
nial powers in the region, and rejected outside religious and cul-
tural influences. Andrianampoinimerina positioned himself  as the 
defender of  Ovah culture, represented by ritual ceremonies, the 
veneration of  ancestors, the royal talismans and idols, and tradi-
tional clothing and hairstyles.v

In disputes between commoners and nobles, Andrianampoin-
imerina often decided in favour of  commoners, strengthening his 
image as a fair ruler. He established a legal system, built public 
works, and regulated the economy by creating official markets and 
standardising scales and units of  measurement. Crossed by routes 
to the east and west coasts, the Ovah kingdom became a major 
trading region, and the chief  domestic producer of  cotton and iron 
goods, the most valuable long-distance commodities. By the time 
of  Andrianampoinimerina’s death, Tananarive, with a population 
of  more than eighty thousand, was the largest and most important 
commercial city on the island. 

As he neared the end, Andrianampoinimerina called his seven-
teen-year-old son Radama and his ministers and commanders, col-
lectively known as the namana (friends), to his bedside. He confirmed 
arrangements for the succession and conveyed his final instructions. 
Radama was to complete his father’s mission to conquer the whole 
island. A French historian recounted his last reported words: “Ime-
rina has been gathered into one, but behold the sea is the border of  
my rice fields, O Radama.” He “then turned his face to the wall” 
and died.6

Two days later, on July 8, 1810, more than five hundred miles 
to the east in the Indian Ocean, British naval forces completed the 
capture of  the French island colony of  Bourbon, and began plan-
ning the invasion of  Île de France (Mauritius). Robert Townsend 
Farquhar, designated as the new governor of  both colonies, was 
with the fleet. If  reports of  the king’s dying wishes had reached him, 
v An imaginary portrait, painted in 1905, depicts him wearing the traditional 
white robe (lamba) with a red border; his hair is braided, and a silver amulet is 
attached to his forehead; he is standing barefoot on a small rise holding a spear.
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he might have reflected that the goals of  the British and the Ovah 
kings were beginning to converge.

*   *   *

Contemporary accounts describe Radama as about five feet, four 
inches tall, broad-shouldered, and slim with a narrow waist. Accord-
ing to the French traveler Leguével de Lacombe, he was “short and 
slender but well-proportioned and of  a pleasing appearance; his 
features were those of  a Malay but more delicate; his skin was also 
whiter and smoother, his eyes lively and sparkling.”7

De Lacombe’s description of  Radama’s physique and skin 
colour was apposite because his ancestors had come to Madagascar 
from the Malay Archipelago. The Ovah arrived between the eighth 
and the twelfth centuries, bringing with them their traditional clan 
organization and agricultural practices, particularly rice cultivation. 
They settled mostly in the central highlands. Their skin colour and 
straight dark hair make them Asian in appearance, distinguishing 
them from settlers in coastal regions, who were mostly of  African 
descent. 

In the early eighteenth century, the Ovah kingdom split into four 
parts. For the next seventy-odd years, chieftains fought, intrigued, 
allied, married, and died as they jostled for supremacy. The eventual 
winner was Andrianampoinimerina, who conquered Tananarive in 
1794. By the time of  his death in 1810, his armies had subdued 
most of  the central highlands. As long as he had the support of  the 
namana, the influential ministers and army commanders, and the 
local clan chiefs, the lolohana, did not oppress the population with 
military service or taxes, and respected Ovah traditions, Andrian-
ampoinimerina was able to rule without serious opposition.

Radama was cut from a different cloth than his father, more 
open to foreign contacts and influences. He was intelligent, charm-
ing, well-mannered, and pragmatic, and welcomed new ideas, espe-
cially those that contributed to the development of  agriculture, 
industry, and commerce. He was also, according to historian Sir 
Mervyn Brown, “very much a spoilt child … accustomed at an early 
age to having his slightest whim gratified.”8 From the French slave 
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traders whom Andrianampoinimerina had allowed to operate in the 
kingdom, he learned about the contest between France and Brit-
ain for colonies and control of  the sea lanes in the southern Indian 
Ocean, and developed his taste for wine and cognac. Although he 
would frequently remind Hastie that his authority rested on “his 
people” – a reference to the namana – he regarded himself  as an 
absolute monarch, who could summarily mobilise an army, raise 
taxes, or order the execution of  anyone who threatened him. 

