
I would like to thank Daniel Austin, Honorary  Secretary of the Anglo-
Malagasy Society, the Society, and St George’s Church, Bloomsbury, for 
making this event possible. 
 
The title probably should have been a question: is the Coton de Tulear 
the national dog or was this epithet given to it from the 1970s, along 
with others, such as the Royal Dog, to promote it in the United States 
and Europe? This is one of many questions I will be posing – and hoping 
you can help me to answer. I am not an expert on Madagascar or on the 
Coton de Tulear. I am a research academic, an archaeologist who studies 
the past ,who has become interested in the history of the dog that is 
unique to the island. 
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And I would like to give special thanks to Cathy Clarke and Buddy.  
 
Buddy is a four-year old Coton de Tulear. He has come to meet those of you who are 
unfamiliar with the breed. He is used to meeting people, taking part in shows, and 
smiling for the camera with his prizes. This is an atypical meeting of the AMS. We 
have structured it to introduce the Coton de Tulear to the Malagsy who do not know 
it and to introduce Madagascargascar to those who breed and own the Coton.  After 
my short presentation Daniel, Cathy and I will offer an informal Question and Answer 
session.  
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Madagascar is far away and few people with Cotons have had the opportunity to visit.   
I have been very fortunate to make several trips. Last year on board the Island Sky I 
gave a very short version of this talk . The small British expedition ship spent about 
ten days cruising around the island looking for lemurs and Madagascar’s famed flora 
and fauna.  
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I, of course, was looking for small white dogs. I found this one on a beach in 
Mozambique which we visited after Madagascargascar. It reminds us that the dog can 
be found along sea routes in the southern Indian Ocean, not only in 
Madagascargascar. I will return to this point. 
Before I spoke none of the passengers or crew knew the Coton de Tulear. After the 
presentation passengers and crew took an interest and began to help me to find 
them.  
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Daniel Austin was the Madagascar expert on the ship. He took an interest in the little 
dogs. There he is with Piko. 
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As did members of the ship’s expedition team. This is Guy from the Seychelles. 
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And passengers. They took these two pictures on Isle St Marie on the north eastern 
side of the island. The dogs are small, have long legs and tend to have patches of 
colour. Their hair is cut; grooming is a luxury few people have time for. 
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The pictures on the left were also taken by passengers. One dog lies by 
the beach, another takes a ride in a dug-out canoe.  
I took the pictures on the right of an elderly man cradling Cocine. She 
guards his house from people like me wandering along the beach. She 
looks more like Buddy but she is much smaller. The dog on the top left is 
Malagasy, Cocine is European. I will return to these two types. The man is 
French and has lived here for about twenty years, keeping the small 
white dogs, and breeding them from time to time. In his open plan house 
lemurs swing in and enjoy his fruits. He knows the island and the breed 
well. He told me how I could acquire a Coton like Cocine for about 200 
Euros and that there was even a facility in the  airport in the capital to 
export it.  
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Near Isle Ste Marie, and the famous pirates’ cemetery, is the town of Ambodifotatra. 
We were taken by zodiacs from the Island Sky to its harbour. While others went 
shopping I looked for dogs. I found Doby. He is looks very different from Cocine, more 
like a Bichon Frise with long gangly legs, pure white coat and deep black 
pigmentation. He lives in a lovely house high on a hill covered with orchids and 
overlooking the harbour.  Finding him was not easy… 
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At home in Oxford I have kept small white dogs for more than 30 years. 
Until 8 years ago, when I acquired my first Coton, they were Bichon Frise. 
This old breed is the ancestor of the Coton. The genetic composition of 
the two is very similar, as is that of another old breed, the Maltese. The 
silky coat of my Coton Mercury recalls that of the Maltese. His black and 
brown patches recall the coloration of the Malagasy dogs.  
Bichons, Maltese and Cotons have hair that keeps growing, white coats, 
dark brown eyes, and strong black pigmentation around the eyes and 
mouth, on the nose, and footpads. The white colour and whispy hair 
gave the Coton its name.  
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Cotton is a prominent crop on the island. Principal areas of production 
are shown in the map which I took from a recent report by the World 
Bank to promote cotton production. Toliary is Tulear with the blue arrow 
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After Madagascan independence, celebrated two days ago, the name Tulear, given by 
the colonial French in the late 19th century, became Toliara. This good natural 
harbour, seen here in a satellite view 
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 has been a principal port on the Mozambique Channel for many centuries. 
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My presentation uses history to put the dog in context. 
 
