
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/278521121

Truth and Justice Commission report Volume 4 History Economy Society and

Memory

Technical Report · November 2011

DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.1.4665.3607

CITATIONS

0
READS

1,521

5 authors, including:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

18th century French colonial gunpowder mill View project

AG Nomination Dossier View project

Vijaya Teelock

University of Mauritius

40 PUBLICATIONS   49 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Vijaya Teelock on 17 June 2015.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/278521121_Truth_and_Justice_Commission_report_Volume_4_History_Economy_Society_and_Memory?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/278521121_Truth_and_Justice_Commission_report_Volume_4_History_Economy_Society_and_Memory?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/18th-century-French-colonial-gunpowder-mill?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/AG-Nomination-Dossier?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Vijaya-Teelock-2?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Vijaya-Teelock-2?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University-of-Mauritius?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Vijaya-Teelock-2?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Vijaya-Teelock-2?enrichId=rgreq-1a5dd9f6e26fc4b8da6fff800f95361e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3ODUyMTEyMTtBUzoyNDEyNzIxNDk1MDgxMDJAMTQzNDUzNTE3MjQ1MA%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


VOLUME 4 HISTORY, ECONOMY, SOCIETY AND MEMORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  i 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VOLUME 4 

 

HISTORY, ECONOMY, 

SOCIETY AND MEMORY  
 

Research Reports, 

Technical Studies and Surveys 

 

 

 
 
 
 

  



VOLUME 4 HISTORY, ECONOMY, SOCIETY AND MEMORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  ii 

 

 

© Truth and Justice Commission – October 2011 

Publisher: Truth and Justice Commission 

Any views, opinions or conclusions presented in this report do not necessarily represent those of the Truth 
and Justice Commission. 

Further, any views or opinions expressed in the course of oral interviews are solely those of the interviewees 
and do not bind the Commission in any manner whatsoever. 

All intellectual property rights in the report and its contents are owned by the Truth and Justice Commission.  
Those works are protected by copyright laws and other intellectual property rights.  All such rights are 
reserved. 

The report cannot be changed, altered or modified unless with the express permission of the copyright 
owner.  No material contained in this report may be used or distribute for commercial exploitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Printed by Government Printing 

 

ISBN: 978-99903-1-025-2 

ISBN: 978-99903-1-022-1 

 

  



VOLUME 4 HISTORY, ECONOMY, SOCIETY AND MEMORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  iii 

 

 

 

 

TRUTH AND JUSTICE COMMISSION 

 

Chairperson 

Professor ALEXANDER LIONEL BORAINE 

Vice-Chairperson 

Dr. (Mrs) VIJAYALAKSHMI TEELOCK 

Commissioners 

Mr. RAPHAEL BENJAMIN MOUTOU 
Dr. PARMASEEVEN PILLAY VEERAPEN 

Mr. JACQUES DAVID 



VOLUME 4 HISTORY, ECONOMY, SOCIETY AND MEMORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  iv 

  



VOLUME 4 HISTORY, ECONOMY, SOCIETY AND MEMORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  v 

 

 

Preface 
 
Volumes three and four contain all the research reports, technical studies and surveys carried out 
by the team of consultants, researchers and volunteers appointed by the Truth and Justice 
Commission.  Where the Commission could not find appropriate or qualified persons, Commissioners 
have headed teams of younger researchers to study a particular topic.  The mandate of the 
Commission is to investigate the history of slavery and indenture, its consequences and suggest 
reparations.  It was clear that two years would not allow for the task of reviewing 350 years of 
history and consequently, the Commission focused on a number of topics for in-depth study.  
Assessing the consequences or even identifying descendants was less easy as the reports show, 
since so few Mauritians are aware of their history and still less of their family history.  Consultants, 
scholars and researchers have expressed their personal views on issues, and it is clear that not all 
views converge.  The Commission has studied and considered all views expressed and given its own 
views in its report in Volume 1.  It is understood that the views expressed here are those of the 
writers themselves, and not those of the Commission. 
 
There are many myths and perceptions about Mauritian history that Mauritians have.  This has 
become evident from the nationwide surveys undertaken by the Commission to seek the views of, 
not only those who are vocal and visible, but also of Mauritians who do not normally have the 
chance to express their views publicly.  The analysis of these surveys by various consultants and 
researchers are reproduced here, while the original interviews and transcripts are to be found in 
Volumes 5 and 6.  Some interviews have been ‘anonymised’ to protect the interviewees. 
 
The studies were regrouped under twelve projects monitored by the Commission.  In each project, 
a Team Leader was appointed responsible for guiding and supervising the studies and preparing the 
final report for the Commission.  In some projects, however, Team Leaders could not be found and 
so Commissioners acted as Team Leaders. 
 
The most important set of studies for the Commission has been those which directly examined the 
situation of ‘descendants’ of slaves and indentured labourers and which sought their views.  
However, it was important also to study descendants of slave owners as well, since slavery is both 
about slaves and slave owners.  Among descendants of slave and indentured labourers, métissage 
has led to difficulties in identifying who were descendants, and it is clear in Mauritius, that 
phenotype is the popular delimiting factor in deciding who may be a descendant of a slave or 
indentured labourer.  Yet these stereotypes are not only misleading but dangerous and need to be 
vigorously corrected.  Not all ‘blan’ (white) are descendants of slave owners, as not all those with 
an African phenotype are descendants of slaves, and not all Indians were indentured labourers.  For 
the population of mixed origins, we have used the term ‘gens de couleur’ to refer to descendants 
of the following relationships: a) whites and Afro-Malagasy and b) whites and any other group.  
These represent also persons of a higher social class. 
 
It is, above all, the variety of life experiences of Mauritians that is highlighted in these studies, and 
it is hoped that they will proved material for institutions and individuals in the future to better plan 
people-centred policies, more in line with Mauritians’ wishes, interests and expectations. 
 
 
 

Vijayalakshmi Teelock GOSK 
Vice Chairperson 

Truth and Justice Commission 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

One of the objectives of the Commission is to enquire into the history of slavery and indenture 
and to uncover truths hitherto hidden, ignored, falsified or simply forgotten. Focus has been on 
those parts of history that might have an impact on society and economy today. Recommendations 
for the direction of further study are given as well as institutional support for these studies 
recommended to achieve a more complete picture of the history of slavery and indenture.  

The Commission, having noted that so few Mauritians know their history, have adopted the 
approach of providing as large a spectrum of Mauritians with the information and tools to study 
Mauritian history and especially the history of slavery and indenture. The Commission believes that 
‘knowledge is power’ and empowering Mauritians to guard against the forces of reaction is the 
safest way to ensure that systems such as indenture and slavery do not repeat themselves on 
Mauritian soil. Mauritians must have the tools as well as the information to research their own 
history in a scientific manner. Although much research has been undertaken in Mauritius and 
overseas on slavery and the slave trade, it is nevertheless true that many of these searches reflect 
personal academic interests and opinions, often based outside Mauritius and do not address the 
concerns of Mauritians. The Commission has been privileged to have the support of many historians 
in Mauritians and overseas who have understood the need of Mauritians and responded to its work 
positively. 

There has also been a historic reluctance to address or confront problematic issues of Mauritian 
society. Perhaps the belief was that these concerns would go away with time. But the enduring 
legacies of slavery, emancipation and indenture have ensured that the debate never really goes 
away and, in fact, resurfaces from time to time.  It has become all too common, in order to present 
to foreigners the image of an idyllic Mauritius, to hide our history of inequality, injustice, racism, 
casteism, communalism and prejudice. Despite the fact that Mauritians continue to endure these 
experiences daily, few institutions, public and private, admit this publicly or even attempt to deal 
with it. Those who perpetrate injustice are guilty, but those who stay silent in the face of injustice, 
are equally guilty. 

Slave Trade  

The slave trade to Mauritius was started to supply the island with cheap labour and as any 
commercial venture, as a profit-making activity. Without the establishment of a slave society and 
economy, there would have been no Ile de France in the 18th century and no sugar industry in 19th-
century British Mauritius. While the economic contribution of the free persons to the setting up of 
the colony is amply recognized in daily life (street names, books, plaques, genealogies, buildings 
and archives) the memory of slaves who built Port Louis’ infrastructure, who cleared the land for 
the first sugarcane, wheat, manioc and indigo plantations, who built and manned the French 
fortifications and naval squadrons, or provided the domestic labour in all households is barely 
known or seen in everyday life. Most Mauritians are unaware that the cobbled streets they walk on 
in Port Louis, the classified fortifications they visit, the 18th-century stone buildings they enter 
were built with the labour of slaves. The slave trade permitted many in Mauritius and France, to 
make small or big fortunes that later were invested in estates, land and businesses. Thus the 
fortunes of many today were built on the prosperity of those who traded and used slave labour in 
the 18th and 19th centuries.  

It is therefore crucial that these facts be known and acknowledged and that memorialisation in 
daily life and in a permanent way is established. The TJC has focused on accumulating historical 
data on the 18th century as these are lesser known in Mauritius as most archives are located out of 
Mauritius. Some of the information gathered has been inputted in the form of databases and made 
public through the International Conference on the Slave Trade launched by the Prime Minister of 
the Republic of Mauritius on 11 April 2011. Popularistaion of research will allow for more targeted 
historical research and more voices to be heard. It will allow also for more memorialisation policies 
and activities that are more historically accurate.  

In addition to understand better the slave trade, the TJC has undertaken selected studies of French 
slavery in Isle de France. The economic contribution of slaves and their cultural heterogeneity is 
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highlighted. Preliminary research was carried out in Mozambique and France but it is clear that 
more of the sources that exist need to be consulted. For France, Thomas Vernet from the University 
of Paris 1 (Sorbonne) was solicited to assist, while in Mozambique, TJC secured the services of 
Benigna Zimba of Eduardo Mondlane University. Both were provided with 1 research assistant in 
those countries to undertake a survey of sources. A large number of volunteers also assisted TJC’s 
search mainly from France: Mr. Jean Yves Le Lan provided free advice and data from his own 
database; Patrick Drack digitized a large number of documents to allow us to contruct as a digital 
historical database.  

The traditions and culture of Mauritians of African and Malagasy origin are currently being erased 
from our physical and cultural landscape through tourist, ecotourism and IRS projects. It is also a 
matter of great concern that ‘Maurice Ile Durable’ project or National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development makes no mention of protecting the culture of people in the physical landscape of 
Mauritius and of ensuring access to sites of great emotional and spiritual value to Mauritians. 

Questions that Mauritians continue to ask themselves show many perceptions that dont conform to 
the archival evidence. TJC has attempted to investigate some of them and answer some of these 
questions. For example, 

Where do I come from? It is generally felt that of all groups in Mauritian society, those descended 
from slavery are unable to trace their ancestry. The Origins project has gone some way towards 
answering this question in Mauritius but more needs to be done to attempt to identify more 
precisely the villages from where slaves came. In addition, TJC has collected many Civil Status 
Records as possible on the slave population with the help of Mr. Patrick Drack in France and hope to 
recommend the establishment of a Genealogy Centre in Mauritius. 

Where did slaves disembark? This has been a perennial question and with reason. Public 
perception goes as follows: The French can claim to have first landed in Vieux Grand Port the 
Indians at Port Louis at Aapravasi Ghat, but what of slaves? There is no memorial except the one at 
Pointe Canon chosen for no other reason than the availability of space. It is important to 
memorialize; if no site is found, the Memory group will make suggestions as to what is an 
appropriate place. 

How many slaves came to Mauritius? This is a question that has never been answered, and to 
which academic historians have stated was impossible to find an answer, given slave ships carried 
slaves to both Mauritius and Réunion. A slave trade database is being compiled so that Mauritians 
can access at the click of a mouse all ships arriving in Mauritius, as well as those undertaking 
coastal shipping i.e., from Souillac, Mahebourg to Port Louis. 

What was the importance of the slave trade and slavery for and in Mauritius? Wwhat was the 
contribution of slaves to the economy and society of Mauritius? Slavery is often considered in 
Mauritius to be a separate institution from whatever else was going in Mauritius.  It is rarely seen as 
a product of colonial society and economy, and slaves are not seen as an intrinsic part of Mauritian 
society in the 18th and 19th centuries. How important was slavery to the economy of Mauritius? What 
was the value of slave labour? What was the extent of their participation in the economy?  What 
ideology did slavery create in Mauritius? Why was there so much opposition to the abolition of the 
slave trade? Who benefited from the slave trade?  What was the extent of Government participation 
in the slave trade? Why was there such a big increase in the slave trade in the 1770s?  

Organisation of Report 

The Slave Trade report is therefore divided into three parts: a review of the slave trade, a proposal 
for a slave trade database, and an inventory of sources on the slave trade and slavery found in one 
of th emost major repository in France. As parts of the work of the TJC is presented in electronic 
format, only a description and summary of the contents of the databases and inventory are given 
here. The databases are found in volume 5 of the final report. 
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INTRODUCTION: STUDYING THE SLAVE TRADE TO MAURITIUS 1720s 
TO 1820s 

1.THE INDIAN OCEAN IS NOT THE ATLANTIC  

The study of slavery and the slave trade in the Indian Ocean has more often than not been based on 
previous studies of the Atlantic world. Yet these were, and are, two vastly different worlds.  

As far as Mauritius is concerned, it is the specificity of the nature of the European slave trading in 
the Indian Ocean that interests us and the differences with the Atlantic world. Given the short time 
span available to the Commission, searches have been concentrated on selected themes in relation 
to the slave trade. Recommendations for further studies are made. Because the focus of slave trade 
studies was on the Atlantic, the ports which traded in slaves from those heavily involved in this 
Atlantic trade have been studied in far greater depth and publicised. The Indian Ocean trade, and 
in particular the Mascarenes trade, have been neglected even though Mauritius with its excellent 
and safe harbour (compared to Réunion), became in the 18th century the headquarters for the 
European slave trade. 

Some of the differences need to be highlighted before looking at Mauritius proper. In the Atlantic, 
Britain was the largest trading power, while in the Southwestern Indian Ocean, the French 
dominated the slave trade. The Mascarene Islands were used as a base to engage in the slave trade, 
with slaves being taken from Madagascar, India and Eastern Africa to the Mascarene Islands, but 
also to South Africa, South East Asia and the Caribbean.1  France was without question the largest 
slave trading nation in the Indian Ocean at the end of the 1780s. According to Daudin, the total 
value of its long-distance trade — trade with Africa, Asia, America and re-exports to the rest of 
Europe — was equal to £25 million. The total value of British long-distance trade was only £20 
million. The growth of French long-distance trade from the 1710s had been faster than the growth 
of English trade.2 It is also contended by some historians that the main support to long-distance 
trade, the plantation system, was larger and more efficient in the French colonies than in the 
British ones. 

In past research, the methodology traditionally employed in studying the French slave trade in the 
Indian Ocean was based on studies of the Atlantic trade. The structure of the slave trade, the 
itineraries, financing, arming, networking and type of trading were studied. However, this ignored 
the fact that while the slave trade was a specialist’s activity for the British, French ships were, by 
contrast, used both for the slave trade and direct trade with the West Indies. In the Americas, the 
French needed slaves for their plantations and so, according to Daudin, “As buying slaves was the 
main reason why plantation owners in the West Indies had to go into debt, the slave trade was 
more prone than other trades to long repayment periods. As the financial position of plantation 
owners declined continuously during the eighteenth century, their debts were more and more 
difficult to recover for French traders”. Footnote missing 

The slave trade has often been described as a ‘triangular trade’ and this refers mainly to the 
Atlantic. This was not necessarily the case in the Indian Ocean or for Mauritius. Evidence of 
‘quadrangular trade’ appears more and more in the recent literature.3  

While we can find the list of ships arriving in Port Louis or departing from French ports, we do not 
know yet how many of these went to East Africa and Madagascar and procured slaves as most of the 
time, the cargo is not listed. The sources relating to these will have to be studied as well. 

2.THE DISAGGREGATION OF FIGURES 

Up to 2009, it was not possible to say exactly how many slaves came to Mauritius. Figures were 
always aggregated with Reunion island. Disaggregation of figures for Mauritius and Reunion has 
been started and needs to continue. It will only be possible to arrive at a disaggrapated figure once 
entries in the database are complete. Only then, when the total number of slaves actually brought 
and sold in Mauritius is known, will we be better able to understand and assess the social, 
economic, demographic and cultural impact of slavery on the island.  
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Assessing importance of the slave trade through a database 

To assess the importance of the slave trade, knowledge of French commerce and trade is also 
necessary. However, because sometimes the slave trade was activity carried out surreptitiously, it 
is not always known whether ships carried slaves or not, as they are not listed as ‘passengers’, but 
as cargo. We need to know and determine how many ships in general traded with, and arrived in 
Mauritius and assess which may have brought slaves. The differences in figures between the various 
works of historians and others are largely due to different sources being tapped in different 
countries. There exists no single study that has so far collected and put these various sources 
together and attempted a holistic analysis. At the Truth and Justice Commission, in Mauritius, we 
have initiated this work and we expect that this work will be continued by institutions and scholars 
in the future in Mauritius. Thomas Vernet from France and Benigna Zimba from Mozambique have 
been kindly assisting us with this research, and we expect these two persons to be closely 
connected to future projects on the slave trade. Thomas Vernet, Anwar Chuttoo and Sharonne 
Philips have designed, and contributed to, a comprehensive database of all ships arriving in 
Mauritius since 1721, and in the search for additional information on potential ‘slave’ ships. Jean 
Yves Le Lan has voluntarily contributed his database on Lorient. The aim is to collect, as far as it is 
possible, all potential slave voyages from the various repositories in France, Mauritius, Portugal, 
India and the UK.  Currently, the TJC has focused its research on material available in Mauritius and 
France.  

