History

More than 400 years ago travellers’ accounts mention small European dogs on the island of Madagascar.

They came in Westen ships sailing around Cape Horn, and up the Mozambique Channel, on Voyages of Discovery East, to
the Indian subcontinent and beyond.

Some are said to have been bartered for goods by pirates. Others are thought to have been prized by local chieftains who
took them to their homes in the central highlands where the climate is equitable. Some roamed wild.

For centuries cotton has been grown near Tuéar (Toliara), Madagascar’s principal port on the Mozambique Channel and
the nearest to Africa. Here European traders and settlers congregated.

More recently, probably in the 1970’s, the small dog has become known as the Coton de Tuléar, the Royal Dog of
Madagascar, even its National Dog. Today it takes pride of place in the annual Mada Dog Show.

When Kevin Holley and the author attended the show in May 2019 they met the Directors of the national Association
Cynologique de Madagascar and others who are working with the Féderation Cynologique Internationale to improve
bloodlines.



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Discovery
https://www.facebook.com/acymadagascar/
https://www.facebook.com/acymadagascar/
https://www.fci.be/en/

A modern ‘myth history’ developed, probably from the 1970’s, that imagines the beautiful white Coton we
know today swimming from sinking ships and fighting off crocodiles in wildly inhospital landscape. The
ancestral dog was different.

Despite the lack of documentation there seems to be some consensus that the first European dogs included
the small Bichonesque types favoured by 16™ and 17" century Portuguese and Spanish nobility — and sailors.
The 18" and 19™ century English sailors seem to have favoured the Fox Terrier. These dogs were all useful for
controlling rodents on ships. On land they were excellent hunters.

Resilient and companionable, they traveled with explorers, traders, and then settlers.

A lithograph from the lllustrated London News (1856) shows a dog ‘welcoming’ the procession of the new
British Ambassador arriving in Madagascar. It resembles the type seen in Madagascar today (photographs by
the author) and may reveal some clues to how it developed.

Daniel Austin, Honorary Secretary of the Anglo-Malagasy Society, and author of Bradt Guides to Madagascar,
makes extensive use of archival documentation, particularly for the period of British colonial aspirations. He
found the lithograph and many menitions of Fox Terriers on the island. Their longer legs and the
white/brown/black colouration can be seen in the Malagasy Coton.

During the 19" century French influence strengthened; a Protectorate was followed by a Colony. Some of the
later French settlers may have come with their ‘pet’ bichonesque types. Some may even have been influenced
by Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) in their breeding.

When Madagascar declared independence in 1960 most French nationals returned to France. Some who had
bred the dog in Madagascar probably kept their bloodlines and looked for suitable stock in Europe. The shorter
legs, longer body, and less angular muzzle of many European Cotons today suggest that the predominantly
white Maltese might have been preferred.


http://www.danielaustin.co.uk/
https://www.malagasycotonclub.org/breed-standard.html

Early in the early 20™" century this photograph, taken in Ambalavao (southern Central Highlands), shows a
small white dog that looks very like the Cotons seen today in Madagascar. Jane Havercroft brought the
photograph to the Anglo Malagasy Society in London (June 2017). It may be the earliest photographic record
of the dog in Madagascar. Her grandparents, James and Annie Tattersfield, were missionaries there between
1924 and 1931. Here they are being visited by Edward (Teddy) Buck from the London Missionary Society
with his small white dog.

The history of the breed remains to be written with new scientifc and archival research. The period after the
1960s is particularly important to understanding how the Malagasy Coton developed into the European Coton
de Tuéar. The bloodlines and documentation of those who bred the dog in Madagascar will be known to some
people living today, in France and elsewhere.

Madame Gavet Fafargue (kennel affix Courrier des Isles) very much hopes that making her research available
on this website will encourage anyone with information to contact Courrier des Isles.