European trading ships brought western dogs to Madagascar.   
Among other things the Europeans were looking for on the island was 
textiles. This page from the website of the Metropolitan Museum in New 
York succinctly explains the importance of textiles to the island’s history. 
Calling an imported small white dog with whispy hair would have 
happened naturally and probably early. It looked like a cotton ball. In 
Madagascar, when I have and asked about the Coton deTulear no one 
seems to understand. When I ask about small white dogs, or a coton dog, 
they usually do. Cotton in French has only one T – a Coton from Tulear. 
The French have developed the dog we know today as the Coton de 
Tulear. 
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Ideas about its origins abound, especially since the 1970s among those 
wishing to sell a rare breed. There were, of course, no ‘sailing ships with 
Cotons’. The Coton was not brought to Madagascar; it developed on the 
island over centuries. It is unique to Madagascar; the history of the breed 
is part of the island’s history.  
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From the late 1400s into the 1700s – during what today is called the Age 
of Discovery – Europeans, particularly the Spanish and the Portuguese, 
set sail to the Americas, Africa and Asia. Madagascargascar’s strategic 
location (yellow arrow) on the route to Asia attracted some of the 
earliest voyages.  
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in ships like this - a modern reconstruction of a 15th century Portuguese 
caravel 
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My title probably should have been Sailors and Small Dogs 
Ships attract rats and long voyages were harsh and lonely. Space on a 
ship is always limited. A small tough little dog that loved water and killing 
rats, and was also companionable became the sailors’ friend. 
 
We are talking about western ships but we should keep in mind that 
larger Chinese ships were sailing the eastern Indian Ocean even earlier 
with small dogs, possibly the Breed known today as the Chinese Crested, 
serving a similar purpose. 
 
This is not a particularly old photograph but it makes the point. The dog 
looks like a Barbet Bichon/poodle cross – the lineage of the Bichon Frise.  
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Small, tough, companionable and ever vigilant for prey they were perfect 
for the sailing ships. Mine see off fox, deer, pheasant, herons, Canadian 
Wile Geese, hawk, squirrels and rats. They even attempt to deal with 
cows and bulls in an adjoining field. My Cotons tend to remain near the 
house, often enthroning themselves on garden furniture. I tend to think 
centuries of being cherished in warm and sunny Madagascargascar has 
made Cotons more docile and less predatory. 
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The small dog went around the then known world. Islands are attractive 
to sailors and the dogs were attractive to islanders. Their whiteness was 
unusual in the southern hemisphere. They became objects of barter and 
trade whether with pirates - the area around Isle Ste Marie, was a pirate 
stronghold –or trading sailors. These  imported dogs will not generally 
have roamed the deserts or the rainforests. They will have lived with 
local leaders especially inland where the climate is more moderate and 
the capital is sited today. There will have been interbreeding with local 
dogs but some islanders will have looked after the imported dog and 
endeavoured to breed it selectively. Anyone with experience of breeding 
animals will have known that mating the small white dogs to each other, 
rather than allowing them to mate with local dogs, would help to 
perpetuate it. Islands also provided a restricted gene pool, particularly 
Madagascargascar which is very large and offered ideal opportunities for 
selective breeding. Today Maltese, Bichon, Havanese, and Coton de 
Tulear are associated with islands and they look quite similar.  
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The local Madagascar dog will have been a mix of African breeds. Today it 
tends to be slightly larger than the Coton with a longer muzzle, longer 
legs, and a brown/black coat with straight hair. The African dog and the 
cottony dog have been on the island for more many centuries. Today 
there are many western breeds. 

21 



They tend to be large working dogs as this selection shows. I will return to it. 
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I took the picture on the left in January of two dogs on a Madagascar 
beach. The local dog displays the whiteness of interbreeding. The body 
and long legs of the white dog recall the Bichon. This type is often 
referred to as the Malagasy Coton. 
 
The picture on the right was taken last month at a major dog show here 
in the UK. Buddy and Cathy are in the centre. This type is the European 
with shorter legs, a sturdier build, little or no coloration, and a slightly 
humped back. 
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Over the centuries while some dogs accompanied men on harsh voyages 
others stayed at home. The stay at home is probably best represented 
today by the Bolognese which is also genetically very close to the 
Bichon/Maltese/Coton. Just as Madagascan local leaders cherished the 
small white dog, so did the European aristocracy and royalty. These two 
famous examples show it living in comfort and style – Titian’s mid-16th 
century Venus and Cupid with an Organist and Francisco Goya’s late 18th 