Recent research with aggregated figures, compiled by Richard Allen, up to 2009, are presented in 
Table 1 for the Indian Ocean as a whole. 

Table 1: Numbers of slaves exported from the Indian Ocean 
(by period and region of origin and not necessarily to Mauritius) 

Exported from Period Total 
Madagascar 1670 - 1769 35,314-37,931 
Madagascar 1770 - 1810 46,203-53,427 
Madagascar 1811 - 1848 43,808-51,365 
Eastern Africa 1670 - 1769 10,677-11,468 
E Africa 1770 - 1810 99,614-115,189 
E Africa 1811 - 1848 75,767-88,835 
India 1811 - 1848 4,994-5,327 
India 1670 - 1769 14,755-15,739 
SE Asia 1770 - 1810 3,804-4,759 
Total  334,936-384,040 

Of the total estimated by Allen to date (2010, Journal of World History), the French slave trade is 
still by far the most substantial in the Indian Ocean:  

Portuguese total     41,875 -  83,750 

Dutch total       43,965 -  66,465 slaves  

British total       10,525 -  12,539 slaves 

French total    334,936 - 384,040 slaves 

However, this figure does not include those slaves who never made it on board the ships. Those 
who were captured or traded but did not survive the march or the captivity in the slave depot are 
not accounted and cannot be accurately calculated as yet, given lack of information. 

3. BRIEF REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE 

The difficulties encountered by scholars in the past are being slowly overcome with the advent of 
new technologies and means of communication. There is also a better mastery of two of the three 
required languages to study the slave trade: many French historians are now fluent in English and 
similarly, Anglophones are becoming conversant in French. Access to Portuguese-language archives 
is no longer a barrier as it used to be. Digital databases, some online, mean that slave ship data and 
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inventories can move across continents without the scholars having to undertake expensive trips. 
For historians in Mauritius, however, it is still expensive, given that access to online databases is 
not always free. Nevertheless, research in several locations has been facilitated to enable scholars 
to review substantially past historiography.   

Earlier historians of Mauritius  

For Mauritius, Auguste Toussaint was undoubtedly the greatest compiler of data for Mauritian 
history before the 1980s. On the subject of trade and commerce, he compiled an impressive list of 
ships with details of tonnage, destinations for the period 1773 to 1810. In this, Toussaint  listed 515 
slaving voyages between 1773 and 1810. This data includes tonnage, size of cargoes and slave 
mortality. However, the slave trade per se was not his focus of interest, and he does not include 
much more information in the published versions. His private papers are not to be found in 
Mauritius. 

Toussaint concluded that by far, the largest number of ships left from Bordeaux, and not from 
Breton ports such as Lorient etc. for the Indian Ocean. In his list, the numbers of ships leaving 
French ports were as follows: 

Bordeaux  267  

Lorient   166 

Marseille   129 

St. Malo    54 

Nantes    40 

Vernet, several years later, with further research, has more or less maintained this list in order of 
priority: Bordeaux (‘loin devant les autres’) , then Lorient, Marseille, Nantes and then Saint-Malo, 
Le Havre and La Rochelle. 

Jean Marie Filliot was the first historian to focus exclusively on the slave trade; he conducted a 
detailed survey of the trade to the Mascarenes, with a periodisation that is still used today by most 
historians of the slave trade.  

More generally, Daget and Mettas documented hundreds of voyages including those to the Indian 
Ocean, in Jean Mettas ’Répertoire des expeditions négrières françaises au XVIIIe siècle; Daget’s 
Nantes and Ports autres que Nantes (Paris, 1984). José Capela produced O Tráfico de Escravos nos 
Portos de Moçambique, 1773-1904 (Porto, 2002) with a section on the Mascarenes on pages 311-27. 

The difficulty with these is that Mettas did not consult local Mauritian sources, while Toussaint did 
not consult French sources. Thus Toussaint could estimate the trade from ships reaching Mauritius 
but did not have access to the data on ships leaving France. 

It would be fair to say that most studies have concentrated on the periods for which most data is 
available fairly easily i.e., after 1767 when the Royal Government took over the island. As yet, we 
know very little on the pre-1767 slave trade and on the illegal trade after 1810. Toussaint stated 
that he was not able to find any sources for the pre-Royal period, except for the pre-Labourdonnais 
period. The only historian to have worked on it was Albert Lougnon, and no other scholar has 
attempted to estimate figures of the trade, still less the slave trade.4 

Recent work such as that by Jean Yves Le Lan, Richard Allen, Thomas Vernet, Pier Larsson, Pedro 
Machado and Satyendra Peerthum has enabled us to obtain more details about the post-1767 trade. 

Only Le Lan has focused on Company Trade, thus allowing us an insight into trade before 1767, as 
his research is carried out in Lorient.  He has generously provided the Commission with a list of 
ships belonging to the FEIC practising the slave trade  between 1720 and 1756 and thus was the 
second, after Albert Lougnon, to attempt to examine the pre-1767 period. For departures from 
Lorient and from the Mascarenes up to 1760 he uses Filliot and Mettas: 46,000 slaves were traded in 
total without counting those ships starting from the Mascarenes. 
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More recently, Richard Allen’s research shows that Mauritius not only played a central role in the 
expansion of the French slave trade in the Indian Ocean, but that the volume of the slave trade to 
the Mascarene Islands was much larger than previously believed.   

Secondary sources 

As stated previously, a quantitative study of the slave trade is difficult, given the absence of 
statistics and accurate figures, especially for the early period. However, this will be attempted. An 
excellent review of statistical material available for the 18th century exists in Toussaint’s La Route 
des Iles. Recent research that may improve Toussaint’s observations on 18th century material and 
possibilities for future research is being investigated. 

Toussaint recommended several studies as an initial ‘preview’ of French trade. These are also valid 
for the slave trade. According to Toussaint, Arnould’s Commercial handbook contains a good 
chapter on French islands5, while Pierre Blancard‘s opinion on French trading with the Mascarenes is 
also relevant. However, the most cited source of statistics, Baron D’Unienville’s  Statistiques de 
l’île Maurice is criticised by Toussaint, especially 18th century data for 1773-1809. Definitions are 
questioned as it is not clear for Toussaint what D’Unienville meant by nationaux, grands caboteurs, 
étrangers.  

As far as particular ports’ contribution to Mascarene trade is concerned, Toussaint has noted 
Rambert’s list of ships leaving Marseille for the Indian Ocean between 1767 and 1785, of which 18 
were bound for the Mascarenes. For 1785 to 1789, Toussaint gives the figure of 33 ships for the 
Mascarenes.  Dermigny, in Cargaisons Indiennes, listed ships also from Marseilles and more 
particularly gave an insight into the workings of the slave trade through the papers of the Solier 
family between 1781 and 1791, of which 6 voyages included Mauritius. For the period 1769 to 1785, 
147 ships left French ports bound for Mascarenes.  He even studies the ships leaving the Mascarenes 
to engage in the slave trade in East Africa. 

Other more recent secondary sources include Toussaint once more, Filliot, Mettas, the Geneamau 
database, Daget, Capela, Jean-Yves Le Lan, Richard Allen, Thomas Vernet, Pier Larsson, Pedro 
Machado, Satyendra Peerthum, as well as those who focussed on specific ports such as Saugera, 
Binaud for Bordeaux, Mettas for Honfleur,  Forcari and Sannier for Nantes. An exhaustive 
bibliography is attached to this report. 

The focus of Richard Allen has been on the period between 1768 and 1810, when according to the 
latest figures, there was a total of 641 confirmed slaving voyages made between 1768-1809. He has 
thus added to Toussaint’s original 515 voyages by a re-reading of the Déclaration d’arrivées and by 
adding further sources derived from British lists. According to him, the dramatic increase in the 
volume of the slave trade between 1768-1809 may be due to three principal causes: 

In 1769, the islands were opened to free trade carried out by all French nationals.  

In 1784, free trade privileges were extended to Americans. 

In 1787, free trade privileges were granted to all other foreign nationals. 

These events turned the Mascarene Islands into a major regional commercial entrepôt and into an 
important centre for slave trading, not only in the Southwestern Indian Ocean, but also a base from 
which slave trading expeditions to South Africa and the Americas were launched.   

According to Richard Allen, the 549 vessels currently known to have transported slaves to the 
Mascarenes between 1768 -1809 may represent 50-55 per cent of all such voyages during this period 
(See Table 2).6 
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Table: 2 Slaving voyages involving the Mascarenes, 1768-1809 
From Period  

 1768-79 1780-89 1790-99 1800-09 Total 
     Madagascara 32 18 32 147 229 
     Mozambiqueb 37 27  51c    81d 196 
     Swahili Coaste 11 16 24   33   84 
     Indiaf 11   1   8     1   21 
     Muscat   2 -- -- --     2 
     Anjouan --   1   1 --     2 
     Multipleg   1   3   5 --     9 
     Not reported    4   1 --     1     6 
     Subtotal 98 67    121 263 549 
TO [1770-79]  [1790-92]   
     Cape of Good Hopeh --     3 -- --     3 
     Caribbean via:      
          Mozambique   5   35   14 --   54 
          Swahili Coast   1   11     2 --   14 
          West Central Africai   2     8     3 --   13 
          Not reported   1     5     1 --     7 
     South America via Mozambique -- -- --    1    1 
     Subtotal   9   62   20    1   92 
      
GRAND TOTAL    107 129 141    264 641 

Notes: 
a Madagascar, including Antongil Bay, Bombetoc, Fort Dauphin, Foulpointe, Matatam, Ste. Luce, Ste. Marie, Tamatave. 
b Mozambique, including Mozambique, Ibo, Inhambane, Querimba, Quelimane. 
c Includes 20 voyages from the Ile de France to Mozambique presumed to have returned to the Mascarenes. 
d Includes 24 voyages from the Ile de France to Mozambique presumed to have returned to the Mascarenes. 
e Swahili Coast, including Côte d’Afrique, Kilwa, Lindi, Mafia, Mombasa, Mongale, Mouttage, Zanzibar. 
f Including Anjengo, Bengal, Cochin, Coringa, Coromandel Coast, Goa, Goudelour, Karikal, Mahé, Malabar Coast,  Pondichéry, 
Yanam. 
g Multiple provenances, e.g. Kilwa and Madagascar, Madagascar and Mozambique. 
h Via Mozambique. 
i Angola, Cabinda, Malimbe. 

(Source: Richard B. Allen, The Constant Demand of the French:  The Mascarene Slave Trade and the Worlds of the 
Indian Ocean and Atlantic during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,’  Journal of African History, in press). 

Another innovative approach has been the attempt at a more precise and up-to-date quantification 
of the slave trade, even though the 18th century was ‘not the age of statistics’.7 Economic and 
accounting historians of the slave trade believe that the study of slavery and the slave trade, from 
an economist’s or financial analyst’s perspective, allows them to study history more ‘objectively’ 
than traditional historians because they are studying history ‘without passing judgement’.  This 
self-laudatory approach ignores, however, the fact that economic historians can only study what is 
quantifiable, such as trade statistics, prices, tonnage, numbers, heights and weights of slaves, 
rather than deal with ‘intangible’ issues of history such as identity or culture loss, mental and 
physical stress, mobility, laws, consequences on family life or the sense of loss felt as a result of 
being removed from one’s homeland.  It is extremely useful, however, as most of this Literature 
emanates from France, where indeed the bulk of documents exists in Paris at the Archives 
Nationales as well as in Departmental Records in various ports and towns of France.  

4. THE ‘LANGUAGE’ OF THE FRENCH SLAVE TRADE  

We have used the French terms, since often, there is no exact translation in English. A glossary is 
provided. 

 the armateur who was not only a ship owner, but an entrepreneur who engaged in 
maritime trade and was engaged in a variety of economic activities. He normally had 
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considerable personal capital and was experienced in hiring able captains, in 
choosing the right ship, etc. He also owned part of the cargo. 

 The négociant was a merchant who also fitted out ships, was involved in maritime 
insurance and in banking. In the eighteenth century, the term came to imply large-
scale commercial ventures, and especially international maritime trade.8 

 The négrier which was a vessel engaged in the slave trade. 

 Nègre Pièce d’Inde : a slave between the ages of 15 and about 25 to 30 years, in good 
health, not limping and with a full set of teeth. 

 Négrillon/capors: young male slave between ten and 14 years. 

 Négritte/caporine: young female slave between ten and 14 years. 

 Captains were not only responsible as Commanders of ships, but also for carrying out 
trade on the African Coast.  

 Agents or Commissionnaires were in charge of the sale of the cargo on the arrival of 
a ship in the colonies and worked as intermediaries between slavers and the 
planters.9 

 Indiennes: cloth imported from India used in the slave trade  

 Mise hors  means to equip a ship; in the case of a slave trading ship, it is to collect 
all the goods, crew and find the funds to equip the ship. 

 The Calfats or Caulkers were workers employed in the naval construction industry. 
They were in charge of traditional caulking applied to wooden vessels, generally to 
ensure that the joints between all the planks of wood inside and out were 
watertight.10 

Those on board the ship included: 

 The Tonnelier11 was responsible of the quality of water and of its good conservation 
to prevent any type of contamination that could result in the loss of both slaves and 
the crew members. 

 The Carpenter was the one in charge of the laying out and fitting of the ship, mainly 
for the transportation of slaves.  

 The Chirurgien was assigned to protect and insure the crew members and the slaves 
against diseases; he was very often in charge of the branding of the slaves too. 

 The Cuisinier was in charge for feeding the crew and essentially of hundreds of 
slaves aboard. 

 The Mousse or Mate was generally an apprentice sailor recruited from the age of ten 
to sixteen years old.12  He was assigned to the maintenance and cleaning of the ship.   

 The Master Gunner was in charge of the ship’s guns and ammunitions during the 
voyages. 

 Mise hors means to equip a ship; in the case of a slave trading ship’ it is to collect all 
the goods, crew and find the funds to equip the ship. 
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5. PERIODISATION 

It is important to establish a periodisation to understand better the slave trade, whether it be the 
operation of the trade, the numbers and origins of slaves, as well as the sources of information.  

A preliminary periodisation for the Mascarenes was established by Filliot.13 This has been adapted to 
the Mauritian situation as follows: 

Year  

1721–1727 
1721 represents the beginning of settlement of Mauritius by the French 
East India Company. It represents also the period when Mauritius was 
governed by Bourbon or Pondichéry 

1721 In 1721 the Ruby is sent to trade in slaves in Madagascar. 
1727 Mauritius was given the right to trade directly with Madagascar.  
1735 Arrival of Governor Labourdonnais. 

1735–1746 Administration of Governor Labourdonnais. He was instrumental in 
expanding the slave trade. 

1735 Conseil supérieur regulates the slave trade: Article 12, for example. 
Company will charge 200 piastres per slave for bringing slaves from 
India, also for the distribution of slaves arrived, rewards were offered 
to officers. 

1741-1744 Very little information is available 
1746-1767 This period represents the post-Labourdonnais Company administration.  
1746-1750 Less precise information is available and a decrease in numbers of 

slaves imported is noted and a shortage of slaves is felt on the island 
1750 After 1750, the slave trade resumed. 
1754 Reward given by Governor David to officers bringing in slaves is 

stopped. 
1762 – 1766 Filliot found no statistics for this period but that does not mean there 

were no slaves imported. 
Post-1767 Marked difference in the data emanating after Company rule. 

 Due to the greater number of ships arriving, and because of the 
outrbreak of war in the Indian Ocean, information is more voluminous. 
However, these sources are    silent about the number of slaves on 
board. Hence, the need to collect all ship  lists  and then analyse 
whether they could be carrying slaves or not. 

1767-1790 Royal Government administration was an economic boom for 
islands. Trade was liberalised on 29 November 1766. Port Louis became 
a free port. 

1787  Inhabitants could trade anywhere in Madagascar.  Post-1789 there was 
also a higher number of manumissions (Filliot 89) 

1790-1803 Revolutionary Government administration 
1790 – 1793 Sugar cane cultivation expanded because of the revolt in Saint 

Domingue. 
1794 Slave trade ban but numerous violations occur with the help of corsairs. 

1803–1810 Napoleonic administration 
1802 30 Floreal An X (20 Mai 1802); the slave trade was permitted again on 

the grounds that cultivation and prosperity were suffering.14 
1810-1825 Beginning of British rule 

1807 The slave trade became illegal but it continued. 
1825 It is the passing of Trade Bill that effectively ended the slave trade 
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6. THE SOURCES 

Primary sources are scattered between Europe, the Mascarenes, Eastern Africa and India. The most 
obvious of sources on slaves arriving would have been Customs Records on arrivals of slaves for tax 
purposes. These are totally missing for the earlier period. Toussaint found that most statistics 
covered the post-1767 period. Toussaint’s La Route des Iles gives an excellent account and 
description of the type of goods imported but next to nothing about slaves, except the figures. 
These, however, are not reliable. Illegal trading, fraud and falsification of documents were also 
rampant, leading us to question the sources. A holistic approach and understanding the mechanisms 
of fraud in Illegal trading will help us make more accurate assessments of the numbers involved. 

Toussaint found several discrepancies in the sources, as historians continue to find out today. He 
compared his own ship lists, compiled from documents from the Mauritius National Archives with 
the published writings of Dermigny, Deschamps and Furber. The French historians, for their part, 
had looked at lists of ships sent out to the Indian Ocean by private merchants, commissions issued 
by FEIC for the same destination.  Ships entered at Port Louis. He came to the conclusion that the 
two lists did not match and that there had been an underestimation of the number of ships actually 
arriving in Mauritius.15 In 1783, on Dermigny’s list, only 10 ships are mentioned as having left France 
for Mauritius, and another 31 ships were bound for other destinations. Yet, lists of arrivals in Port 
Louis mention 64 ships. For Commissions, issued by FEIC, 30 ships left Lorient bound for Mauritius; 
yet, 36 are listed as having arrived in Mauritius between 1785 and 1790.16 

Among primary sources, we have also used sources recommended by Toussaint and  categorised in 
the following way:  

 the Admiralty Records or Amirauté 
 the shipping registers 
 Bureau des Classes et Armement 
 The Customs (La Douane)  
 The Police and Service des Ports. 