Donna Kurtz

Some web links to histories

https://showsightmagazine.com/coton-de-tulear-a-soft-cotton-ball-born-from-the-sea/
http://www.windcrestcottagecoton.com/history-of-the-coton/



https://www.anglo-malagasysociety.co.uk/uploads/1/3/5/2/135280439/kurtz-coton-de-tulear.pdf
http://www.courrierdesiles.com/
https://showsightmagazine.com/coton-de-tulear-a-soft-cotton-ball-born-from-the-sea/
http://www.windcrestcottagecoton.com/history-of-the-coton/

History of the Coton of Tulear, from his origins to the first standard

When one embarks on such an exciting project as breeding purebred dogs and goes through all the constraints
required by the international cynophilia in order to produce at best “good and beautiful dogs”, there comes a
time when, every breeder worthy of the name, raises questions about the zoological origin of the dogs and
about the major stages that marked the breed he loves. Unless they are endowed with an exceptional longevity,
few current breeders around the world can still testify to the first lines they have known or tell in detail how the
dogs evolved with those who were involved.

In regard to the Coton of Tulear, we have the chance to raise a breed (the European Coton de Tulear) that is still
young in cynophilia. If some people who have known the very first imported Cotons happen to read this article
and discover errors, or simply want to add some details, it would be an immense contribution of knowledge for
us. We thank you in advance.

First steps on the Red Island

Almost everyone knows the story of the small Bichons stranded after a ship sank off Madagascar who would
have reproduced with local dogs. By natural selection a pretty little white dog developed- bright and resourceful,
whose texture of hair is similar to that of the cotton flower, and who roamed in packs on the beaches of Tulear.

This legend, like most legends, rests on a
background of truth from which we have been
able to find some information.

Thus, Etienne de Flacourt (Governor of the
colonies who arrived at Fort-Dauphin in 1648)
describes dogs of which he assumes an origin prior
to that of the arrival of the colonists since he
writes:

“There are many dogs that are small, have a long
snout, short ears and most of them have fox-like
hair. There are a few that are black and white that
I think were bred by a few dogs from the breed we
brought to France.”

Let’s start by looking at local dogs because this is by far the easiest question. It’s appears that all the canids of
the island are from dogs imported by man. The isolation of the island has allowed an original zoological diversity
without large predators. Endemic carnivors are few (seven species related to the mongoose including the
famous fossa) The only dangerous and endemic animal of the island is the crocodile. The imported canids could



only arrive with men.

We know that the island had several migratory movements. Through genetic studies it has been possible to
identify Indonesian and East African origins through the Indian Ocean. Then, the contribution of populations
from India, the Persian Gulf, Europe and China by longer sea routes resulted in the current population. To know
what local dogs were on the island before Flacourt we must follow the human migrations.

The history of the dog cannot be disassociated from that of Man. The first migrants landed on the island with
dogs probably lupoide like the Dingo, often with small examples not taking too much space in the boats. It can
also be assumed that with the influx of migrants from East Africa came several types of greyhounds ; some were
also present in the lberian Peninsula, to which we will return. These dogs were used for hunting, but also for
protection against possible attack from the indigenous population. Often they were also a food reserve in case
of misfortune on the spot.

When de Flacourt arrived there, the Malagasy were already hunting with these dogs and many wild boar
hunting scenes were recounted by the colonists.

He also alludes to large dogs that will become
more prominent in the wild boar hunt because
they are more efficient than the small ones. That
results in an Amboa-Lambo (wild boar dog) and
the small dogs becoming Kiva (useless dogs).
These little fox-like dogs and more skilled
hunters arrived by boat before the French
colonists arrived and wrote about them.

If we have only a vague idea of the dogs accompanying the first Malagasy, we know much more about those
who accompanied the Portuguese sailors from 1494, when Spain and Portugal shared the lands they discovered
through the Treaty of Torsdesillas. The Portuguese circumvented Africa several times with Vasco de Gama at the
head of a fleet that also of passed through the Mozambique Channel. Under Diego Diaz’s navigation they
discovered Madagascar by chance in 1500. He named it St Lawrence Island.



Portuguese ratter dogs in the sixteenth century are certainly small Podengos.
Navigators priviliged small dogs able to slip into all the holes to track rats. It is
very likely that these small ratters had a strange resemblance to the foxes that
were described by Etienne de Flacourt and that they were born either from the
first African migrations or thanks to the Portuguese navigators.

Their fur described as that of a fox suggests that they arrived early enough in the island and that their adaptation
to the Malagasy biotope made them denser and darker fur dogs.