In asserting authority, Radama cynically appropriated the 
Malagasy equivalent of  the European divine right of  kings. Hasina 
was the sacred life force originating in long-dead ancestors that was 
passed on to living rulers who, in turn, channelled it to their sub-
jects. The hasina of  rulers was enhanced by the sacred talismans 
from the districts of  the kingdom which became emblems of  royal 
power, and were carried into battle. With hasina, Ovah kings could 
legitimise their wealth, territorial conquests and booty of  cattle and 
slaves as blessings from the ancestors. Radama manipulated hasina 
to his political advantage, using it to demand loyalty and financial 
tribute, while hinting to Hastie and others that he rejected such 
superstitions.

Two portraits of  Radama suggest the contradictions in his char-
acter. The frontispiece to the second volume of  missionary historian 
William Ellis’s History of  Madagascar, published in 1838, depicts the 
king as a thoughtful patriarch. He is dressed in the traditional lamba, 
his hair meticulously curled into ringlets in the style of  the Ovah. 
Unlike his father, who was often depicted carrying a spear, he is 
unarmed. He appears sincere, calm, and benevolent, a monarch 
who cares for his people and their welfare.

Ellis, the Foreign Secretary of  the London Missionary Society 
(LMS), had good reason to present a sympathetic portrait because 
Radama had defied the traditionalists at court by allowing mission-
aries to work in the kingdom. The king had little personal interest 
in religion: either the traditional beliefs of  the Ovah or Christianity 
or Islam. André Coppalle, who arrived in Tananarive in November 
1825 to paint Radama’s portrait, reported that he “questioned me 
one day about my religious opinions, and having in turn asked him 
some questions on this subject, he answered me among other things 
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The Ovah king Radama I,
as depicted in The History of  Madagascar by William Ellis
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that religions were only political institutions, suitable for leading the 
children of  all ages.” His eventual decision to ban the slave trade 
was taken not on moral grounds but out of  political and economic 
expediency; in return for his signing the treaty, Britain recognised 
Radama as ruler of  the whole island of  Madagascar and supplied 
him with the muskets and munitions to defeat rival clans. Simi-
larly, the arrangement with the LMS was a transaction. In return 
for allowing missionaries to open schools, hold services and trans-
late the Bible into Malagasy, artisans taught new trades and helped 
develop the economy. The missionaries, with Hastie’s support, were 
able to persuade Radama to abolish some harsh laws and customs, 
and reduce the penalties for certain offenses from capital punish-
ment to hard labour.

The portrait by Coppalle hints at Radama’s other side: his arro-
gant and warlike nature. It shows him in European military uniform 
with a sash and ceremonial sword, perhaps in imitation of  his hero, 
Napoleon Bonaparte, whose triumphs had been related to him by 
the French traders. Radama could be petulant, ruthless, and casu-
ally cruel, executing or exiling anyone whom he thought opposed 
him or undermined his authority. Almost every year, he launched 
military campaigns to expand his kingdom, yet seemed indifferent 
to the fate of  thousands of  conscripts who died, not in battle, but 
from starvation, heat stroke and malaria. 