However, in assessing slave trade figures, other statistics need to be used, as well as Census 
returns, Maroonage Registers, advertisements for sales of slaves, genealogical and demographic 
data to estimate how many arrived or were born locally. 

 Déclarations d’arrivées and congés de navigation 

In the MNA, the déclarations d’arrivées provide rich information on ships and their voyage to 
Mauritius. We have complete records from 1773 to 1810, although in a bad state. The déclarations 
diverses also contain all kinds of maritime contracts, while the congés de navigation contain 
commissions given to ships.  Unresearched as yet are the notarial records recording slaves and 
purchases of slaves. 

 Customs Records 

Customs records only start at 1797; so it is not clear where slave tax records were kept, if they 
were paid at all. Even after the establishment of the Customs Department, there is no evidence 
that duties were paid by ships on arrival at Ile de France, especially as this was an unstable period 
for the island.  

 Bâtiments arrivés à l’île de France depuis 1er avril 1806 

The Decaen papers contain lists of ships for 1806 and 1809, consisting of 117 pages: Bâtiments 
arrivés à l’ile de France depuis 1er avril 1806.  

 Affiches, Annonces et Avis Divers 

The newspapers also record arrivals of ships, but they only start in 1773.  Of the Affiches, Annonces 
et Avis Divers, only three years have been found so far in Mauritius. There is no sign of any others. 
Toussaint was unable to find them during his searches.  A thorough search was again made in 
Mauritius and only copies from 1773 to 1776 were found. According to Vernet, these are quite 
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indispensable, as “la gazette est vraiment riche sur les mouvements de navires négriers.”17 A 
preliminary search in France in the Archives d’Outre-mer revealed only a few pages found 
interspersed between the folios in the volumes of the C4 series.  

It is incomprehensible to us that of the first French newspaper printed in the Indian Ocean, there is 
not a complete set to be found in France, Reunion or Mauritius. Recently however, it has come to 
the attention of the TJC that some copies belonging to the Leclezio Collection have been sold to 
the staff of the Mauritius Commercial Bank. 

 Mauritius National Archive OB, OC, F and GB series 

In the Mauritius Archives the OB, OC, F and GB Series are the richest, but the documents have 
deteriorated over the years, making many illegible. The TJC has digitized the most important ones. 
These will be donated to the National Archives, the University of Mauritius and other repositories. 

The OC 57 series contains the ‘Congés de Navigation’ which provides information on the names of 
the ships’ Captains, armateurs, the weapons and the number of the crew on board  (Appendix 1). 

 French National Archives 

Preliminary research has been undertaken at the National Archives in Paris, in Bordeaux at the 
Archives Departementales and Ministère de la Marine. The C4 series were consulted, and an 
inventory was compiled relating to slavery in Isle de France and published. This series has yielded 
much material and constitutes a gold mine for scholars of 18th-century Isle de France. It is to be 
hoped that the inventory of the remaining microfilms will be completed in the implementation 
phase of the TJC recommendations.  

Due to lack of time, archives relating to Madagascar G5 and C5 were not consulted.  

The Archives of the Ministère de la Marine were also consulted, in particular JJ Marine. The Série 
Marine JJ represents information from Archives of the Depot of maps and plans and also from the 
Hydrographic Service of the French Navy.  It contains information before and after the French 
Revolution in 1789.  The diversity and volumes of these documents, kept at the National Archives of 
Paris, have lead to their classification in ten respective Sous-série.  Among these, the 4JJ Marine 
contains the most information on voyages to Mauritius, Mozambique and Indian Ocean These will 
soon be online in 2012. These are: 

i. 4JJ/74: Voyages dans l'océan Indien. 1738-1769. 

ii. 4JJ/75 à 85: Voyages aux îles de France et de Bourbon. 1682-1788. 

iii. 4JJ/86 et 87: Voyages à Madagascar et sur les Côtes Orientales d'Afrique. (1666-1788). 

iv. 4JJ/144/A à 144/O: Journaux, extraits de journaux, rapports et lettres : Voyages sur les Côtes d'Afrique, 
dans l'océan Indien, en Chine, aux Antilles, dans la Mer Rouge, en Amérique du Nord et du Sud, dans 
l'océan Atlantique, dans les mers d'Europe, sur les côtes de France, dans la Méditerranée. 1666-1846. 

The complete list is to be found in Appendix 2. 

 Bordeaux 

As Bordeaux was the prime slave trading port for the Indian Ocean, these were the first Archives 
outside Paris to be consulted. Private Archives were also consulted for information on slave trading 
companies. A complete set from the Fonds Monneron in the Fond Privés at the Archives Municipales 
de Bordeaux was copied and inventoried to allow for an in-depth study of one family (list in 
Appendix 3).  
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2. THE SLAVE TRADE TO MAURITIUS  

1. THE SLAVE TRADE AND THE MERCANTILE SYSTEM OF THE 18TH CENTURY 

French Mercantilism in the Indian Ocean began in earnest after the establishment of the East India 
Company. Colbert was given the task of creating this Company and take over all ‘affaires de la 
Marine’.18 Out of the 15 million livres worth of shares, the King himself owned 3 million, with others 
going to the French Authorities and Officers of the Finance. The merchants were in a minority, with 
Nantes possessing some 200,000 livres worth of shares, Bordeaux 400,000 livres, and Lyons, 
1,000,000 livres.19  

In Jean Meyer’s La France et l’Asie: Essai de statistiques (1730-1785). Etat de la question, it is 
estimated that over 1,000 trips were made from France to the Indian Ocean: at least 493 ships 
went to India and China, while about 397 ships were bound to the Mascarenes between 1730 and 
1785.20 Meyer estimates that Weber and Dermigny have underestimated figures for India. Weber, for 
example counted only 179 ships. China was not as much of a destination, as the Mascarenes and 
India since it was less profitable.  

The French East India Company participated directly and indirectly in the slave trade. When it was 
not profitable for the Company to engage in it, they relinquished their rights to private traders 
from whom they also derived financial benefits in the form of a duty of 13 livres per slave 
introduced in the islands. Because they had a monopoly over trade in Asia, they were able to obtain 
goods used in the slave trade at very cheap prices and sell these to the slave traders who needed 
goods to exchange for slaves, as well as to clothe slaves.21 Indian textiles were preferred by slave 
traders to French textiles.22 

There were three main destinations for the slaves: Lousiana, St. Domingue and the Mascarenes. The 
King instructed Captains to bring back certificates for each slave arriving and for each slave sale, to 
enable the Company to receive 13 or 15 livres raised by the King for every slave.  In exchange, they 
benefited from exemptions for port duties and duties on goods used in the slave trade, as well as 
on sugar.23  

In addition the Company also owned slaves who worked in various capacities. When the King took 
over the island in 1765, the slaves belonging to the Company were ceded to the King. There were in 
1769: 162 Malagasies, 436 Guineans, 345 Creoles, 254 Mozambicans, 25 Indians, 2 Creoles from 
Bourbon, 1 from Pondichéry and 3 from Macao for a total of 1,228 slaves. They were divided into 
662 men, 139 boys, 21 young male children, 271 women, 126 girls and 9 nine female infants.24 

French slave trading in the South West Indian Ocean was started in Madagascar to supply Bourbon 
island, colonised earlier in  bbbb. The slaves engaged in agriculture and the women among them 
married, or cohabited with French men, due to the shortage of French women. Indian prisoners 
were also left there. Distinctions between French on the one hand, and Malagasy and Indian on the 
other, appeared some years later in 1674, when an Ordinance of Jacob de la Haye Article 20 
ordered that there would be no marriages between French and négresses or between noirs and 
white women. The term ’slave’ also appears for the first time in Bourbon.25 It is there that slavery, 
as it is understood in Mauritius, became established with maroon hunts, separate Parish Registers 
and domestic servants being treated as property.26  

1721-1735   

On 20th September 1715, when Guillaume Dufresne D’Arsel took possession of Mauritius in the name 
of the King, slavery and the slave trade were already established in neighbouring Reunion 
(Bourbon).  It started in earnest in Isle de France after the island was ceded to the FEIC on 2 April 
1721.27 Mauritius, until 1735, was subservient to Reunion. From 1721 to 1767, however, although 
the FEIC controlled the island, the French Government was increasingly present through Royal 
Commissaries, Directors of the FEIC nominated by the King, and the Syndics chosen by the Assembly 
of shareholders. 
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According to the Lougnon data, some 156 ships called at Mauritius, and 162 at Bourbon between 
1721 and 1735, before Labourdonnais arrived.28 Of these, most were Company ships, according to 
Toussaint, outfitted either in France or India. Only 2 foreign ships were noted.  

A total of 650 slaves, according to Filliot, were brought to Mauritius from Madagascar, Mozambique, 
India and West Africa.29  

Between 1721 and 1727, Mauritius was governed from Reunion (Bourbon) or Pondichéry, and thus 
traders could not bring slaves directly to Mauritius. However, a letter of Governor Denyon dated 4th 
November 1722, notes than on 11th September, the Ruby, Captain Grenier, arrived in Port Bourbon 
on 4 November from a slaving voyage in Madagascar. He had left on 7 October.30 Clearly, Company 
directives were not being followed.  

How many came between 1721 and 1727 to Mauritius? Look in censuses 

In 1727, Mauritius was given the right to trade directly with Madagascar, without going through 
Reunion, to build ports, warehouses and houses. With the arrival of Governor Dumas, according to 
Filliot, trade increased. 

1727-1734  

How many came between 1727 to 1734?   

In 1732, M. Teinturier de Gennicourt, an inhabitant of Ile de France requested the Governor that he 
be allowed to bring slaves at 100 livres each. He also advised that Madagascar was a surer source of 
supply rather than the Guinea coast because Malagasy slaves were better workers and ‘more 
intelligent’.  Slaves from Guinea had the tendency to maroon and be perfides. The FEIC has also 
sold slaves from India at 3 to 4 piastres d’achat and 1 piastre for food during the voyage.31 

Thus preferences for certain types of slaves for labour began to be expressed as early as then. It 
was not only the price, but their propensity for hard work, to maroon, that were taken into 
consideration. Linking ethnicity to occupation started at a very early stage and can be said to have 
continued throughout Mauritian history. 

1735-1746 

The period between 1735 and 1746 is crucial for the establishment of the slave trade, since 
Governor Labourdonnais chose Mauritius, rather than Reunion, as his base of operations to expand 
French influence in the Indian Ocean. Vast infrastructural works were envisaged to transform Port 
Louis into a capital, port, warehousing and commercial centre. Slave labour was seen as the most 
reliable source of labour, although a certain amount of free labour was also brought in, in the form 
of French engagés, and skilled Malagasy and Indian workers and artisans.32 While books on Mauritian 
history focus on the ‘Founding Fathers’ of Mauritius, the economic contribution of the underclass 
from all countries to the foundations of the French colony remains as yet unrecognised.  

When Labourdonnais arrived in Mauritius in 1735, there were 638 slaves among the 838 persons 
living in Mauritius. He personally took charge of acquiring slaves for the island and undertook the 
massive construction projects in Mauritius: roads, houses, the port, a naval base, the Botanic 
Gardens etc. Labour from France, Madagascar, Mozambique, West Africa and India was tapped. 

According to Filliot, 1,200 to 1,300 slaves were brought annually (Filliot 71). Within five years, the 
number of slaves had quadrupled to 2,612, while the number of French had barely doubled.33 From 
Port Louis, several voyages were made to procure slaves in India, Madagascar, and Mozambique, 
while Company ships brought slaves from West Africa.  

Toussaint has stated, however, that for the administration of Labourdonnais, there were no 
statistics available.34 Certain figures can be gleaned from the C4 series which Toussaint did not 
probably have access to. 

A letter, for example, from Labourdonnnais states that the the ship le Mozambique arrived with 
360 slaves, of whom 260 had died.35 The Duc d’Anjou came back from Madagascar on 22 June ‘et 
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nous remit de sa traite 114 esclaves, 170 bêtes à cornes, 38 milliers de riz blanc et 26 milliers de 
riz en paille.’36 

Labourdonnais also wrote of the slaving mission of the Aigle : 

« L’Aigle partit d’ici le 27 avril pour Madagascar commandé par le Sieur de la Baume et revint le 9 
juillet avec 70 esclaves, 15 bêtes à cornes, 12 milliers de riz blanc et 29 milliers de riz en paille.  Il 
partit le 18 suivant pour aller chercher du riz et du bled à la Côte Malabare. »37»  

And of the Jupiter :  

« Le 29 juillet, le Jupiter commandé par M. Chevert arriva avec sa cargaison de l’Isle de Madagascar 
le 9 septembre et nous remis 123 esclaves, 161 bêtes à cornes, près de 15 milliers de riz en paille et 
environ un millier de riz blanc. »38 

Much therefore remains to be included in the lists compiled by Toussaint and others as far as the 
early history of the slave is concerned. 

Slavery in French economic history 

In Mauritius the Code Noir is often quoted as a measure introduced to protect slaves and thereby, 
the humanity of this law is often applauded. This view is not justified, if one analyses the reasons 
why it was introduced. The logic was purely financial and responded to the need to declare slaves 
as a good which could be insured so that any loss of slaves could be compensated for.  

McWatters has analysed the relationship of the slave trade with the Mercantile System that was 
emerging in 18th-century France; the ‘Ordonnance de Commerce’ of 1673, according to her, 
brought together the private sector and the State to regulate trade and to protect legitimate 
businesses from bankruptcies or remove some of the obstacles in obtaining credit.39 However, when 
it was found that the Ordonnance did not allow the insuring of human beings, the Code Noir was 
introduced to declare slaves as ‘bien meubles’ (Article XLIV); in other words, possessions which 
could be insured and inherited as fixed assets. In case of loss of slaves during a revolt, bad weather 
or disease, compensation could be claimed. 

In 1741, the Company authorized the Governor General to permit all French citizens to purchase 
their own goods and to procure slaves from Mozambique, Madagascar and India.  However, this 
permission according to Filliot, was ‘illusory’ as there was an insufficient number of boats on the 
island to engage in trade. The Company not only lent out its boats, but taxed all arrival of goods, 
causing French inhabitants to claim a return to the pre-existing situation.  

Free trade was abolished in 1746.40 

1746-1767   

This period represents not only the post-Labourdonnais Company administration, but also the 
period for which less precise information is available. There appears to be a decrease in the slave 
trade, probably due to the Wars of Succession in Europe. 

After 1750, the slave trade resumed, and some 1,300 to 1,400 slaves were brought every year to 
the Mascarenes. There also appears to be more slaves being brought from Mozambique than 
Madagascar. 

For the period 1762 to 1766, so far very little information has been obtained as far as numbers of 
slaves arriving. Filliot  feels that this is because illegal slave trading was going on.41  

1767 – 1790  

When Mauritius became a French Crown Colony in 1767, the Company’s monopoly was abolished. An 
economic boom ensued for the islands. Thousands of slaves were needed to work in the ports and 
to supply passing ships. A Director for Slave Trading was appointed e.g. Maudave and Benyowski. 
There was subsequently a huge increase in the slave trade which has been studied and interpreted 
in various ways by historians.42  
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The effects on slave trade were felt soon after in Mauritius. The ratio of slaves to free in Mauritius 
jumped from 1:5 in 1767 to 1:9 in 1783.  

Although the focus of historians has been on the French East India Company, the French 
Government was very much involved, directly and indirectly, in the slave trade from the beginning. 
In the Indian Ocean, they turned a blind eye to the hostilities occurring between different European 
powers in Europe. Thus, despite official hostilities between France and Portugal, in the Indian 
Ocean, officials of both countries engaged in an extremely lucrative trade which included slaves. 
This had been the case since the period of Labourdonnais. Frauds were also known, but not 
suppressed nor investigated fully  

Thus, despite the official relations that may have existed between European countries and their 
desire to separate their trading spheres, ship Captains, slave traders, merchants did not care too 
much for these imperial ambitions and carried on contraband trade whenever possible. 

Of primes and frauds 

According to Roman, the system of primes was at the heart of the slave trading system. However, 
not all trading ventures were profitable and as elsewhere, profits were calculated as the difference 
between the cost of outfitting a ship and the amount collected during sales of slaves.  Profits took 
a long time to accrue as planters never paid for their slaves on time.43  

The slave trade could never be profitable for the King, unless France had a monopoly over the slave 
trade with the Madagacascar. There wee too many people bringing in slaves illegally. If this had 
been stopped, profits would have been more. A letter of 3 September 1771 outlines this problem 
clearly: Governor “Desroches n’a  pas signé une instruction pour la flûte du Roy La Normandie que 
M Poivre m’adressa pour le Capitaine de recevoir 8000 piastres à bord et d’en acheter des noirs 
pour le compte des particuliers nommément du Sr. Amat qui était dès lors parti pour Batavia […] 
concurrence des particuliers qui font la fraude” […]“qui ne paient ni frais d’armement, ni les autres 
charges des vaisseaux équipés aux frais et risques des particuliers” […]“le commerce a procuré 
7,000 noirs à la Colonie depuis mai 1770 jusqu'à may 1771. En cette année si la fraude reprend, on 
n’en traittera peut-être pas 700”.44 

Apart from the fact that free trade was established, the boost to the slave trade came also in 1776 
from the prime of ? paid per slave traded  beyond the Cape of Good Hope.  In October 1784, an 
arrêt of 26 October replaced the exemption of demi-droit by a ‘gratification’ of 40 livres per tonne 
jauge.45 The aim was ‘to revitalize the trade’. It was essentially a ‘bounty’ system ‘consisting of 
State subsidies paid in function of ton burden and could amount to more than one-quarter of the 
initial investment’.46 In the Memoirs of Angenard, Second Lieutenant on board a slaving ship, the 
latter writes that he obtained a monthly salary of 25 piastres, 2 slaves for himself, a commission of 
one franc per every slave that he traded.47  The Arrêté du 5 juin 1785 further gave 4 livres per 
head of slave introduced into Mauritius.  