In addition, Etienne de Flacourt, who knows the breed well because it is common in France, believes he
recognizes some of those he describes when he arrived in 1648. Dogs able to hunt on land as in water are the
ancestor of the Portuguese water dog and very similar to all breeds. They were on board Portuguese ships
because the sailors used them as rapporteurs. But what is certain is that the breeds arrived with the French

colonists.

In 1659 Mr. Souchu de Renefort described this type of scene :



The stories of dogs hunting pigs or guinea fowl are numerous in the accounts of early explorers but more
numerous are descriptions of how the dogs of the island escape the crocodiles by a well-honed technique that
we will not detail here, but that we have read many times during our research and at various times.

Packs of small dogs faced with the necessity to cross the many swamps and meanders of the rivers always had
the same technique to escape the crocodiles. They began by attracting them to one side of the shore by barking
at everything. Once the crocodiles were well advanced on land the dogs rushed towards the opposite direction
to cross the river as quickly as possible while their enemies struggled to reach the water, much less comfortable
on land. At this stage of our research it seems probable that small Portuguese Podengos crossed the road of
breeds on Madagascar since many accounts mention the loss of the dogs that came with the colonists and
disappeared in the thick vegetation of the island.

One of the most epic stories is undoubtedly recounted by Carpeau du Saussay in 1722, in which shipwrecked
people try to cut their dogs' throats in order to eat them three days after they were shipwrecked and wandered
in the swamps. The poor beast succeeded in escaping them while they content themselves with peas found on
the spot and which make them sick, not before they wanted to devour the sailor responsible for the dog’s escape.
Two deaths later they repeat their attempt with another dog who also escapes but who comes back a few
minutes later with a guinea fowl in its mouth. Unfortunately it is not enough to not consider eating the dog a
third time- finding just in time enough to eat and leave the dog alone.

Three centuries of freedom, far from the tumult of men

The settlement of French settlers remained chaotic and essentially in the south until 1890 when the island
became a French Protectorate. Throughout this period, the French mainly preferred the island of the Reunion
for establishing their colonies and survived. Those in Madagascar did the best they could, being prey to the tribal
wars, the attempts of colonization by the English, and the pirates. The Red Island will mostly be exploited for
slavery and some agricultural resources while the Bourbon island (the Reunion ) was more quickly inhabited by
stable and probably, very early, by family colonists. Small dogs became more numerous quite quickly as pets.
The status of dog evolves in history. Let us keep in mind that the dogs of colonists come and go between the
two islands following the travels of men.



The south of the Red Island is the warmest and driest, between limestone plateaus and plains of broad rivers
leading to the sea. The rest of the island at the time was essentially covered by an immense lush and inextricable
forest. Overall, the vegetation made it difficult to explore the island. In a hectic human context and enjoying a
less dangerous environment, apart from crocodiles, it is easy to imagine that dogs could survive in the wild and
reproduce easily.

In 1823 Leguevel de Lacombe writes :

“..this trip had another purpose: | hoped to find the opportunity to satisfy my taste for hunting. Since | was in
Tamatave, | beat every morning the woods of the surrounding area accompanied by a relative of Jean René named
Rapelapela, who in recognition of some gifts had promised to teach me the various ways to hunt the country. He
was followed by a small Malagasy dog whose fawn hair, straight ears, long snout and long, stuffed tail would have
made him look like a fox ; the resemblance would have been perfect if his legs had been slender and shorter.

Many of these dogs that are probably native to the island live wild in the forests hunting on their behalf. It is
difficult to tame those taken very small in the cavity of a rock or some old tree trunk. When they lead a domestic
life they seem to have less instinct than our own. They do not always obey the voice of their master and hunt only
in view of the priest. The way they pursue the game, however, is quite ingenious. It is impossible without them to
approach the guinea fowl that run with so much speed that | have never been able to shoot it less than a hundred
paces away. When we had a company raised, my guide, with the trained eye of a hunter, noticed the tree they
chose for delivery, immediately pointed it to the dog running there, scratched the trunk, and barked ardently, From
then on, we no longer had to fear seeing the guinea fowl fly away. They remained motionless on the branches and
the head hidden in their feathers, they made a small moan. | sometimes had time to fire and reload twice before
they thought about giving up their retirement. But no sooner had the dog’s barking ceased than the charm was
destroyed: the terror of the birds dissipated and they walked away screaming. | soon got rid of this hunt and |
abandoned it to follow the naturals to those of the wild boar. She first caused me a lot of fatigue but ended up
being useful to me in more than one respect .“

