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On the high plateau of Madagascar, south of
the town of Ambositra and in a rocky valley
at ca.1440 m above sea level, a very rare palm
stills clings to existence: Dypsis ambositrae (Fig.
1). This species was first described by
Dransfield and Beentje in The Palms of
Madagascar (1995), and they commented,
“...in 1992 12 trees were known and by 1994
at least 5 of these had been cut down.” By
1999, only 2 palms remained, and these were
cut for fuel shortly thereafter (pers. obs.).
Several small juveniles were obtained from
local villagers in 2003 and are surviving in
Tsimbazaza Botanical and Zoological Gardens
in Antananarivo. In 2005, a single 14 m tree
was shown to us, and several hundred old
seeds were collected. The seeds (ca. 11 × 9 mm)
had fibrous endocarps and were sparsely
ruminate to 2 mm. This year we returned to
be shown a small farm containing three
mature specimens. These are protected by local
fady (tradition), and we learned that a few
others were still alive but “far away.”
Reasonably fresh seeds were collected, and
prospective seedlings will be distributed to
various tropical and subtropical botanic
gardens and serious palm collectors.   

The world of palm collecting is awash with
various palm species described as Dypsis
ambositrae. Few, if any, fit the description of the
species, and this is hardly surprising as fertile
seeds have rarely if ever been collected. The
juvenile of the species is highly colorful with
red petioles and leaf rachis. Later development
shows a thickset palm with a grey white crown
shaft. Some of these have one or two suckers,
but it appears that suckers are lost by fire as the
main stem matures. 

The region in which this palm grows is small
in area. Unless further populations are found,

the prospect of these singular palms becoming
extinct in their natural habitat is very real.
(Editors’ Note: an additional healthy
population with substantial regeneration was
discovered in 2003 by Tianjanahary
Ranarivelo, Royal Botanic Gardens Kew in
Madagascar).
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1. Dypsis ambositrae. Photo by John Dransfield.

          