According to Roman, the Government almost ‘invited’ fraud in slave trading, when it gave a 40 
livres prime for every tonne jauge of a slave ship: ‘miraculously’ ships’ tonnage increased.  The 
Baron Binder of 450 to 602 tonnes,’48 the Saturne initially listed as being 350-tonne, when built 
suddenly reappeared as a 475-tonne ship at this time. 49 According to Roman, “à vrai dire les 
hésitations et les atermoiements du gouvernement s’apparentent à de la tolérance, voire de 
l’approbation tacite”.50 

From 1787 the inhabitants of Ile de France could trade anywhere in Madagascar. This must have 
further contributed to the numbers of slaves arriving.  

1790-1803   

It is also felt by historians that from 1790, sugar cane cultivation expanded because of the revolt in 
Saint-Domingue. This, it is claimed, led to a rise in the slave trade. However, there are no 
corresponding figures to show a rise in sugar exports from Mauritius to France. The slave trade was 
also declared illegal. Despite the ban on the slave trade by the Revolutionary Government in 
France, slave trading continued fraudulently in the Indian Ocean. Corsairs were particularly active 
in continuing this illicit trade. 
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Corsairs cum traders  

Another feature of the colonial slave trade in the Indian Ocean was that those practicing it did not 
engage solely in it. They transported other goods as well and, according to Villiers, they very easily 
shifted from one kind of trade to another. Corsairs turned slave traders when the need arose, and 
then became planters and merchants, the most famous example being Robert Surcouf. The 
reconversion course-traite-commerce could be practised in the Indian Ocean. Corsair activity 
became prevalent when regular trading was no longer possible. That there was a human cargo was 
immaterial to the traders. The French Marine had given them its blessing to trade through the 
‘lettres de marque’ and indirectly blessed also the slave trade. Le Coureur also recently explored 
also participated in this type of trade.  

Various tactics were employed to circumvent the ban on slave trade. For example, merchants 
falsified official destinations: the Sans Culotte, armed by Marouf and Le Même, though officially 
going to Madagascar to purchase rice, went instead to Mozambique and took on 340 slaves bound 
for Reunion island.51 

1803 – 1810 

On 30 Floréal An X (20 Mai 1802), the slave trade was permitted again on the grounds that 
cultivation and prosperity were suffering.52 Napoleon had concluded a Peace Treaty with the British 
at Amiens on March 26 1802.  During the month of April, he received in Paris a delegation of 
Deputies from Nantes, Bordeaux and Marseille, to whom he promised the re-authorization of slave 
trade.53     

On the 20th June 1802, the Colonial Assembly of Ile de France legalized the slave trade; the same 
decision was taken by the Colonial Assembly of Bourbon Island on September 28.54  This period was 
marked by a fierce revival of the French slave trade activities in Mozambique.  Eric Saugera55 states 
that : 

“La fièvre négrière échauffa les esprits: on arma partout en quelques mois des dizaines de 
navires pour la Côte d’Afrique. Ce retour à la légalisation du trafic négrier comble les vœux du 
négoce métropolitain qui souhaitait sa reprise officielle, pour l’humanité, même la morale, et 
pour nos colonies qui la réclament indispensablement.” 

Saugera has outlined the slaving activities of La Confiance. The Confiance was armed in Bordeaux 
for Ile de France on 6th May 1802, with Captain Sr. Paul Castagnet and as armateur, Jacques Conte.  
On 10th August 1802, in Mozambique, the Captain declared that he was in possession of 15,000 
‘patacas espanholas’ for the slave trade and other goods that would be sold in Ile de France.  516 
slaves were disembarked from the ship in Ile de France on 17th October 1802.  On the 28th of the 
same month, the sale of the slaves from the Confiance was already advertised in a local newspaper, 
“s’addresser à Icery, à l’établissement Monneron au bord de la mer, où est la traite’, tandis que 
les officiers vendent leurs noirs de port permis à bord du navire.”  During this period at least 
twelve Portuguese ships arrivals in Port Louis, Ile de France have been recorded between 1802-07.56 

2. HOW TRIANGULAR WAS THE SLAVE TRADE? 

It is clear that for the Indian Ocean, the classic picture presented of the slave trade (and for the 
Atlantic), of a ‘triangular’ slave trade is not quite accurate. It was traditionally believed that ships 
left France laden with European goods, went to Africa to exchange them for slaves and then on to 
the Americas to sell the slaves for colonial goods which were then taken back to Europe. Even for 
the Atlantic Ocean, this classic piture has its flaws. The reality, as Pétré-Grenouilleau has shown, is 
that they did not simply import slaves; they also exported them. The same situation existed for the 
Indian Ocean, as Richard Allen has recently clearly demonstrated. 

Historians have concluded that to understand better the slave trade and the issue of profitability 
beyond the figures, one must not rely on the official itinerary of a ship, but one must actually 
follow the real trajectory and pay close attention to the timing of the voyages, their tonnage and 
the goods that they contained and country for which they were really destined.  
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The practice of diverting ships bound for the Indies, or going back to Europe for short slave trading 
voyages to Madagascar and Eastern Africa, started as early as 1723, according to Filliot.57 

Thus, voyages, officially listed as going to China, meant also stops at Mauritius and Reunion and 
included trips to the Malagasy and East African coasts. The ships leaving France contained a cargo 
destined for the Mascarenes where they could be sold easily. Trips destined to India and China, 
which stopped at the Mascarenes.  Those stopovers, should not therefore be viewed as simple 
transit stops, but rather as ones which could yield substantial profits as these goods did not 
necessarily sell well in India or China. Indians, according to a mémoire, ate little, dressed with 
cloth made locally. Thus, European goods were not purchased by Indians, but rather by Europeans 
and others who had settled in the Mascarenes. Thus, in the mémoire, it was seen as beneficial as 
the profits of sale of European goods were made in Mauritius.58 

High-tonnage ships bound for China also stopped at the Mascarenes and on the East African coast 
and Madagascar. It appears, therefore, that stopping at the Mascarenes was important for the 
longer voyages to China and India to be profitable. For the East India Company, an anonymous 
pamphlet written in 1785 states: “one can afford to lose in India because the benefits of the islands 
are between 100 and 200%”.  

Meyer uses the example of two ships, L’Auguste, 990-tonne, and heavily armed with 22 canons, 
which departed on 18 November for China with 175 men. The cost was 776,252 livres. Of this 
amount, the cargo destined for Pondichéry was worth 511,229 livres, while the cargo for China was 
worth only 420 livres. By contrast, the Puysieux weighing 700 tonnes, with 20 canons and 144 men, 
with a cargo worth 601,090 livres, left Lorient on 21 October 1752. 66,437 livres worth of goods 
were bound for Bourbon, 108,377 livres for Isle de France and 188,402 livres for China.59 

An innovation brought by French East India Company ships coming into the Indian Ocean was that 
they did not use French textiles in the slave trade; Indian textiles were far cheaper and so, when 
they brought French textiles, they sold it off in the Mascarenes where they were bought at high 
prices by the French settler population. Indian textiles were also purchased in India and then 
exchanged for slaves destined for the Mascarenes and the Americas.  

More evidence of the distinctiveness of the Mascarenes and Indian Ocean trade comes from the 
research of Max Guerout who has also been examining the history and shipwreck of the Utile which 
left Malagasy slaves stranded on Tromelin Island for several years. He describes the trade as a 
‘double traite’ (double trade). He believes that historians have ignored the shorter trips made by 
the same ships that made long-distance voyages.60 Both Toussaint and Mettas missed these short 
trips in their lists. Richard Allen has come to the same conclusion and is also substantially reviewing 
Toussaint’s and Filliot’s figures. Thus, during the Seven Years War  (1756-1763),when the Governor 
based in Mauritius banned the slave trade, his orders were ignored by the Captain of the Utile, Jean 
de Lafarge, who embarked, not only cattle and rice from Madagascar, but slaves also. Many other 
such cases abound. East Indian Company ships also carried slaves during the ban, but this 
information never entered Company account books. One example is the Jesus Maria Jose which, in 
1761, carried 210 slaves from Mozambique to Mauritius. When the ship reached Mauritius, the 
Company had to buy the slaves at 55 piastres each.  

Double traite also occurred with ships going from France to Mozambique. The Constance Pauline, 
belonging to Frabaud & Co from Marseille, went from France to Mozambique but also made other 
trips: between August 1788 and July 1789, to Ile de France and back.  The same occurred from 
Bordeaux: La Victoire left on 27th June 1783, reached Mauritius on 8 November, then to Kilwa, 
where it bought 200 slaves and then on to Bombetoc (Madagascar), when it bought 80 slaves. We do 
not know yet how many reached Mauritius. The same ship went back to Mozambique, bought 162 
slaves and went on to the Cape and Haiti. Cochon Trop Long owned the Oiseau which left Bordeaux 
2 March 1786, made 5 voyages, 4 of which were between Mauritius and East Africa. His last trip was 
to the USA. According to Guerout, there was perfect ‘synchronism’ in activities between Marseilles 
and Bordeaux between 1781 and 1792. 

Outfitting the slave ship  

The ‘success’ of a slaving voyage depended on the careful planning and the work of three 
individuals on board the ship: the barrel-maker (‘tonnelier’), the carpenter and the cook. The 
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carpenter had to rebuild the interior of the hold to accommodate as many slaves as possible;the 
comfort of slaves not being a major consideration. But the ship also had to accommodate other 
items: provisions, water, cargo etc. The barrel-maker had to supply abundant fresh water, 
particularly for long distances or lengthy voyages. 

The financing of slave voyages was a high-risk venture. French long-distance trade, including slave 
trade voyages, was an expensive high-risk venture. Either only the wealthy could engage in, or 
those who had also invested in other ventures. Long-distance trade could generate very high profits 
because of arbitrage and because the costs of high investment declined as distances increased. The 
financing of the slave trade has, however, been little studied generally, even though evidence 
points to the fact that banks and international commerce did finance the Atlantic slave trade.61 
Whether the same occurred in the Indian Ocean remains to be established.   

Our preliminary reading indicates that for the Indian Ocean, much of the capital required was 
financed through the ‘sociétés’ (companies) created, and where various groups and individuals 
provided the funds with the main person retaining majority shares. Moreoever, those who financed 
the slave voyages were, more often than not, from existing merchant families, i.e. in St. Malo. 
When they did not have sufficient funds, they associated with merchants from other ports or even 
with the nobility.62 In Mauritius (Ile de France), one of the early companies to be created and to 
engage in slave trading was no less than one created by Mahé de Labourdonnais himself, on the 
ships Aigle and Parfaite in 1742 and Jupiter and  in 1744. 

An interesting study by Albane Forestier has looked at the slave trade from the point of view of 
principal-agent problems in the port of La Rochelle, between 1763 and 1792. This appreared 
particularly acute in long-distance trade where the principal armateur had no control over what 
the agent was doing in the trade; the jargon called this ‘agent opportunism’.63 Solutions found 
included a reliance on kinship ties because “family disapprobation require low monitoring and 
enforcement”.64 According to Forestier in La Rochelle, most kinship links were established through 
the settlement of a son or a brother in the colonies. Religion played a role as a ‘a low-cost 
screening device’.65  Protestants dominated the trade in La Rochelle, despite the fact they were a 
numerical minority. Another guarantee against ‘agent opportunism, was the “social sanctioning 
power” of the community. How else did the principal agent ensure that Captains and crew did not 
engage in practices detrimental to his business? The Admiralty, created to regulate maritime 
shipping, became a ‘third party enforcing agency’ and expected written contracts between the 
armateur and his crew members. Copies were sent to the Admiralty. Incentives were another way 
of minimising the hiding of information and ensuring the ‘optimum effort’ was ensured. Thus, in La 
Rochelle, ‘commissions for captain and officers, by tying the pay to output and productivity, served 
to align the agents’ interests with those of the armateur.’66 Colonial Agents received between 2 and 
5 per cent of the slave sale; Captains’ monthly wages amounted to 150 to 200 livres per month and 
5 to 7 percent commission on slave sales. They were also sometimes given a slave and bonuses. This 
ensured that slaves were taken care of during the voyages. According to Leforestier, these salaries 
were high.67 According to Forestier, by the end of the 18th century, “the Captains and agens also 
acquired shares in the ventures”. Out of the 211 ventures, listed by the Admiralty, Captains had 
shares in 45 of them, i.e. about 21.33% between 1763 and 1792, a trend which increased. The sale 
of pacotilles was another incentive, although some armateurs did not allow it. With inspection 
being relatively slack, it appears that Captains turned as blind eye to it, as many were involved in it 
and made a little profit from it. Finally, the possibility of promotion always existed from sailors, to 
Captains to armateur. Captains became outfitters, some even purchasing plantations. 

Although this information deals with the Atlantic trade, there is no reason to suppose that there 
was any different in the Indian Ocean, as a quick perusal of the names of ships, armateurs and 
Captains, reveals that the same people were involved in both Atlantic and Indian Oceans.68 The 
development of these networks, born from slave trading and other activities, created a moral 
community “in which mutual trust could flourish and which benefited to commercial activities”. It 
led to a trading bourgeoisie with an ideology that underpinned social and cultural norms and which 
could be differentiated, at the national level, from other socio-economic groups.’69 

In Mauritius, the emergence of this trading bourgeoisie has been well-documented by Auguste 
Toussaint in his various works. The links between the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds have yet to 
be studied. Some preliminary studies have been carried out, in comparing efficiencies of British 
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versus French traders, with English traders being considered more efficient, because of the 
‘personal nature’ of French business structure.70 

3. PROFITS, PORTS AND PRICES  

The differences between the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean’s experience of the mid to late 18th 
century are quite stark. Two examples: in contrast to the Caribbean where the Haitian revolution 
and a fall in plantation production decreased long-distance trade ‘for a generation’, in Mauritius 
sugar and plantation production increased. Secondly, the impact of European wars on the slave 
trade differed in the two oceans. Unlike in the Atlantic, in the Indian Ocean the wars were not 
necessarily detrimental to the slave trade or trade in general, as corsair activity in particular 
proved very profitable. 

Thus, “War changed the way trade investments were conducted, but it did not shut down all 
opportunities for profitable operations”. The Mascarenes, where the bulk of the maritime traffic 
was centred, also served as a naval base. It was rare to find any voyages specifically destined for 
the Mascarenes, unless they were small ships with small tonnages, where the investment resembled 
one in droiture. 

The Seven Years’ War differed in its impact on slave trade:  

1. It reduced considerably slave trading from Nantes to Atlantic but what about other ports? To 
Indian Ocean, for example? 

2. French figures have not been compiled completely and averages are calculated from, for 
example, mortality rates on board a small number of ships. 

3. There was a boom period in 1780s for the Atlantic, but what about Indian Ocean? In the 
Indian Ocean too, a huge boom in slave trade was caused partly by the rise in the Swahili 
states. 

A third area of difference between the two oceans is the profits derived from the slave trade which 
was possibly more consequential in the Indian Ocean than in the Atlantic. This deserves further 
study in the future. 

PROFITS 

The profits emanating from the slave trade have been the subject of study in the Atlantic Ocean for 
a long time by pre-industrial economists and cliometricians. According to Daudin, there are three 
methods to study slave trade profits: first, theoretical results from competition theory; secondly, 
theoretical reconstruction of profit rates, and thirdly, examination of traders’ accounts.71 The 
different estimates of annual profit rates, based on the second method, range between 7.1 per 
cent and 30 per cent.72 Estimates of annual profit rates, based on the third method, range between 
8 per cent and 10 per cent.’73  

For the Indian Ocean, it would appear from the Literature that there was more chance of the Indian 
Ocean slave trade being in the long run more profitable than in the Atlantic for the period after 
1780s. Daudin’s study thus recommends the use of Private Archives to calculate the profits of the 
slave trade; in other words, to examine the aggregate data of one armateur and one vessel. There 
are, however, few detailed studies of voyages relevant to giving a conclusive answer. We are better 
able to understand the mechanism and operation of the slave trade through recent works of French 
historians published by the Anneaux de la Mémoire Association in Nantes. 

Research so far on sources on Mauritius does not reveal much about profits derived from the slave 
trade: in 1760s, profits from Madagascar were considered negligible for locals, according to a letter 
from Governor Dumas on the ‘Bénéfices de la traite à Madagascar’ in 1768: 

“Si la traite produit des esclaves il faut en compléter les ateliers du Roy et ce complet va au 
moins à 300, après quoi il faut encore les distribuer aux habitants à peu près au prix qu’ils 
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reviendront et recevoir en payement leurs denrées, de tout cela peut-il entrer un sol dans la 
caisse? ”74 

However, on other occasions, profits were clearly made. Captain Francois Remi Cotte of the 
Saturne wrote to the armateurs that he had made a 92% profit from trading 503 slaves at 760 livres 
per slave in and selling them for 1600 livres. 

A word about currency is necessary here. Livres were used in public offices since the foundation of 
the island. The Livre was a ‘nominal coin value of about one-fifth to about one-tenth of the value 
of the Spanish dollar and doublons (the latter being legally current at 16 spanish dollars). However, 
individuals and companies and Customs kept accounts and subscribed engagements in Spanish 
dollars. One livre was about $10 (Spanish) in 1790s. With the Imperial Government Rule, the 
currency used was francs, at the rate of five francs 50 centimes for the Spani dollar. By 1810, 200 
hundred sous, ten livres or two rupees of colonial money made one dollar. 75 

Where did the funding come from? Historians seem to concur on this point that most had have been 
quite wealthy to have engaged in it. Wealth could have come from inherited fortune or through 
marriage to a rich family or to have accrued from accumulated profits during trade. We do not have 
enough information about the genealogies of families to study this in depth. 