These dogs were probably autonomous enough to do without the presence of man to survive but also endowed
with domestic qualities like the story of Etienne Grosclaude (a Parisian in Madagascar 1898) :

“Here comes a wild dog who starts to hang around the camp. Soon Rocheron is brought his rifle to shoot this easy
prey, But instead of standing at a safe distance like his congeners from the bush the intruder approaches the
undeniable inclination to enter into trade with us. After a thousand detours and infinite precautions he advances
by crawling with the graces of sleeping dogs. Obviously his soul is divided between the feeling of fear and that of
sociability, but the fear dominates amply justified by the attitude of Rocheron who carried his son Lebel. |



energetically intercede for this friend of the man who looks like a parliamentarian rather than a malicious adversary.
Rocheron lets himself be softened and raises his rifle, while the good dog, wagging his tail and doing a thousand
kindness, stands up in a posture reminiscent of that of the rabbit of the well-known posters disarming the fierce
hunter with this unexpected exclamation

Thanks | have a Conty guide !

| regret to note that our visitor has not the slightest Conty guide and it is a great pity because the need is terribly
felt. A remnant of shyness still prevents him from venturing up to us, to cut short his hesitations, we send him
some men, who as a result of a turning movement manage to get their hands on it. He gets caught without showing
his teeth, we take him away, we offer him a handful of rice that he swallows with visible satisfaction and we are
good friends. “Fahavalo" is the name which was immediately called, frolicking lovingly around us and then going
for a walk around the fires where the pot is boiling, stroked by the ones and the others and enjoying here pieces
of chicken and there a piece of biscuit that he breaks noisily like he would do with a bone.

All the time of dinner he keeps us company, at dessert Boussand reaches out his hand, saying in a joke way- "give
the paw." and now, to our profound amazement, Fahavalo gives us the paw. “The other one” says Boussand
amazed and Fahavalo gives the other paw.

We had seen some stiff ones during our travels but this one took us back us beyond any expression. What is this
dog? Where the hell is he coming from and who the hell taught him to give his paw in French in these parts where
there’s not the slightest travelling circus? Is it a leprechaun of these solitudes? or the soul of a traveler slain in the
mountains? At these thoughts our hair rises, phenomenon more explainable than that of the dressage of this
fantastic quadruped. We had first thought that the dog belonged to some band of Sakalaves wandering in the
neighborhood, but after exhausting all the hypotheses, we come to conclude that it belonged to Europeans
massacred in Manabé. A fair number of prospectors from the Transvaal perished in these areas.

Just recently, five of them were murdered in a nearby village of Tsriromandidy. Maybe that poor doggy is the last
survivor of their expedition.”

It was probably their strong domestic skills that made these small dogs stay close to the inhabited areas while
remaining independant. They probably they went through the dustbins of the villages. But by the way, why little
dogs? As we went through various archives, it became clear that little by little the small dogs used to hunt wild
boar were replaced by larger ones. This seems logical to the extent that the arrival of settlers became more
numerous, the ships more efficient, and it was more "comfortable" for men to be accompanied by large dogs to
capture slaves, hunt or defend themselves.

We think that from the moment when the Westerners came to the island on a regular basis, and the various
native kingdoms asserted their identity, the small dogs were relegated to a semi-domestic role and became the
useless little dogs, the kiva. Nevertheless, have they become the darling of the Malagasy sovereigns for all that,
although we found nothing to affirm it. It seems obvious that because of the state of extreme poverty of the
local populations these small dogs only entered the privileged families, whatever the period of the History of
Man.

We were, however, able to find the testimony of Marius Cazeneuve, physician and intimate advisor to Queen
Renavalo Manjaka in 1896, during one of her travels:

“While the village chief who had summoned a "Kabary" in my honour, to celebrate the queen’s doctor with dignity,
gave me a speech of which | did not understand a word, but of which | knew the meaning- these speeches were
always the same- | followed with my eyes the frolicks of a pretty little dog who seemed frightened by the unusual
movement to which my caravan gave rise. It belonged, it seems, to the chief of the village. Suddenly the little
animal disappeared and | noticed that he was going to snuggle in a nearby thicket. When | had launched, in
response to the speech of the village chief a Veloma Ranavalo Manjaka / long live S.M the queen Ranavalo llI- very
sincere- was my usual response to the harangue and when the Kabary had come to an end, the chief looks for his
dog, he calls him the little beast does not answer.