girl with a dog. 
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Britain was not part of this story. Here a different small dog found favour 
and appeared in court paintings. King Charles’ spaniel was bred to hunt 
on land, not sail the seas.   
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The British focused their colonial interests elsewhere but in 1639 Lord 
Arundel had proposed a Madagascargascar Plan. It came to nothing but 
is remembered today in this painting by Van Dyck in Arundel Castle. 
Arundel points to the island.  
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The Coton de Tulear is said to have come into Britain in the 1980s, slightly later than 
its import into the US. The movement of these dogs is far from clear. Madagascar 
placed restrictions on their export because bloodlines were being lost. I will return to 
this point. This picture of Lola and Milou is well known to many of you. They came to 
Britain in 1987 with Tony and Ina Shear, who were able to export the dogs because 
Ina is Malagasy. Today there are no restrictions.  
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Remaining with Britain I show Queen Victoria for several reasons. She 
had a different dog that looks somewhat like the ancestral Barbet Bichon. 
The Skye Terrier too is associated with sailors and ships. This very tough 
little dog – which I also owned many years ago - is said to have come to 
Britain on ships from the Spanish Armada in the 16th century that 
wrecked in the Hebrides - more ships, sailors and small white/ish dogs. I 
also show her because   
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Ranavalona II was Queen in Madagascargascar during Victoria’s reign. In this portrait, 
which once hung in her palace, seen on the left, she has adopted western regal dress, 
and looks rather like Victoria. I like to think that she had a Coton. I have given her 
Buddy.  
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Some of the uncertainties about the history of the breed from this time may be 
clarified by the British Library’s digitisation of Malagasy archives. Daniel reminds me 
of the accounts of the London Missionary Society, today in SOAS, and several French 
journals. We hope our research will reveal more about the history of the Coton de 
Tulear. 
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History….In 1897, fourteen years after Ranavalona II’s death, the island 
became a French colony.  
I will not discuss the political history of the island since Independence. I 
focus on the French influence on the small white dog. 
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The French colonization came late to Madagascar. The previous half 
century had seen great advances in science and technology in Europe. 
Relevant to our story is the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species and 
Mendel’s experiments in genetics. 
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Classifying species and taking a scientific approach to breeding 
stimulated interest in breed standards and the establishment of 
organizations to promote them. The first was in Britain. The Kennel Club 
was established in 1873, a year before 
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The American Field Dog Sporting Association. 
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seven years later, in 1881 the Societe Central Canine – the French Kennel Club - was 
established 
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Today’s European standard for the Coton de Tulear was developed by the French both 
in France and in Madagascargascar over 60 years. After June 26 1960, when 
Madagascan Independence was formally agreed, the development of the breed was 
sustained in France with breed documentation, but not in Madagascar. The 
restrictions on export, which I have mentioned, were an attempt to rectify the 
situation but the gene pools of both the European and Malagasy in Madagascar had 
already been depleted. For that reason a new initiative to reinstate the breed has 
begun in Madagascar with the SCC. I will return to this. 
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Better known to many of you will be the Federation Cynologique 
Internationale that was founded in 1911 by Germany, Austria, France, 
Belgium and the Netherlands, but was quickly shut down by the 
outbreak of WWI. In 1921 it was re-established in Belgium by the SCC -
 Société Centrale Canine de France - and the Société Royale Saint-
Hubert in Belgium. 
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Breed standards are important. The FCI liststhree for Cotons. I have 
mentioned the Malagasy and the European. In today’s world technology 
has brought people together. Digital technologies have democratized 
access to information. Medical science has increased lifespans, 
eradicated old diseases and sought to find ways to manage new ones. 
Our approach to breed standards needs to reflect these scientific 
advances.  
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The European is the standard used in international shows. It is the standard 
Madagascar wishes to reinstate.  
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I know this thanks to Daniel putting me in contact with people in 
Madagascar leading the initiative. They are working very closely with 
veterinarians and undesrtand the importance of standards for health as 
well as ‘beauty’. 
Thanks to Daniel there is now an opportunity to work with Madagascar 
to benefit the Coton. I like to think that this is something the AMS will 
wish to support.  
The ACYM decision to reinstate the French/European standard is  based 
on the realities of the situation in Madagascar. The gene pools of both 
the Malagasy and the European have been depleted and there is no 
documentation. To promote the initiative the ACYM is using Facebook 
because social media are readily available. 
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The Mission of the ACYM is clearly stated:  
 
Gestion du Livre des Origines de l’espèce Canine (L.O.M) à Madagascargascar.  
 
Canine experts know what this means. Madagascar will need five generations – 
perhaps 10-15 years to re-instate the Coton de Tulear. This is a challenge but it is a 
dog that developed on the island and is part of the island’s history. This initiative is 
worthy of our support. 
 
The decision to start again with the FCI and the SCC - the French Kennel Club – was 
taken very recently.  
 

 

41 



It is serious and hard work. Major events have been held in April 2016 
and 2017. There are many breeds to look after but only one is unique to 
Madagascar. 
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A senior SCC judge came from Paris 
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And clear guidelines for participation were given. 
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And they attracted enthusiastic local support. One entrant for the Coton 
deTulear posted on the ACYM Facebook  this charming picture of himself 
and his Coton which is white, cottony and similar to Buddy although very 
much smaller. 
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In April Cotons were on parade in Madagascar much as they were in Newbury in May 
– in a field in the sunshine. 
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With many supporters 
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They were examined to the same standards. 

48 



Even the teeth! 
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And they were awarded prizes. 
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Looing to the future I would like to see us working with Madagascar to 
reinstate a breed that is part of the country’s history.  
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Lastly I would like to thank to you for coming and thank Daniel Austin. Without him 
none of this would have been possible.  
Earlier this year he sent me this picture. A friend in Madagascar had just told him she 
had seen a motorcycle go by with two Cotons riding pillion. He shows us that they 
ride in their own compartment in the often wet and windy UK. 
 
If you would like to help us to learn more about the Coton de Tulear we offer an email 
you cannot easily forget. 
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