Agents and armateurs were the principal persons involved in the economic side of the trade: agents 
received commissions for the sale of slaves for all transactions. Captains too benefited, while the 
armateur, often sitting in La Rochelle or Nantes etc. had to wait for the profits to materialise 
slowly from the time the slaves were sold, since plantation owners took their time to pay. Profits 
were thus long-term profits. This no doubt led Garesché to write: “Expeditions for the slave trade 
only make victims now […]. Captains, agents are the only ones to benefit from it, and the armateur 
is forced to bear loss or grow old waiting for profits”.76 Risks involved in those days included 
shipwrecks, revolts, disease etc. in the Atlantic, as in Indian Ocean, or seizures of ships by the 
enemy, notably the British. 

Finally, according to McWatters, most research about the Atlantic underscores the fact that trade 
was not highly profitable, but provided modest market returns. Indeed, an individual voyage could 
be interpreted as a lottery in which the possibility for great profits (or losses) existed, depending 
on the confluence of a number of market and political factors, but this is not conclusive because of 
the absence of detailed accounts.77 

Calculations have begun to be made for the Americas, but not for Indian Ocean, as historians have 
yet to coordinate their research efforts. While Richard Allen has focused on ships arriving in the 
Mascarenes, Vernet has looked at those which left the East African coast but did not necessarily 
reach the Mascarenes. 

Pétré-Grenouilleau notes: “[…] que la durée d’amortissement du prix d’un captif est courte (un an 
et demi à la Barbade anglaise, vers 1645), que l’individu en question représente un capital toujours 
disponible, et qu’il ajoute au prestige de son propriétaire”.78 The return from slaves, in terms of 
production, was also discussed in various reports to the Chambre de Commerce at Nantes. For 
instance, in the Archives Départementales, the amount of sugar produced is discussed, relative to 
the cost of slaves in different years.79  

PORTS 

It is also important to look at the role of specific ports engaged in the slave trade to the Indian 
Ocean and the Mascarenes specifically, as there are significant differences between the Indian 
Oean and the Atlantic. The most important port for French slave trading for the Atlantic was 
Nantes, but not so for the Indian Ocean. Five main ports were engaged in the Indian Ocean.  

According to Toussaint’s compilation in La Route des Iles, between 1773 and 1810 for private (non-
Navy) ships:80 
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Bordeaux    267 

Lorient   166 

Marseille   129 

St. Malo     54 

Nantes     40 

La Rochelle    22 

Brest      22 

Le Havre        7 

Sete        4 

Rochefort      4 

Painboeuf      3 

Bayonne        2 

Honfleur         1 

Pauillac        1 

Toulon       1 

 

What about Naval ships? 

We will therefore look at each of these ports briefly and assess the volume of ships arriving at Isle 
de France and which were possibly carrying slaves. 

The general situation of trade in these ports will be analysed first, and then information given 
about their relationship with Mauritius, wherever information is available. The percentage of slaves 
taken away from their homeland by the ships leaving these ports has been estimated as: Nantes 
41.3 per cent, Bordeaux 11.4 per cent, La Rochelle 11.3 per cent, the Havre 10.8 per cent. 

 

BORDEAUX 

The first ship to arrive in Mauritius carrying slaves was the Bretagne from Pondichéry. 

As Bordeaux came late to the slave trade, it faced tough competition from other ports, and this 
may have been a reason why it switched its source to the Eastern African coast. It developed 
rapidly, having a rich hinterland and producing wine. Thus trade flourished, including slave trade. It 
became France’s second slaving port after Nantes. 

According to Eric Saugera’s work, the first slave ship started out from Bordeaux in 1672 and last 
one in 1837. Between those dates, some 480 ships left Bordeaux for the French Caribbean and 
carried 150,000 or more Africans from their homeland.81 

The first trading venture was in 1674. The destinations of the Bordeaux ships were diverse: ships 
went to obtain supplies in Guinea, the Gold Coast, Angola and Mozambique. The Indian Ocean plays 
a small part in early years. 

Out of 386 slaving ships, the destinations were as follows: 

270 St. Domingue (Haïti) 

  31 Martinique 

  13 Guadeloupe 

  14 Cuba (19th century) 

  37 Mauritius82 
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According to the Bureau des Douanes in Bordeaux, it was not a triangular trade but rather a 
quadrangular trade.83 However, Bordeaux found in the slave trade a complement to her existing 
trade which began to make her the second slave port of France, next to Nantes. In estimation of 
scholars, the trade involved 130,000 to 150,000 slaves taken away in 480 expeditions, thus 
representing 11.4 per cent of the total leaving French ports.84 The figure of 480 ships is higher than 
the estimate of Saugera. It was not a specialist’s activity and, according to the Conservatoire, the 
ship Captains undertook many other voyages other than slave voyages. Ships used at first were 
small ships, sloops, goëlettes and corvettes, but after 1763, ships had a higher tonnage, 250 to 500 
tonnes. 

Our knowledge of slave trading from Bordeaux is partly limited, due to fire occurring in the Port 
Archives in 1919.85 The Journaux de bord are our only detailed source for daily events occurring 
during a slave trade voyage. The log book of the Patriote from Bordeaux to Mauritius, for example, 
is one such example, showing that there was not a simple triangular trade: It left Mauritius on 10 
April 1789 and arrived in Bordeaux on 17 February 1791. Numerous slave trading stops took place 
along the way.86 The voyage of Licorne is also interesting: although the slaves were destined for the 
Atlantic voyage, this ship made a stop over in Mauritius, according to Toussaint on 4 June 1787 
before going to Mozambique to procure slaves, and then on to the Cape of Good Hope where some 
slaves were disembarked before making the Atlantic voyage.87 

From 1783 to 1793, in total, some 262 slaving voyages were made out, of which 80 ships to the 
Indian Ocean went from Bordeaux, increasing its share of the slave trade from 5 to 12 per cent. 

The first ships from Bordeaux appear to have arrived as early as 1773, clearly having come to 
engage in the slave trade, judging from their destinations in the South West Indian Ocean (see 
database): the Aventurier, a 150-tonne senau, made one voyage in 1773-4 from Bordeaux to the 
Indian Ocean. It made several trips within the region: to Kerimba, Madagascar, Bourbon and 
Mauritius, and back to Bordeaux.88 It was commanded by Brugevin. The Affiches, Annonces {...} of 
13 January 1773 noted that the ship made two stops in Kerimba and Madagascar, before arriving in 
Port Louis on 9 January 1773, loaded with slaves for Mr. de la Maretty. It then went to Bourbon in 
March 1773. Another trip was made to Mozambique in 1774. It arrived in Port Louis on 22 June 
1774, but the future owner of slaves was not mentioned in the records.  

Two further trips were made to India but no cargo was listed in the Affiches, Annonces et Avis 
divers.89 

The Bourbonnaise, commanded by Descormiers, arrived in Mauritius in December 1773 from 
Kerimba. This originally privately-owned goëlette had previously made several trips from Port Louis 
to Black River District, transporting wood, then made longer trips as a King’s ship to Bourbon and, 
by the end of December, it was going again as a private ship to Kerimba. As for the Alliance, it 
arrived in Mauritius in September 1774 from Bordeaux but there are no records of stops in Africa or 
Madagascar. 

Not much activity occurred in the 1770s from Bordeaux to the Indian Ocean. In the 1780s, many 
more ships arrived only to stop again from 1794 to 1795, probably because of the abolition of the 
slave trade. Corsairs and non-French ships continued supplying Mauritius with slaves illegally. A 
large number of American ships left Bordeaux to come to the Indian Ocean in this period of 1794-5, 
but there were no French ships from Bordeaux, it would appear. 
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Table 3 List of ships arriving in Mauritius from Bordeaux 

Name of Ship 
Nationa
lity 

Tonnag
e 

Port 
d'armem
ent Captain 

Port of 
departure Date of Arrival 

Bourbonnaise French NIL Bordeaux Descormiers Kerimba 
8 December 
1773 

Bretagne French 444 Bordeaux Mancel Pondichéry 
28 November 
1773 

Alliance French 330 Nantes? Macé Bordeaux 
17 September 
1774 

Aventurier French 
180 

(150) Bordeaux Brugevin Kerimba 22 June 1774 

Citoyen French 280 Nantes Groleau Bordeaux 
11 August 
1774 

Bretagne French 444 Bordeaux Mancel Bordeaux 
16 October 
1775 

Vaillant French 300 Bordeaux Brugevin Bordeaux 22 April 1776 

Vaillant French 300 Bordeaux Brugevin Bordeaux 23 June 1778 

Mouche French 93 Bordeaux Bonneau Bordeaux 
15 August 
1779 

Castor French 
428 

(440) Bordeaux Dupin Lorient 
13 December 
1781 

Princesse 
d'Henin French 490 Bordeaux Olanier Bordeaux 

16 September 
1782 

Union French 
375 

(347) Bordeaux Roy Brest 3 August 1782 

Garonne French 
482 

(400) Bordeaux Nicolle Brest 9 August 1782 

Iris French 400 
Bordeaux
? Forget Brest 17 July 1782 

Jeune Aimée French 380 Bordeaux Couzicot Bordeaux 
16 September 
1782 

Auguste French 
398 

(360) Bordeaux Boudein? Brest 30 July 1782 

Bienvenu French 552 Bordeaux Merlan Brest 1 August 1782 

Brabant 
Flaman
d? NIL Bordeaux Devries Bordeaux 

19 November 
1782 

Pacificateur French 390 Bordeaux D umas Brest 30 July 1782 

Tancrède French 420 Bordeaux Gourrège Bordeaux 31 July 1783 

Union French 400 Bordeaux De la Motte Trincomalé 
? September 
1783 

Jeanne Cécile 
Imperia
l 300 NIL Baer Bordeaux 

27 November 
1783 

Garonne French 482 Bordeaux Nicolle Goudelour 8 July 1783 

Bellamy French 300 Bordeaux Comte Bordeaux 
29 September 
1783 

Bonne 
Espérance 

Imperia
l 400 Ostende Tempier Bordeaux 27 June 1783 

Princesse 
d'Henin French 490 Bordeaux Dupuy Trincomalé 

19 September 
1783 

Casimir French 350 Bordeaux Bernard? Bordeaux 4 August 1783 

Iris? French 400 Bordeaux Forget Trincomalé 8 July 1783 

Calypso French 
280 

(250) Bordeaux La Fuente Bordeaux 9 August 1783 

Victoire French 400 
Saint-
Malo Michel Bordeaux 

7 November 
1783 
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Hippopotame 
Imperia
l 700 Bordeaux 

Van den 
Berghen Bordeaux 1 July 1783 

Aimable 
Marine French 400 Bordeaux Chassaing Trincomalé 

28 August 
1783 

Courrier 
Impérial 

Imperia
l NIL Ostende? 

De Saint-
Valéry Bordeaux 28 May 1783 

Discrète French 470 Bordeaux Boyreau  Ile d'Aix 18 April 1783 
Jeune 
Stanislas French 400 Le Havre Menard Bordeaux 

22 December 
1783 

Maréchal de 
Duras French 

406 
(440) Bordeaux Compère Trincomalé 

21 November 
1783 

Maréchal de 
Duras French 

406 
(440) Bordeaux Compère Ile d'Aix 18 April 1783 

Asie French 
640 

(750) Bordeaux Ichon Bordeaux 
23 August 
1783 

Comte de 
Fumes French 430 Bordeaux Girouard Bordeaux 

8 September 
1783 

Comte de 
Péronne 

Savoyar
d NIL Bordeaux Barboro 

Côte de 
Coromandel 

1 December 
1783 

Comte de 
Péronne 

Savoyar
d NIL Nice Barboro Bordeaux 

16 February 
1783 

Comtesse de 
Chinon French 500 Bordeaux Boulbard Bordeaux 

20 August 
1783 

Ombevrest? 
Imperia
l 200 Bordeaux Reyders? Bordeaux 

19 August 
1783 

Pacifique French 450 Bordeaux Fautrel Bordeaux 26 June 1783 

Merceron French 514 Bordeaux Rouden Bordeaux 30 July 1783 
Marie-
Clorinde 

Imperia
l? 272 Bordeaux Jacob Bordeaux 

22 August 
1783 

Constant French 450 Bordeaux Pons Bordeaux 
6 September 
1783 

Glaneuse French 
380 

(500) Bordeaux Lalanne Bordeaux 
16 September 
1784 

Hasard French 90 Bordeaux Brousseau Bordeaux 
8 January 
1784 

Licorne French 480 Bordeaux Brugevin Bordeaux 
27 February 
1784 

Calypso French 
250 

(280) Bordeaux Taudin Cochin 2 May 1784 

Constance French 350 Lorient Giron Bordeaux 
11 January 
1784 

Asie French 
640 

(750) Bordeaux Ichon Trincomalé 
23 September 
1784 

Sully French 580 Bordeaux Tabois Bordeaux 
30 August 
1784 

Maréchal de 
Mouchy French 628 Bordeaux Gramont Pondichéry 

9 November 
1784 

Maréchal de 
Mouchy French 628 Bordeaux Gramont Bordeaux 5 May 1784 

Prévoyance French 180 Bordeaux Onno Bordeaux 
18 December 
1784 

Marquis de 
Castries French 500 Bordeaux Marchés? Bordeaux 27 March 1784 

Neptune French 
1030 

(1000) Bordeaux Martignac Bordeaux 
9 October 
1784 

Pondichéry French 550 Bordeaux 
Leloup de 
Beaulieu Bordeaux 

17 February 
1784 

Bienvenu French 552 Bordeaux Merlan Trincomalé 12 February 
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1784 

Elisabeth-
Sophie French 400 Bordeaux Massot Bordeaux 

20 August 
1784 

Vicomtesse de 
Noailles French 700 Bordeaux Grandmont Bordeaux 26 June 1784 

Constant French 
442 

(450) Bordeaux Pons Trincomalé 23 May 1784 

Dorade French 236 Bordeaux Castaignet Bordeaux 25 June 1784 

Brabant French 350 Bordeaux 
Roquefeuil 
Labistour Bordeaux 28 June 1784 

Actif French 137 Bordeaux Taudin Bordeaux 
9 December 
1785 

Hasard French 90 Bordeaux Brousseau Calcutta 21 June 1785 

Pacifique French 
450 

(500) Bordeaux Descombes Bordeaux 
12 November 
1785 

Merceron French 514 Bordeaux Courrège Batavia 
21 February 
1785 

Fouine French 100 Bordeaux Bourbon Bordeaux 16 April 1785 

Garonne French 420 Bordeaux Cousicot Bordeaux 23 June 1785 

Dorade French 236 Bordeaux Castaignet Madras 
22 September 
1785 

Éléonore French 220 Bordeaux Sanguinet Bordeaux 
9 December 
1785 

Chancellière 
de Brabant French 600 Lorient 

Tréhouart de 
Beaulieu Bordeaux 4 August 1785 

Bretagne French 500 Bordeaux Dechezeau Bordeaux 
17 September 
1785 

Roi Henry French NIL Bordeaux Lemaitre Bordeaux 25 July 1785 
Paquebot de 
Bourbon French 

184 
(200) Bordeaux Wuibert Bordeaux 

22 December 
1786 

Horizon French 
471 

(600) Bordeaux Balguerie Bordeaux 4 July 1786 

Fouine French 100 Bordeaux Le Fèbre 
Cape of 
Good Hope 28 April 1786 

Nancy French NIL Bordeaux Couronnet Bordeaux 22 May 1786 
Chancellière 
de Brabant French 600 Bordeaux 

Tréhouart de 
Beaulieu Pondichéry 15 May 1786 

Six Frères French 550 Bordeaux Saulnier Bordeaux 20 May 1786 
Voiture des 
Dames French NIL Bordeaux Vergès Bordeaux 26 March 1786 

Clarie French NIL Bordeaux Fontenelle Bordeaux 15 June 1786 
Docteur 
Pangloss French 470 Bordeaux Laperche Bordeaux 5 May 1786 

Désir French 308 Bordeaux Dumas Bordeaux 
26 December 
1786 

Courrier de 
l'Ile de France French 

166 
(200) Bordeaux Letexier Bordeaux 

19 September 
1786 

Oiseau French Nil Nil Ventre Bordeaux 19 June1786 

Roi David French 438 Bordeaux Jalineau Bordeaux 
11 December 
1786 

Amiral de 
Port-Louis? French NIL Bordeaux Courrège Bordeaux 28 March 1787 
Noir de L'ile 
de France French NIL Bordeaux Boulbar Bordeaux 9 June 1787 
Aimable 
Victoire French 650 Bordeaux Tempié Lorient 

1 January 
1787 
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Bonne Union French NIL Bordeaux Dusaux Bordeaux 7 April 1787 

Garonne French 420 Bordeaux Ichon Bordeaux 19 June 1787 

Imposant French 800 Bordeaux Fermirot Bordeaux 2 August 1787 

Licorne French 480 Bordeaux Brugevin Bordeaux 4 June 1787 

Saint-Denis French NIL Bordeaux Voisin Bordeaux 12 May 1787 

Triomphe? French 250 Bordeaux Jaulery Bordeaux 30 April 1787 

Sully French 580 Bordeaux Tabois Bordeaux 16 May 1787 
Port-Louis (ex-
Comte de St 
André) French 400 Bordeaux Barboutin Bordeaux 23 March 1787 
Prévost de la 
Croix French NIL Bordeaux Dubreuil Bordeaux 9 June 1787 