There are Nivelle dogs [who do not want to obey] in all countries. The crocodile! cried immediately one of the
natutrels. The crocodile ate it! The crocodile ate it! answered as many voices as there were inhabitants in the
village. And each runs towards the river. A crocodile stood there, half stranded on the sand and looking like
someone who has just had a good meal. The chief who loved his dog very much lamented. Cheer up, | say to him,
tomorrow as soon as the sun is up, | promise to return to you the little beast by the crocodile who devoured it. Is
it possible, he cried! | promise you that.

Some time later, thanks to a few slices of sausage, | managed to seize the dog, who had not left his refuge, and |
carried him inside the hut, after having taken the necessary precautions so that he did not betray his presence by
his barking.

I kept him all night long; the next day when we were at the river bank, | would summon the caiman (alligator) -at
distance- to return the chief’s dog, which he had so mechanistically made his meal the day before, then skillfully
maneuvering (I am not a conjurer for nothing) | gave the freedom to the dog that | held snuggled under my flannel
jacket, letting it loose in such a way, that one could believe indeed that it came out of the belly of the crocodile as
Jonas once did of that of the whale.

One can guess from which acclamations this resurrection was hailed. ”

Let us add to all this, that in many historical stories (Grandidier) wild dogs and especially their incessant cries at
night, hold an important place without being described in a precise way apart from their colors often yellow or
brown.

At this stage of our research, we can see the outline of our Coton’s past. | we can imagine that the small "foxes"
and the small breeds of Fort Dauphin, have bred dogs more or less wild, very resourceful but still remaining
close to men and because of their origins able to hunt on their own or for humans. They are able to seduce a
village chief or intrigue travelers. Their dense fur is probably from that of the woolly breeds whose basic colors
are brown (red fox?) black and white like the invasive vegetation.

When Gallieni arrived in 1896 on Madagascar, being appointed Governor there, he signed the French supremacy
over the Malagasy people and favored the establishment of French industrialists who certainly had in their
luggage, small dogs of the Bichon type who had just entered the bourgeois houses in Europe.



James or the beginning of a second life

The Malagasy people could not acquire their independence until 1960
and France kept control of the administration, army, the economic and
cultural life of the country until 1972. Around the same time the French
were beginning to fall in love with a small dog, with a cotton texture,
living more or less in a wild way in the south west of the island. The
population of this small dog is globally homogeneous. There were some
matings and the canine authorities took the decision to establish a
standard to recognize the breed.

It seems reasonable to think that the packs on the outskirts of Tulear is
indeed where the cradle of the breed was given the first colonial
contributions. The impenetrable vegetation of the rest of the island
remained despite urbanization and the industrialization. The limestone
plains and plateaus between Tulear and Fort Dauphin were
transformed into rice fields very early on, bringing a human presence
with an agricultural purpose, ideal for promoting the breeding of the
dogs. “The bush or the forest by day and the garbage cans by night! "
We could summarize: these little resourceful dogs, who had known for
several centuries how to outmanoeuvre crocodiles, were no longer
short of a trick to endure without fear.

Some examples had to know how to be easier to seduce than others, and as the villages became prosperous,
farm yards and garbage cans had to be better and better stocked for this little dog who began to stay very close
to human activities. Between the arrival of the first settlers and the recognition of the breed more than three
centuries had passed with men travelling back and forth between neighbouring islands, even continents.

If the little Barbet gradually gives its place in Europe to Bichons and Poodles, it is the same for all these small
dogs that will arrive on the island and will swell the ranks of those who have been there. Until the moment when
man controls the fate of various kinds of dogs and creates the modern cynophile, the dogs of the fields and
streets of Madagascar evolved according to human behaviour.



The Bichons, having made their official entrance into the courtyards over a long time and representing the
archetype of the companion dog, we can imagine that they were among the companion dogs of families who
came over the centuries. They are certainly at the origin of the strong presence of white in the Coton. Indeed,
while some have assumed that the white of the Coton is due to a protection against the sun’s rays, it has been
shown that the determinism of the colors of the coat of the mammals is related to the adaptation by mimitism
to the medium and not thermal. In other words, the animal has the colour that allows it to go unnoticed. On the
other hand, the pigmentation of the skin is linked to the intensity of the radiation thanks to the protective agent
melanin.