Coppalle noted Radama’s undisciplined lifestyle: 

I began the portrait of  Radama who comes to pose in the morn-
ing when the pleasures of  the night do not keep him in bed for 
too long. This prince leads a very extraordinary life. The time of  
his meals as of  his occupations has no rules other than his whim. 
It is also his whim that directs his amusements. I am sometimes 
awakened in the middle of  the night by chants, howls, volleys of  
musketry, etc. The music doesn’t stop playing all day and most of  
the night. The dancing sometimes stops around midnight.9

In mid-January 1826, Coppalle finished the portrait, presented it 
to the king and was paid fifteen hundred Spanish dollars. He left 
Madagascar in June, still mystified by his subject. “He is, moreover, 
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An 1826 portrait of  Radama in European military uniform by 
Mauritius painter André Coppalle. Queen’s Palace Collection, 
Antananarivo, Ministry of  Culture, Republic of  Madagascar.
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a man whose opinions and especially his character it is very difficult 
to know. He is ambitious and spends his life in pleasures; he would 
like to civilise his people, and seems to be jealous of  the foreigners 
that this design brings into his country.”10 Radama recognised the 
benefits that traders and missionary-artisans brought to his king-
dom, but at the same time worried that European influences could 
lead to a breakdown of  social order. 

*   *   *

Radama’s first actions after his father’s death foreshadowed his 
break from tradition. From Tananarive, Andrianampoinimerina’s 
body, wrapped in eighty silk lambas, was carried to Ambohimanga, 
the spiritual capital of  the kingdom, where it was buried in the 
royal tomb in a canoe made from solid silver. Radama traveled to 
Ambohimanga, mounted a sacred rock, and officially declared a full 
year of  mourning. In his prayers, however, he is reported to have 
appealed to neither of  the main sources of  royal power – his ances-
tors or the royal talismans. 

Messengers were despatched to inform the people of  their duties 
during the period of  mourning. Singing, the playing of  instruments, 
and handclapping were prohibited. People were asked to sleep on 
the floor instead of  in their beds, to not wash their feet, to use only 
cold water for bathing other parts of  their body, and to cut their hair 
every three months. To highland Malagasy, for whom neatly parted, 
braided, and plaited hair was emblematic of  social standing and 
tradition, the order to shear their locks may have indicated that the 
new king regarded them as his subjects, not as his people. 

Radama knew his position was tenuous, and that he was vul-
nerable to threats, both from rival rulers, from the namana and from 
within the noble caste, the andriana. When news of  Andrianampoin-
imerina’s death spread, several towns took the opportunity to rebel. 
Radama, who had gained experience in his father’s campaigns, ruth-
lessly put down the uprisings and destroyed the towns. With profits 
from the slave trade vital to the royal treasury, he could not risk 
losing trade routes to the east coast. When he launched devastating 
attacks on the Bezanozano people of  the Ankay – a narrow plain 
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between the highlands and the foothills of  the coastal lowlands – it 
was, according to the former slave trader Jacques Chardenoux, “to 
have no intermediary between him and the European merchants.”11

Radama was successful in the campaigns against the Beza-
nozano and the Betsileo, another highland kingdom, taking cattle 
and captives who were sold as slaves. Three campaigns against 
the southern Sakalava (Menabe) to the southwest ended in defeat 
and heavy casualties. As the Ovah army advanced, the Sakalava 
abandoned their capital, Mahabo, burned crops and slaughtered 
livestock, leaving Radama’s troops to wander in the grasslands and 
desert, searching for an elusive enemy. The Sakalava king Ram-
itraho retreated into the bush and launched guerilla raids. With 
thousands dead from hunger and disease, Radama was forced to 
return empty-handed, without captives and cattle. 

Farquhar would have learned of  Radama’s setbacks from trad-
ers and travellers arriving in Port Louis. He concluded that for the 
Ovah to conquer the island, they needed a smaller, better trained 
and equipped military force. The British were ready to offer train-
ing and supply guns and munitions, but Andrianampoinimerina 
had been suspicious and mistrustful of  Europeans, and Farquhar 
needed to know if  Radama was open to an alliance. If  he was to 
succeed in helping Radama, keep out the French and ultimately end 
the slave trade, he needed to proceed cautiously, sending envoys to 
learn of  Radama’s intentions and motives. 