Prince de Poix French 450 Bordeaux Boyer Bordeaux 
20 August 
1787 

Auguste French NIL Bordeaux Boissière Bordeaux 
9 October 
1787 

Confiance 
(Diligent) French 70 Bordeaux Laurent Bordeaux 5 May 1787 

Euphrasie French 184 Bordeaux Labat Bordeaux 
4 September 
1787 

Mathurin French 600 Bordeaux Viger Bordeaux 
18 October 
1787 

Modeste French 350 Bordeaux Rontaunay Bordeaux 
6 October 
1787 

Motais de 
Narbonne French 338 Bordeaux Lalanne Bordeaux 

13 February 
1787 

Pacificateur French 422 Bordeaux Saulnier Bordeaux 
20 August 
1788 

Nécessaire French NIL Bordeaux Bourbon Bordeaux 
1 October 
1788 

Paquebot No 4 French NIL NIL De Coriolis Bordeaux 28 July 1788 

Oiseau French NIL Bordeaux Lemercier Mozambique 30 May 1788 
Motais de 
Narbonne French 338 Bordeaux Dupin Bordeaux 17 April 1788 

Désir French 308 Bordeaux Dumas Quiloa 
3 January 
1788 

Désirée French NIL Bordeaux Laurent Bordeaux 
12 October 
1788 

Bretagne French 600 Bordeaux 
Texier de la 
Villeafeuve Bordeaux 

3 September 
1788 

Brilliant French NIL Bordeaux Le Maitre Bordeaux 29 June 1788 

Chorèbe French 500 Bordeaux Pourcin Bordeaux 
23 November 
1788 

Duchesse de 
Maillé French 250 Nantes Attimont Bordeaux 

23 February 
1788 

Dudon French NIL Bordeaux Bizard Bordeaux 
23 February 
1788 

Euphrasie French 184 Bordeaux Labat Mozambique 
16 August 
1788 

Actif French 137 Bordeaux 
Cibaut de 
Nique Bordeaux 26 April 1788 

Aigle French NIL Bordeaux Pons Bordeaux 
2 September 
1788 

Aimable 
Thérèse French NIL Bordeaux Griffon Bordeaux 3 June 1788 

Revanche French NIL La Robin Bordeaux 23 August 
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Rochelle 1788 

Alexandre French NIL Bordeaux Damis Bordeaux 
20 September 
1788 

Président Le 
Berthon French 305 Bordeaux Feuilherade Bordeaux 

18 August 
1788 

Pérou French 450 Bordeaux Sanguinet Bordeaux 28 July 1788 

Petite Dorade French 200 Bordeaux Lauratet Bordeaux 
14 January 
1788 

Sans Pareil French NIL Bordeaux Seignac Bordeaux 
15 February 
1788 

Oiseau French NIL Bordeaux Lemercier Quiloa 
27 November 
1789 

Aimable Marie French NIL Bordeaux Jussan Bordeaux 
23 October 
1789 

Deux Soeurs French 90 Bordeaux Compère Bordeaux 
1 February 
1789 

Diane French 425 Bordeaux Cochon Bordeaux 18 May 1789 
Comte de 
Fumel? French NIL Bordeaux Valleau Bordeaux 7 March 1789 
Comtesse de 
Conway French 300 Bordeaux Marc Pauillac 

25 December 
1789 

Cerf French NIL 
Bordeaux
? Brun Bordeaux 

2 December 
1789 

Baron Le Fort French 550 Bordeaux Courrège Bordeaux 14 June 1789 
Bailli de 
Suffren French NIL Bordeaux 

Bidard 
Delanoë Bordeaux 25 July 1789 

Emengard? French NIL Bordeaux Montant Bordeaux 23 July 1789 

Félicité French 750 Bordeaux Beltremieux Bordeaux 
24 August 
1789 

Georges French NIL Bordeaux Marraud Bordeaux 13 April 1789 

Hippolyte French NIL Bordeaux Boissière Bordeaux 
15 August 
1789 

Père de 
Famille French 350 Bordeaux Le Duc Bordeaux 

16 January 
1789 

Sans Pareil French NIL Bordeaux Seignac Bordeaux 
25 September 
1789 

Porus French NIL 
La 
Rochelle Robin Bordeaux 

23 November 
1789 

Protée French 395 Bordeaux Royé Bordeaux 
2 February 
1789 

Vicomte 
d'Urtubie French NIL Bordeaux Descombes Bordeaux 8 June 1789 
Vicomtesse de 
La Bintinaye French 

316 
(350) Bordeaux Collineau Bordeaux 

2 February 
1789 

Ville de 
Bordeaux French NIL Bordeaux Duranteau 

Côte 
d'Afrique 2 July 1789 

Ville de 
Bordeaux French NIL Bordeaux Duranteau Bordeaux 

16 January 
1789 

Honorine French NIL Bordeaux Dufourg Bordeaux 9 June 1789 

Lévrier French 441 Bordeaux Laperche Bordeaux 
26 November 
1789 

Surprise French 40 
Bordeaux
? 

Dujardin 
Lintederin Bordeaux 

22 December 
1789 

Patrie French NIL Bordeaux Voisin Bordeaux 24 June 1789 

Patriote French NIL Bordeaux Barbazan Bengal 6 December 
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Lafont 1789 

Patriote French NIL Bordeaux Lafont Bordeaux 5 March 1789 
Aimable 
Théodore French 

158 
(200) Bordeaux Bechier Bordeaux 13 April 1789 

Archimède French NIL Bordeaux Barboutin Bordeaux 28 May 1790 

Aigle French NIL Bordeaux Brion Bordeaux 20 May 1790 

Dogue French NIL Bordeaux Dupin Bordeaux 9 April 1790 

Marie Flore French NIL Brest Montagne Bordeaux 11 June 1790 
Bonne 
Henriette French NIL Bordeaux Jagault Bordeaux 16 July 1790 
Courrier de 
l'Ile de France French NIL Bordeaux Lespiaut Bordeaux 16 July 1790 
Aimable 
Rosalie French NIL Bordeaux Jussain Quiloa 

18 September 
1790 

Félicité French 750 Bordeaux Beltremieux Quiloa 2 August 1790 

Fille Unique French NIL 
Rochefor
t 

De 
Fontenelle Bordeaux 

8 January 
1790 

Paquebot No.4 French 441 Bordeaux De Coriolis Bordeaux 
29 January 
1790 

Belle Arsène French NIL Bordeaux Darribeau Bordeaux 7 June 1790 

Citoyenne French 200 Bordeaux Mamineau Bordeaux 
13 December 
1790 

Chasseur French 532 Bordeaux Le Gouardun Mozambique 7 August 1790 

Chasseur French 532 
Bordeaux
? Le Gouardun Bordeaux 

18 January 
1790 

Trajan French NIL Nantes Boutet Bordeaux 
16 December 
1790 

Jeune Créole French 409 Bordeaux Delarue Bordeaux 
20 February 
1790 

Licorne French NIL Bordeaux Hostein Bordeaux 22 July 1790 

Henri IV French NIL 
La 
Rochelle Goinard Bordeaux 

12 February 
1790 

Hernoux (ex-
Pacificateur) French 422 Bordeaux De Grissac Bordeaux 

18 September 
1790 

Indien French NIL Bordeaux Despiet Bordeaux 
23 November 
1790 

Nécessaire French NIL Bordeaux Bourbon Bordeaux 16 May 1791 

Dominique French NIL Bordeaux Thomas Bordeaux 26 May 1791 
Aimable 
Rosalie French NIL Bordeaux Jusran? Mahé 5 April 1791 

Perrier French NIL Bordeaux Micheau Bordeaux 
24 August 
1791 

Marquis de 
Lafayette French NIL Bordeaux Delot Quiloa 

5 November 
1791 

Tronchin? French NIL Bordeaux Deschiens Bordeaux 
24 August 
1791 

Ville de 
Bordeaux French 500 Bordeaux Chenu Bordeaux 24 May 1791 

Bellone French 400 Bordeaux K/nell Bordeaux 
11 February 
1791 

Bengale French 300 Bordeaux Fallouard Bordeaux 22 June 1791 

Bon Frère French NIL Bordeaux Lude Bordeaux 
21 November 
1791 
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Bonne Marie French 450 Bordeaux Larrieu Bordeaux 2 June 1791 

Emegard? French NIL Bordeaux Sanguinet Bordeaux 
24 February 
1791 

Fauvette French NIL Bordeaux De Siest Bordeaux 
16 August 
1791 

Horizon French NIL Bordeaux Dubreuil Bordeaux 18 July 1791 

Ile de France French NIL Bordeaux Crassoux Bordeaux 7 June 1791 

Indien French NIL Bordeaux Despiet Quiloa 19 April 1791 

Honorine French NIL Bordeaux Dufourg Bordeaux 30 May 1791 

Jeune Fany French NIL Bordeaux Seguin Bordeaux 
22 September 
1791 

Jean-Bart French NIL Bordeaux Gedron Bordeaux 
19 December 
1791 

Lafayette French NIL Bordeaux Delot Bordeaux 
19 January 
1791 

Cerf French NIL Bordeaux Brun Bordeaux 
5 February 
1791 

Aimable 
Françoise French NIL Bordeaux Lagrée Bordeaux 

21 November 
1791 

Pérou French 450 Bordeaux Roger Bordeaux 16 July 1791 
Aimable 
Américaine French 450 Bordeaux 

Gauthier de 
Rontaunay Bordeaux 

1 February 
1791 

Calvados? French NIL Bordeaux Barrabé Bordeaux 
14 February 
1792 

Périer French NIL Bordeaux Micheau Mozambique 3 July 1792 

Aimable Lucile French NIL Bordeaux Sanguinet Bordeaux 18 July 1792 

Actif French NIL Bordeaux Toureau Lorient 12 March 1792 

Réciproque French 700 Bordeaux Cochon Bordeaux 22 July 1792 

Paquebot No.4 French 441 Bordeaux Coriolis Bordeaux 17 May 1792 

Valentin French NIL Bordeaux Etasse Bordeaux 20 June 1792 

Sophie Désirée French 150 Bordeaux Martin Bordeaux 20 June 1792 

Patriote French NIL NIL Brizard Bordeaux 14 July 1792 

Pauline French NIL Bordeaux Feuilherade Bordeaux 7 May 1792 

Nélée French NIL Bordeaux Albert Bordeaux 
20 August 
1792 

Bailli de 
Suffren French 600 Bordeaux Couturont Bordeaux 

28 August 
1792 

Nestor French 200 Bordeaux Duhart Bordeaux 11 May 1792 
Saint-Jean de 
Loüe French NIL Bordeaux Voisin Bordeaux 20 March 1792 
Mangoff 
Georges? French 480 Bordeaux Monstey? Bordeaux 

15 January 
1792 

Sans Pareil French 50 Bordeaux Seignac Bordeaux 
12 February 
1792 

Bien-Aimée French NIL Brest Montagne Bordeaux 23 July 1792 

Constance French 350 Bordeaux Margeon Bordeaux 
20 August 
1792 

Archimède French NIL 
Bordeaux
? Barboutin Bordeaux 14 July 1792 

Deux Frères French 600 Bordeaux Frères Bordeaux 
9 September 
1792 

Bon Frère French 160 Bordeaux Lude Mozambique 25 July 1792 

Ami de Saint- French NIL Bordeaux Laclaverie Bordeaux 17 September 
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Domingue 1792 

Aigle French 600 Bordeaux Pons? Bordeaux 27 July 1792 

Dragon French NIL Bordeaux Rontaunay Bordeaux 
5 October 
1792 

Bonne Union French NIL Bordeaux Calefort Bordeaux 5 March 1792 

Peggy French 230 Bordeaux Nazereau Bordeaux 28 April 1792 

Consolateur French NIL Bordeaux Castaignet Bordeaux 
9 November 
1792 

Indien French NIL Bordeaux Legouardun Bordeaux 4 July 1792 

Liberté French 250 Bordeaux Lemême Bordeaux 
29 January 
1792 

Lafayette French 300 Bordeaux Delot Mozambique 9 July 1792 

Jeune Fanie French NIL Bordeaux Seguin Ceylan 6 March 1792 

Leauty? French NIL Bordeaux Piquesamy Bordeaux 
24 January 
1792 

Fauvette French NIL Bordeaux Desiest Batavia 5 March 1792 

Expérience French NIL NIL Maurepas Bordeaux 12 May 1793 

Calvados French NIL Bordeaux Barabé 
Côte 
d'Afrique 

1 October 
1793 

Paquebot No.4 French 441 Bordeaux Coriolis Quiloa 
5 September 
1793 

Tigre French NIL Bordeaux Perocheau Aleppey 9 July 1793 

Tigre French NIL Bordeaux Pérochau Brest 
18 January 
1793 

Valentin French NIL Bordeaux Jalineau Surate 
11 February 
1793 

Trois Frères French NIL NIL Maraud Bordeaux 7 May 1793 

Paquebot No.4 French 441 Bordeaux Coriolis Quiloa 
21 January 
1793 

Consolateur French NIL Bordeaux Castaignet Ceylan 22 May 1793 

Louis-Marie French NIL NIL Abeille Bordeaux 
21 August 
1793 

Argilète French NIL Bordeaux Montaut Pondichéry 30 July 1793 

Argilète French NIL Bordeaux Montaut Bordeaux 
28 February 
1793 

Naviguateur French NIL 
Saint-
Malo Le Joliff Bordeaux 11 March 1793 

Discrète French NIL NIL Leigoie? Bordeaux 12 May 1793 

Maryland Amer Nil Nil Speak Bordeaux 
31 August 
1794 

Columbus 
Amer 

NIL NIL Pell Bordeaux 
20 November 
1795 

Bareng? Amer NIL NIL Beach Bordeaux 11 June 1796 
Anne-
Catherine 

Amer 
400 New-York Preble Bordeaux 

25 August 
1796 

Elisabeth-
Sophie 

Amer 
NIL NIL Pierce? Bordeaux 

5 January 
1796 

Elisabeth-
Sophie 

Amer 
562 NIL Skinner Bordeaux 

6 September 
1797 

John Amer NIL Salem Derby Bordeaux 5 May 1797 
Jean et 
Richard 

Amer 
  Nil Nowland Bordeaux 5 June 1797 

Henry  
Amer 

190 Salem Bullock Bordeaux 
29 December 
1797 
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Brothers 
Amer 

148 Salem Felt Bordeaux 
31 December 
1797 

Sultan 
Amer 

190 NIL Clement Bordeaux 
30 December 
1797 

Lévrier 
Amer 

183 NIL Hunt Bordeaux 
24 September 
1797 

Harmonie 
Amer 

211 NIL Pinston? Bordeaux 
7 October 
1797 

Kitty 
Amer 

120 NIL Trask Bordeaux 
20 January 
1797 

Molly 
Amer 

300 NIL Stamper Bordeaux 
24 January 
1797 

Colombus 
Prussia
n 400 Nil Prutz Bordeaux 

30 September 
1797 

Belisarius 
Amer 

200 Salem 
Crowninshiel
d Bordeaux 17 May 1797 

Cérès 
Amer 

310 NIL Hodge Bordeaux 
14 September 
1797 

Sally Amer 180 Salem Webb Bordeaux 7 June 1797 

Recovery Amer NIL NIL Roppe? Bordeaux 8 April 1797 
Fleur de la 
Mer 

Amer 
NIL NIL Coleman Bordeaux 21 May 1797 

Fortune 
Swedis
h NIL 

Stockhol
m Norlin Bordeaux 29 May 1798 

Huron Amer Nil Nil Brown Bordeaux 17 March 1798 
Rosalie et 
Betty 

Prussia
n Nil Nil Gelhard Bordeaux 

18 August 
1798 

Greyhound Amer NIL NIL Bradbury Bordeaux 
16 August 
1798 

Lodoviska Oldenb 200 Nil Butner Bordeaux 25 July 1799 

Louisia Hamb Nil Nil Asmuube Bordeaux 
27 January 
1800 

Huron French 250 NIL Saint-Guiron Bordeaux 25 May 1800 

Kelty? Amer NIL NIL Worth Bordeaux 17 May 1800 

Gloire Amer NIL NIL Emit? Bordeaux 18 May 1800 
Sophie 
Charlotte 

Prussia
n Nil Nil Van Straalen Bord` 4 April 1801 

Union French 750 NIL Larcher Bordeaux 
4 October 
1802 

Union French NIL NIL Rivière Bordeaux 
27 October 
1802 

Pacificateur French NIL NIL Carsimille Bordeaux 
3 September 
1802 

Pacificateur French NIL NIL Taudin Bordeaux 
25 September 
1802 

Paix French NIL NIL Hardouin Bordeaux 9 May 1802 

Brave French 210 NIL Sère? Bordeaux 
9 September 
1802 

Surprise French 70 Bordeaux Rigal Bordeaux 21 May 1802 

Vénus French 200 NIL Gaudric Bordeaux 23 June 1802 

Surprise Amer Nil Nil Bill Bordeaux 
8 February 
1802 

Eugénie French NIL NIL Dupuy Bordeaux 
23 September 
1802 

Psyché French Nil Nil Bonsergent Bordeaux 
10 December 
1802 
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Amitié French NIL Bordeaux Seguin Bordeaux 
15 August 
1802 

Aigle French 600 Bordeaux Dufour Bordeaux 
22 November 
1802 

Diane French NIL NIL Montaut Bordeaux 14 May 1802 

Réparateur French 500 Bordeaux Duranteau 
Côte 
d'Afrique 

28 November 
1802 

Frères Unis French NIL NIL Plaideau Bordeaux 
5 December 
1802 

Good Friend Amer NIL NIL Cochrane? Bordeaux 5 June 1802 

Commerce Amer NIL Salem West Bordeaux 31 May 1802 

Confiance French 360 NIL Castagnet Bordeaux 
17 October 
1802 

Réparateur French 500 Bordeaux Duranteau Bordeaux 10 June 1802 
Charles-
Maurice French NIL Bordeaux Darribeau Bordeaux 