If our little Coton has developed such a thick but airy fur it is to create
thermal insulation against heat but if it has developed black mucous
membranes it is certainly because of the sun, although, genetically, it is
difficult to have enough melanin to have beautiful black mucous
membranes in white examples. Again, it can be assumed that not all
examples were homogeneously pigmented. On the other hand, the skin
probably had to be more pigmented than the first standard required in
some color-bearing subjects.

In ancient and French canine iconography, many white dogs are represented with pink noses. It is necessary to
await the redaction of the first standards of canine breeds to see that in almost all breeds of white dogs the nose
must be very black. If naturally, some breeds living in latitudes subjected to intense solar radiation have cellular
protection requirements, this is not the case for the living species under these less ardent latitudes. The black
breeds were probably well pigmented, the Bichons much less so.

The three centuries of living with nature are not enough to speak of natural selection to result in a Coton all white
or at least very clear and well pigmented, but rather an adaptation in progress with examples still "extreme", very
colorful and conversely, some with a pinkish nose. This last question is still relevant for some examples. On the
other hand, the homogeneity of the form as well as that of the fur was quickly achieved by successive matings in
one rather restricted geographical environment.

When Mr Petit wrote the first standard in 1971, the typical exmaple is white with a beautiful black muzzle. While
the Malagasy Republic publishes a stamp with a Coton with heavily colored ears.



We also found an article published in June 1971 in the magazine of the French hunter N°892 which illustrates
the standard with the pretty photo of another with a rather colorful head.

In 1959 we read that Mr Hoareau (of Reunion origin) was
already known for his breeding of small Cotons all white from
Tulear. Had he already priviligized completely white subjects
and continued his breeding in Reunion? When the breed was
‘born’” in 1971 some Cotons had already begun to be imported
into France and to other countries. Had the people who lived
on the island with a Coton at home also already preferred all
white examples? These are some questions which people who
read this article may be able to answer. Anyway, all white or
with a colorful head, we come to the early 1970’s- the small
dog whose coat has the texture of cotton. It must be kind and
not aggressive, according to the French Hunter.

Lastly, where did our little boy find his famous curved back? Some have attributed it to the Bedlington Terrier.
We have not found any historical arguments to support this hypothesis. Furthermore, the British colonisation
of Madagascar was more sporadic than that of France. France also benefited from its neighbouring colonisation
of Reunion during the first attempts at colonization. To explain this typical and well-arched back line, as Mr Petit
points out, one must probably look for the first lines of Barbets that arrived on the island. The current standard
of the Barbet FCI N°105 shows a dog with a slightly convex back. But knowing also that some breeds whose
origins are very old also possess an arch. We cannot dismiss the hypothesis that their construction also
continued in the Coton and that these breeds came with the very first Malagasy inhabitants.



As our story draws to an end, it remains only to conclude with the beautiful James- the most emblematic Coton.

All current pedigrees keep him in distant memory. The muzzle is still a little pointed like a small fox, the eyes are
dark and expressive eyes, and the hair touselled- a Coton in all its splendor and originality. At the sight of this

pretty portrait, we can understand how these small wild rascals, certainly very eager to bark and sometimes a
little devious, have known how to conquer the world.



We will not know for sure if he was a royal dog but we know the great impact he had on the dog world in show
exhibitions, thanks to a passionate owner who had the extreme kindness to send us a press statement published
in May 1973.



As soon as the breed was recognized, the excitement for this pretty little dog heralded its decline on its native
island as the most beautiful examples flew to other skies. The first breeders who received this beautiful
inheritance, certainly had at heart to follow the type defined by the standard and to improve the character of
this little clown, accustomed to a certain freedom for a long time. The Coton de Tulear, a small white and lively
dog, is officially born, yet in his appearance we see the sailors, Barbets and other crocodiles with which he
played for centuries and whose expression reminds us that he has more than one trick in his bag and that he
will always get away with a pirouette.

Myriam Gavet Lafargue

with translation by Melissa Armstrong and Donna Kurtz
September 2022