26 August 
1802 

James French NIL Bordeaux Dufourq Bordeaux 23 April 1803 

Adèle French 40 NIL Dupin Bordeaux 5 June 1803 

Béatrix French NIL NIL Béraud Bordeaux 
13 January 
1803 

Gange French NIL Bordeaux Amelin Bordeaux 
28 February 
1793 

Aimable Lucile French NIL Bordeaux Langlois Bordeaux 13 April 1803 

Estelle French NIL NIL Fichet Bordeaux 1 May 1803 

Erinna French NIL NIL Cappé Bordeaux 29 June 1803 

Essai French NIL Bordeaux Larré Sumatra 
10 December 
1803 

Diane French Nil 
Bordeaux
? Montaut Chine 

7 February 
1803 

Suzanne French NIL NIL Donaü Bordeaux 10 May 1803 

Trois Frères French NIL NIL Bouillaud Bordeaux 
12 August 
1803 

Mentor French NIL NIL Chevelaure Bordeaux 
5 February 
1803 

Sophie et 
Auguste French 250 NIL Boyreau Bordeaux 17 April 1803 

Zéphir French NIL NIL Voisin Bordeaux 27 June 1803 

Julie French NIL NIL Dupeyral Bordeaux 5 July 1803 

Frères Amis French NIL NIL Plaideau Bordeaux 
15 October 
1803 

Hydre French 600 
Bordeaux
? Callé Nantes 

7 January 
1803 

Gustave French NIL Bordeaux Rondeaux Bordeaux 5 May 1804 

Gustave French NIL Bordeaux Rondeaux Quiloa 
14 November 
1804 

Adèle French 40 
Bordeaux
? Coutance Balemboang 

31 August 
1804 

Confidence 
Amer 

NIL NIL Knowles? Bordeaux 
4 January 
1804 

Stillman? Amer NIL NIL Pearson Bordeaux 22 June 1804 

Elisa Amer NIL NIL Hatch Bordeaux 28 June 1804 

Monerve Amer 224 Nil Ward Bordeaux 24 July 1804 

Henriette French NIL NIL Henry Bordeaux 10 June 1804 
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Pucelle French NIL Bordeaux Fillietar? Pégou 15 May 1804 
Bordeaux 
Packet 

Amer 
NIL NIL Cowes? Bordeaux 

29 October 
1805 

Charles Amer 180 Boston Percival Bordeaux 27 April 1805 

Brellonne French NIL NIL Perroud Bordeaux 
21 February 
1805 

Elisa 
Amer 

NIL Salem? Hatch Bordeaux 
11 February 
1806 

Ranger Amer NIL NIL Bates Bordeaux 8 March 1806 

Auguste French NIL NIL Henry Bordeaux 
31 January 
1809 

Auguste French NIL NIL La Case Bordeaux 
8 January 
1810 

Eugène French NIL Bordeaux Rondeaux Bordeaux 2 June 1810 

Emilie French NIL NIL Graffin Bordeaux 
13 January 
1810 

 
(Source: Compiled from Toussaint, La Route des Iles) 

LORIENT 

In Jean Meyer’s study, La France et l’Asie, it is estimated that over 1,000 trips were made from 
France to the Indian Ocean.  From 1730-1734, according to him, only one armement of the East 
India Company left Lorient. This increased considerably after 1746 but dwindled again a few years 
later. Latest figures, compiled by Le Lan for the recent Slae Trade conference organized by the 
TJC, estimated at about 92 000, the number of slaves whom the Company exiled, using Lorient as a 
base.  

The first ship from Lorient to bring slaves to Mauritius was La Méduse which embarked 237 slaves 
from Juda. Between 1728 and 1756, all ships appear to have gone to West Africa to procure slaves. 

Table 4 Ships arriving from Lorient 

Year of 

Depar-
ture 

Name of ship 

 

Port of 
trade 

 

No. slaves 

Embarked 

No. slaves 

disembarked 

No. 

deaths 

Destination 

1728 La Méduse Juda 237   Ile de France 

1729 La Diane  Gorée 302  248 54 Ile de France 

1729 La Vierge de 
Grâce  

Gorée 380 291   89 Ile de France 

1730 La Badine  Gorée 200  37 163 Île de France - 
Pondichéry 

1738 Le Griffon  Sénégal 250   Ile de France 

1744 La Favorite  Gorée 438 356 82 Île de France - Île 
Bourbon 

1749 Le Dauphin Gorée 52   Île de France 

1749 Le Bristol  Gorée 350 267 83 Ile de France 

1749 L'Hercule  Gorée 500 353 147 Ile de France 

1750 Le Chevalier 
Marin  

Gorée 240 169 71 Ile de France 

1756 Le Duc de 
Béthune    

Gorée 388 289 49 Ile de France 

Total     738  
 

(Source: Translated from Jean Yves Le Lan, ‘Les armateurs privés de la traite lorientaise pour l’île de France, 1769 – 1791’ 
and ‘La Cie des Indes et la Traite des Noirs’, 17-20) 
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Haudrère has stated that the slaving voyages, with 630 slaves on board, between 1729 and for 1730 
were a total failure because of the high mortality. He has described these voyages as a 
‘hecatomb’.90 In one ship, out of the 200 slaves, 35 died before reaching the Cape and another 30 
died in transit at the Cape, due to the cold and not being properly clothed. 93 more died en route 
to the Mascarenes. 42 disembarked, out of whom 11 died during disembarkation.  

 
 

Figure: 1 Map of West Africa (Source: Le Lan) 

 

The FEIC had two main trading posts in West Africa: Juda in Dahomey and Gorée in Senegal. In 
Gorée, a fort had been built where French traders, their slaves and goods were ‘secure’. According 
to Le Lan, « la Compagnie avait de nombreuses implantations de traite en Afrique, dont deux 
importantes: un fort à l’île de Gorée au Sénégal et un à Juda au Dahomey ainsi que de nombreux 
points de contact baptisés escales. Un fort était une infrastructure mettant à l’abri les 
ressortissants français, les captifs et les marchandises, des véléités adverses alors que les escales 
n’étaient que des parcelles de terrain sur lesquels les chefs indigènes avaient autorisés les français 
à commercer.’91  

In addition to these ships, the C4 series mentions another ship, the Fleury, which was to bring 
slaves from Senegal, but this is not mentioned in Le Lan’s list, for some reason.92 

Le Lan has analysed the 19 voyages mentioned by Mettas to Ile de France between 1769 and 1791. 
He found that of the 19 ships, only 3 definitely came to Mauritius, while 5 others probably came; 
the others went to on to seel the slavesin the Caribbean. 

In bold and larger characters are those which landed slaves in Mauritius, The others went to the 
Caribbean 

Table 5 :Slaving voyages from Lorient through Île de France from 1772 to1791 

N° Année Nom du navire Tonnage en 
tx 

Equipage Nom du capitaine 

1 1772 La Digue 360 / Louis Saint-Pierre, puis Robinot 
Desmolières 

2 1774 L'Espérance 360 / Robinot Desmolières 

3 1776 Le Duc de Vrillère 600 ou 500 / Pierre de Sabetery 

4 1776 Le Grâcieux 400 ou 500 53 Louis Totin, puis Dupuy 

5 1776 La Bouffonne 150 / Deschiens de Kerulvay 

6 1784 Les Deux Frères 220 ou 250 / Trochut puis Cazal 
7 1785 Le Mozambique 130 / Dubreuil 
8 1785 Le Fabius 300 ou 250 33 Bridard de La Noue 

9 1786 La Modeste 180 / Dufilhol 
10 1786 Le Breton 1093 80 Guesdon 

11 1788 Le Félix 361 / François Dubreuil 

12 1789 L'Amitié 380 40 Antoine François Jalabert 

13 1790 L'Assemblée Nationale 300 / Gouraud 
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14 1790 Le Stanislas 600 ou 300 / Clément Barnabé Fournier 

15 1790 L'Amitié 380 / Antoine François Jalabert 

16 1791 Le Patriote 300 ou 250 / / 

17 1791 L'Actif / / Toureau 
 
 

Table 6: Circuit des opérations de traite au départ de Lorient passant par l’Île de France de 1772 à 1791. 
 

Année Nom du navire 
Date de 

départ de 
Lorient 

Circuit pour la traite Port de vente de 
la traite 

Date de retour 

1772 La Digue 17/04/1772 
Île de France, 05/08 au 

14/09/1772; Queringue93, 
18/11/1772; départ, 22/02/1773 

Cap, 18/07/1773 

Lorient, 
20/12/1773; 

Nantes, 
04/01/1774  

1774 L'Espérance 05/05/1774 
Île de France, 18/09/1774; 

Afrique; Île de France, 
30/05/1775 

? ? 

1776 Le Duc de 
Vrillère 

16/01/1776 

Île de France, 22/09/1776; 
Bengale; Île de France, 

23/06/1778; Mozambique; Ile de 
France, 10 juin 1779 

? ? 

1776 Le Grâcieux 26/03/1776 

Île de France, 22/07 au 
29/08/1776; côte de 

«Kankibar», arrivée, 11/09; Cap 
de Bonne-Espérance, 13/03 au 

14/04/1777 

Cap, 16/06/1777; 
départ, 

12/09/1777 

Le Havre, 
02/11/1777 

1776 La Bouffonne 26/05/1776 

Île de France, 16/11/1776 ; 
Mozambique; Île de France, 
20/07/1778; Cap de Bonne-

Espérance; Île de France, 17/04 
au 05/06/1779; Madagascar; 

Mozambique, 03/07 au 09/07 ; 
Querimbe, 12/07 au 12/08; 

Quiloa, 16/08; départ, 11/10 ; 
Diégo Gracia, 02/12 au 

18/12/1779; Île de France, 
02/01/1780  

? ? 

1784 Les Deux Frères 12/02/1785 Île de France, 13/10/1785 Île de France, 
05/02/1787 

? 

1785 Le Mozambique 05/05/1785 
Île de France, 07/11/1785; 

Querimbe 
Île de France, 
06/10/1786 ? 

1785 Le Fabius 17/12/1782 
Île de France, 23/06 au 

17/08/1786; Cap de Bonne-
Espérance, 03/09 au 16/11/1786 

Martinique, 06/01 
au 16/01/1787; 

Cap, 24/01; Port-
au-Prince, 

02/02/1787 

Lorient, 
05/08/1787 

1786 La Modeste 25/04/1786 
Mozambique; Île de France, 06 

ou 10/06/1787; Oïbo; 
Mozambique, 06/12/1787 

Île de France, 
16/02/1788 

? 

1786 Le Breton 22/12/1786 

Cap de Bonne-Espérance, 11/03 
au 23/03/1787; Île de France, 

05/05 au 27/06/1787; 
Mozambique, 16/07; départ, 
04/12/1787; Cap de Bonne-

Espérance, 03/01/1788; départ, 
12/02/1788  

Saint-Marc, 
25/03/1788 

Nantes, 
21/09/1788 

1788 Le Félix 19/04/1788 Île de France, 20/08 au 
02/09/1788; Mozambique 

Cayes, 
25/06/1789 

Cayes, 
03/08/1789 

1789 L'Amitié 06/01/1789 

Île de France, 06/06 au 
27/07/1789; Île de Bourbon, 

29/07 au 01/08; Quiloa, 12/08 
au 05/11/1789; Cap de Bonne-

Cap, 12/02 au 
17/02/1790; Port-
au-Prince, 20/02; 

départ, 

Nantes, 
03/06/1790 
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Espérance, 05/12 au 25/12 1789  21/04/1790 

1790 L'Assemblée 
Nationale 

08 ou 
15/02/1790 

Île de France, 1605/1790; 
Mozambique, départ, 

12/10/1790 
Cap, 30/12/1790 ? 

1790 Le Stanislas 14/03/1790 
Île de France; départ, 

11/08/1790; Saigon; Île de 
France, 22/04/1791; Quiloa 

? ? 

1790 L'Amitié 27/10/1790 Île de France, 29/05/1791 Saint-Marc, 
31/01/1792 

? 

1791 Le Patriote ? 

Île de France, 27/10/1791; 
Batavia; Île de France, 

14/03/1792; Mozambique; Île de 
France, 26/10/1792 

? ? 

1791 L'Actif ? 
Île de France, 12/03/1792; 
Mozambique; Île de France, 

26/07/1792 
? ? 

Twelve companies undertook these 19 trips, trading some 6,205 slaves and some 2,910 slaves to 
Mauritius alone between 1771 and 1791.  

MARSEILLES 

Marseilles developed a powerful set of merchants in the 18th century, from 250 merchants to over 
750 by the end of the 18th century. According to latest figures, most of these went to the Americas, 
and it was only at the end of the 18th that they came to the Mascarenes.94 Many reasons have been 
advanced for the lack of interest before this period, all the more so intriguing as voices were raised 
against the slave trade: lack of knowledge of Atlantic compared to other ports, lack of freight (they 
only had wines and cloth).95 They were also more used to quicker returns, having traded with 
Mediterranean countries for so long. One of the most important of slave traders was Georges Roux, 
who owned the  

On Toussaint’s list was the Felicité on 9 July 1793. Although trade resumed after 1803. Only a few 
ships made it to Mauritius from Marseilles: the last ship was the Paquebot de Marseilles whose 
captain was Chauvin in 20 September 1805. 

The destinations of these ships was as follows:  

Marseille  102   Kilwa  5  Moka  4 

Batavia      6   Surat  2  CGH  2 

Pondichéry      1  Mozambique 1  Mongale 1 

Wampou     1  Kerimba 2  Goa  1 

African coast         1  China  1  Canton  1 

Calcutta     1  Aleppey  1 

But the main reason for the rise of Marseilles in the slave trade was the prime offered in colonies 
for every head of slave brought as from 1784.  

ST. MALO 

In the French slave trade, St. Malo ranks as perhaps the fifth port and deserves its appellation as 
the port of corsairs. It started slave trading later than other ports and began when trade 
restrictions were imposed by peace treaties; it preferred more traditional activities. The Malouins 
entered the slave trade timidly: 

1748 – 1775: 4 voyages per year 

1751: 10 voyages 

1753: 9 voyages 

1763- 1778: 86 voyages,  6 per year   
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1763-1770: 52 voyages 

1170- 1778: 34 voyages 

The biggest trader was Magon de la Balue between 1717 and 1744, but it is between 1748 and 1788 
that there was a real boom with largest fortunes made in Marseilles; Magon armed several slave 
trading ships, Zélé, Le duc de Choiseul, Le Duc de Praslin, Le Modeste. Charles Carrière has 
compiled a list of some 40 merchants engaged in the slave trade. How many came to the Indian 
Ocean is not yet known, nor how many of those engaged in slave trading acquired plantations in 
Mauritus in the 18th century. 

129 ships set sail from Marseilles to the Mascarenes between 1773 and 1819 alone, according to 
Toussaint. On Toussaint’s list, 134 ships are listed as having arrived or werearmed in the 
Mascarenes from Marseille. Buti says that it was because of the terms of the Seven Years War and 
the Treaty of Paris, that the sugar islands in the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean became more 
important and the plantation economies started emerging.96 

However, they seem important for the Indian Ocean, especially for the Huguenot traders among 
them. According to Carriere,97 they also belonged to Freemason Societies, La Loge Saint Jean 
d’Ecosse, in particular. Names of ships reflect this freemason influence: Les Bons Amis, La 
Concorde, l’Union. Among famous names of traders were Aenaud, Beaussier, Bigaud, Chauvet, 
Dallest, Mathieu, Solier, Martin and Salavy. Many were also academics.  

Rambert lists 18 ships bound for Mascarenes between 1767 and 1785. 

For 1785 to 1789, 33 ships are listed. Dermigny in Cargaison Indiennes lists 6 voyages from 
Marseilles between 1781 and 1791.  

How many were engaged in slave trading remains to be determined. 

Among the Captains of ships, many names are familiar to Mauritians today: Audibert, André, 
Blancard, Boulle, Carosin, Fabre, Mariette. Simon was in charge of the Auguste, the Euphrosine and 
the Pintade. Pinatel headed the Iris and the Malabar. Rimbaud captained the Sardine. Most ships 
appeared only once or twice, and very few came for more than 4 voyages. At this stage, it was not 
possible to find out how many or which made other shorter trips during their stay in the Indian 
Ocean.  The last ship, according to other  traders joining in after the Wars of Succession. 

For Mauritius, in the early years of French colonization, St. Malo was the first port to supply slaves 
regularly, and many ‘Malouins’ were actively engaged in the slave trade to Mauritius and Reunion. 
The best known (Malouin) is Governor Labourdonnais himself. Other Governors, such as Bouvier de 
Lozier and Rene Magon, also contributed to the expansion of the slave population on the island.  

From Port Louis, several voyages were made to procure slaves in India, Madagascar, and 
Mozambique, while Company ships brought slaves from West Africa. Many of these ships’ Captains 
and traders were from St. Malo. 

However, as Roman reminds us, while the corsairs were active in periods of war, during peace 
time,  they were activein trading and in commerce, of which the slave trade played a vital part. 
How important for the Indian Ocean, and particularly for Mauritius, was corsair activity, has not yet 
been estimated by historians, who have chosen to study the more ‘heroic’ past of St. Malo and its 
people than its corsair and maritime activities.  

Roman has also looked at the earlier period, when slave trade was becoming a necessary part of 
commerce, but was not yet a trade manned by ‘professionals’. Many undertook one voyage and 
then ceased.98   

There was no barrier between different maritime activities. People engaged in all maritime 
activities, depending on the circumstances. The existence of ‘négociants/négriers’ or 
merchant/slavers was a reality; in other words, people who were merchants  were also involved in 
the slave trade. In St. Malo, the best example and the most famous of these persons was Mesle de 
Grandclos, whose biography has been written.  
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Mesle de Grandclos:  The extent of his activities in the Indian Ocean and, in particular with 
Mauritius, needs to be examined. He amassed a huge fortune from his commercial activities in the 
Atlantic. As well as engaging in the Indian Ocean, he inevitably became involved in political 
activities during the Revolutionary period. He had to flee France for a short period and still had 
considerable funds left even when his possessions were seized. During one trip to China on the 
Modeste, he made 800%  profit.99 

85 ships from St. Malo alone came to Mauritius between 1775  and 1810. Many of these also had 
been to Eastern Africa, India and Batavia and brought back slaves. 

Louis Athanase Ohier was born in 1730 in a modest maritime family and became Captain of several 
slave trading ships. At the age of 9, he embarked for Pondichéry, and again in 1742-43. Contact 
with slave trading began when he was on the Grande Vigilante commanded by his uncle, Louis. 
Other ships included in 1753-4, the Heureux Captif, in 1755, the Perle which was the 11th ship of 
the grandfather of Surcouf. 

In 1757, he married Nicole Merven whose brother Joseph Merven had settled in Mauritius. His son 
was Louis Marie Joseph who in 1776-7 was a volunteer on the Severe commanded by his father. He 
embarked on several trading missions and was captured by the Englsih several times. Other trading 
missions included: 

1760-1: Amaranthe, armed by Chateaubriand and commanded by Claude Dominique Avice 

1764:   Heureux100 

1766:,  1769, 1776, Sévère 

1783:  arrived in Mauritius on the Deux Soeurs 

1785:  Mesry (6th slave trading trip on Mesry) 

1790:  Bon Ménage which went later to Pondichéry 

Did he become rich? An inventory of his belongings at time of death of his wife in 1781 lists 
substantial property. From 5 of his slave trading ventures between 1763 and 1777, he collected 
some 15,000 livres or on average 3,000 livres per voyage. On the 5 voyages, some 2,200 Africans 
were captured as slaves, with a commission of 2%. In addition, most slave trading ships also carried 
pacotilles and so revenues far exceeded the 45,000 livres from slave trading alone. 

Beaugeard, a millionaire by today’s standards is an interesting case to study. Apart from slave 
trading, he was also engaged in number of voyages to India and China and invested massively in his 
voyages. 8 slaving voyages between 1763 and 1770 in Indian Ocean and only 4 after 1771 to 1778: 

Betsy:    50-ton, journey of Port Louis (Orient) to Aleppey on 19 February 1799. 

Mentor:    two trips to Zanzibar between 1802-1803. 

Rencontre:   between   and 7 February 1803 and went to Zanzibar in August 1803. 

Robust:   Went to Zanzibar on 29 December 1807 and 31 December 1808. 

Captained the ship Sultany flying Arab colours 

Uni:    also on 15 December 1803 and on 12 June 1804 went to Zanzibar. 

Magon: There were also a small number of traders involved. Apart from Magon, there was also his 
nephew Magon de la Lande, who organized 16 voyages after 1763, together with Nouail de la 
Villegille; René de Chateaubriand, the brothers Surcouf, Beaugard,  Le Breton de Blessin, Sebire des 
Saudrais.101 How many of these came to Mauritius is unknown as yet.  

If the ship Maurepas going to St. Domingue and the Comte de Maurepas are the same, the ship is 
interesting, for after trading in high seas, it becomes a vaisseau de cote in Mauritius and is finally 
shipwrecked. The Captain, Magon, is the same throughout. 

Le Bo:  Many were associated by kin. Francoise Datour, according to Roman, widow of Le Bo, 
organised 4 expeditions, her son-in-law, took over Joseph Le Gentil, with 2 voyages, in 1763-4, 
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while her daughter, who married P. J. Mesle de Grandclos, sent 25 ships between 1763 and 1777. 
He recruited his brother-in-law as Captain, Louis Marie Harrington, who also become armateur 
before the Revolution. 

Captains trading after 1763 included : Jean Baudry, Paul Hardy, Jean Francois Corbille, Merven. 
Grandclos employed Nicolas Le Gue, Joseph Daniel des Landes, Dominque Jallobert, Baudran de 
Maupertuis, Louis Athanase Ohier, Toussaint Leforestier, Charles Ozelle and Pierre Carre. 

Decline after 1770 

St. Malo’s trade in slaves appears to decline after 1770. In later years, many traders abandoned 
slave trading. Pottier de la Houssaye continued, as did Mesle de Grandclos. But the others, 
Hercouet, Deshaies, Harrington, Dubois and Fichet Desjardins, abandoned the trade. 

Toussaint, who consulted archives relating to arrivals in Mauritius, noted that between 1769 and 
1810, only 54 ships arrived from St. Malo. According to Roman, who has tried to complement this 
information by consulting French archives between 1771 to 1792, 100 ships left for the Indian 
Ocean, 4 per year. Saint Malo sent 54 to Ile de France and 24 to China and India. Ten of them 
passed through Lorient, Marseille and Bordeaux, a fact of which Toussaint, was not aware, 
according to Roman.  8 never reached their destination, 2 were seized by the British, three were 
shipwrecked and 2 are not known and 1 was abandoned in Bordeaux. Many St. Malo slave traders 
relocated to other ports. 

Ships involved in slave trading included: the Victoire in 1783 from Bordeaux and 3 from Marseillle: 
the Duc d’Orléans, Bon Ménage and Eugenie. 

1793 to 1803 

Trade continued but was much slower; ships coming out of St. Malo to Indian Ocean included: the 
Bon Ménage belonging to Harrington, that came to Mauritius, traded in slaves in Mozambique and 
took them to Martinique. Between 1793-4, the Navigateur of Captain Lejof, with young Surcouf on 
board, undertook 2 voyages to Mozambique: it bought over 1000 slaves, but we do not know yet 
how many came to Mauritius. In 1795, Surcouf armed a ship La Créole to trade slaves in 
Mozambique. Other possible slave ships to the Mascarenes include: Général Moreau belonging to 
Corson and Deshays, commanded by Le Forestier, Minerve, Fortune and Marengo going to Mauritius. 
Only Petite Africaine was a known slaver; at 143 tonnes, it was armed by Le Même and Gautier and 
commanded by Jacques Pinou des Prairies. It was taken by the British on 20 Fructidor An IX 
according to the armateur on its way from Zanzibar to Mauritius.102 

Surcouf  This family, including the grandfather and great uncle of Robert Surcouf, had been trading 
in slaves since the 1720s. St. Malo played its role in the illegal slave trade, with Robert Surcouf 
operating between 1815 and 1824.  

Table 7: Ships arriving from Saint-Malo 

Name of Ship Tonnage Captain 
Port of 

departure 
Date of Arrival 

Frogerus 296 Sophie Désirée NIL 14 April 1773 

Amitié Nil De Faguès Antille 
11 December 

1773 
Saint-René 140 Girron? Saint-Malo 25 January 1776 

Aimable Victoire NIL Ruellan de Gallinée Saint-Malo 
1 September 

1776 

Moissoneur 140 Dubois Pondichéry 8 December 
1776 

Diligent NIL La Villecollet Saint-Malo 11 February 
1777 

Père de Famille 180 Drieux Saint-Malo 15 February 
1777 

Confiance 80 Lecorre Mozambique 22 April 1779 

Confiance 80 Lecorre Côte d'Afrique 
4 November 

1779 
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Confiance 80 Lecorre Batavia 30 April 1780 

Aurore 250 Restif Saint-Malo 13 February 
1786 

Aurore 749 Tardivet Saint-Malo 24 June 1789 
Beauté NIL Loisel Yanaon 16 March 1784 

Bonne Foi 80 Louvel Desvaux Saint-Malo 8 July 1789 

Bougainville 630 (400) Rostaing? Lorient 11 November 
1783 

Bougainville 400 (630) Longueville Saint-Malo 29 July 1788 
Comte d'Artois 150 Rouillard Saint-Malo 11 March 1788 
Comte de La 

Luzerne 
NIL Morin Saint-Malo 4 September 

1788 
Comte de Latouche 250 Girodroux Saint-Malo 18 March 1789 
Comte de Narbonne 250 Le Péru CGH 20 June 1781 

Comte de Thiard 370 Avice Saint-Malo 24 November 
1789 

Comtesse de Maillé 300 Lévesque Ile d'Aix 11 May 1783 

Grand Saint-Pierre 200 (390) De Lorme Lorient 13 December 
1781 

Indien 250 Bazin Saint-Malo 23 August 1786 

Jean-Louis 300 (410) Heuzé Lorient 12 December 
1781 

Julie NIL Ruault Marseille 23 April 1792 

Lévrier 140 Desesmaisons Pondichéry 13 December 
1787 

Lévrier 140 Bourdé de la 
Villaubert Saint-Malo 31 December 

1786 
Louise Marie 340 Michel Saint-Malo 15 January 1788 
Louis-Marie 340 Damas Saint-Malo 27 January 1792 
Maréchal 

d'Estainville 
200 (230) De Lalande Le Brun Saint-Malo 12 May 1789 

Marie Jeanne 180 Rouxel Saint-Malo 29 May 1785 

Marquis de Castries 300 Le Breton Quiloa 1 November 
1784 

Marquis de Castries 300 Le Breton Saint-Malo 15 February 
1784 

Marquis de 
Vaudreuil NIL Roger Saint-Malo 3 April 1787 

Marquise de Saint-
Pern 

350 Gaillard Saint-Malo 29 December 
1787 

Moissonneur 140 Dubois Pondichéry 12 January 1778 

Mont Marin NIL Boullet Saint-Malo 
23 February 

1789 

Naviguateur 300 Le Joliff Mozambique 25 September 
1793 

Naviguateur 300 Le Joliff Mozambique 4 March 1794 
Naviguateur NIL Le Joliff Bordeaux 11 March 1793 

Père de Famille 180 Morand? Pondichéry? 21 September 
1778 

Petite Manon 120 Hérisson Saint-Malo 27 October 1787 

Pontbrilliant NIL De Lalande Lebrun Saint-Malo 28 December 
1787 

Prince d'Henin 250 Villecollet Saint-Malo 5 October 1787 
Prince d'Henin 250 Bouan Saint-Malo 24 March 1789 

Printemps NIL 
Sauvage de 
Beauséjour 

Bengal 
3 December 

1775 

Sainte-Anne 300 Astruc Lorient 
15 September 

1774 
Sainte-Anne NIL Henouet Saint-Malo 27 March 1777 
Saint-Esprit 300 (280) Longueville Surate 20 February 
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1786 

Saint-Esprit 330 (280) Longueville Pondichéry 3 December 
1786 

Saint-Esprit 330 (280) Duclos Guyot Saint-Malo 22 August 1785 

Sainte-Thérèse NIL Delot Saint-Malo 7 November 
1783 

Saint-Yves NIL Delaunay Saint-Malo 10 June 1790 
Sophie NIL Gervaise Saint-Malo 20 July 1789 
Suffren NIL Delamarre CGH 16 April 1790 

Suffren NIL Lamarre Saint-Malo 13 November 
1789 

Surprise 150 Royé Saint-Malo 29 August 1787 
Trois Cousins 522 Henoust Pondichéry 9 March 1785 

Union NIL Le Bonhomme CGH 23 October 1782 
Union 400 Le Bonhomme Lorient 19 August 1781 

Victoire 400 Michel Quiloa 20 May 1784 

Victoire 400 Michel Bordeaux 7 November 
1783 

Voyageur NIL Mancel Calcutta 1 March 1792 
Succès NIL Duclos Guyot Saint-Malo 26 August 1792 

Source: Compiled from Auguste Toussaint, La Route des Iles 

 

NANTES 
 

We have little information yet on how many ships arrived in Mauritius before the end of Company 
rule. The latest research on Nantes-Mauritius slave trade comes from Alain Romaine who noted 
some 15 ships registered with the Amirauté and who went to Mozambique to procure slaves.103 

Table 8: Ships arriving from Nantes 

Name of Ship  Tonna-
ge 

Captain 
 

Date of 
Arrival  

AIMABLE-
NANON 

frégate 
 

Glier 
 

15/04/1748 ARM 

DRAGON navire 800 Nicolas-Jacques Le Cerf 110 17/01/1748 ARM 
SULTANE vaisseau 600 François Lossieux 103 13/01/1748 ARM 
TREIZE-

CANTONS 
frégate 480 Arnous 71 03/01/1749 ARM 

MONTMARTEL vaisseau 
 

Guenichon 
 

05/06/1757 
 

GRACIEUSE frégate 200 Louis-Antoine de Saint-
Martin, 

68 16/03/1762 ARM 

 

1763 TO 1792 

According to McWatters, who has studied trade from this port for the period 1763 to 1792, the total 
number of ships ‘outfitted’ at Nantes rose from 127 to 230 per year; the average tonnage increased 
from 182.28 to 235.97 tonnes.  

The corresponding averages for departures of négriers are 29 in 1763 and 21 in 1792; average 
tonnage rose from 117.52 to 233.7 tonnes.104 The trade expanded to other centres in the late 
eighteenth century, with a decline in the dominance of Nantes-centred operations after the Seven 
Years’ War. From then on, trade increased, with the average number of vessels departing from 
France each year and returning compared to that experienced in the pre-war period. Growth 
brought a greater participation of traders from other centres, including Bordeaux and La Rochelle. 
Prior to the war, vessels originating in Nantes represented more than 50 per cent of the trade, but 
only about 40 per cent in the period immediately following the war. The percentage of captives 



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 46 

carried by vessels from Nantes also declined from approximately 50 per cent before 1759 to less 
than 40 per cent after 1763.105 

During the period between 1773 and 1810, studied by Toussaint, a total of 43 ships came from 
Nantes to the Mascarenes. How many traded in slaves is not yet clear. 

1772 and 1778:  However, as far as the Indian Ocean and Mauritius were concerned, ships from 
Nantes were not numerous. Only 7 ships are armed for the East African coast between 1772 and 
1778.  

1783 and 1793:  Only 14 or 15 arrived between 1783 and 1793, as against 80 from Bordeaux. It 
appears that there were cash-flows and liquidity problems, and they could not supply Arab and 
Portuguese intermediaries with the required amount of piastres. They thus preferred to engage in 
trade with partners who could purchase Nantese or French products. 

LA ROCHELLE  

Generally, according to Deveau who has focused on the Caribbean, 427 ships left La Rochelle to 
engage in slave trading.106 As with Bordeaux and Nantes the French Government allowed them, from 
1716 to trade privately in slaves as long a tropical products were brought back to the port: wood, 
sugar coffee etc. According to Deveau, these were extremely profitable ventures.107 The boost to 
trade came in 1784 with a prime of 40 livres given to every tonne jauge.  Evidence is fragmentary 
since we do not have in France private archives of slave trading companies. However, there is 
physical evidence that companies improved their economic status with trading families living in 
middle class neighbourhoods in La Rochelle today. It makes slave trading all the more inhuman 
since the gains were not necessarily worth the cost in human lives. 

As elsewhere, slave trading was a family affair. Few would undertake the financing of a slave 
voyage alone and usually took on partners from the family and shared profits proportionately. 
Trade dwindled during the Revolutionary Period and ended completely by 1792 because of the 
revolution in Haiti. The slave traders organized lobbies to maintain the trade and were supported 
by metal and textile manufacturers who were supplying slave ships. They sent a representative, 
Jean Baptiste Nairac, to defend their cause in the National Assembly on the grounds that lack of 
trade would bring ruin to the port. The slave trade was maintained.108  

As far as Mauritius was concerned, 39 ships are listed by Toussaint and said to have arrived in 
Mauritius in this period with the last ship arriving in 1790. Twenty-two of these are said to have 
carried Captains, who engaged in multiple voyages, included Robin, Lalande, Desplannes/De 
planne.  
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Table 9: Ships arriving from La Rochelle 
 

Name of Ship Tonnage Captain Port of 
departure Date of Arrival 

Henri IV NIL Goinard Bordeaux 12.2.1790 

Porus NIL Robin Bordeaux 23.11.1789 

Revanche NIL Robin Bordeaux 23.8. 1788 

Amitié 350 Bargeaud Brest 1.8.1782 

Bonhomme Richard 650 Quenet Calcutta 18.2.1785 

Alcyon NIL Desplannes Cape of Good 
Hope 14.5.1791 

Alcyon NIL De Planne La Rochelle 5.10.1790 

Alexandre 212 (200) Layssard La Rochelle 3.10.1774 

Amitié 350 (250) Milleret La Rochelle 11.8.1788 

Archiduc 550 (650) Dorchmand? La Rochelle 1.3.1784 

Atlas 350 Lalande La Rochelle 28.9.1786 

Bonhomme Richard 650 Quenel La Rochelle 9.1.1784 

Capitaine Cook 300 Mariette La Rochelle 25.6.1788 

Constance-Adèle NIL Régnaud La Rochelle 17.1.1793 

Créole 80 Robin La Rochelle 24 .4.1783 

Deux Maris? 300 Savary La Rochelle 18 .4.1785 

Duc de Normandie NIL Chouteau La Rochelle 5 .10.1792 

Espiègle 130 Robin La Rochelle 26 .9.1785 

Henry IV NIL Webb La Rochelle 6 .9.1791 

Heureux 140 De Lalande La Rochelle 22.8.1783 

Insulaire 120 Lafontaine La Rochelle 28 .11.1784 

Jolie Henriette de 
Ribaucourt 800 Le Breton de la 

Vieuville La Rochelle 11 .4.1784 

Marie Magdelaine 80 Rajot de 
Beaurivage La Rochelle 5.6.1774 

Nautile NIL K/nell La Rochelle 23.12.1788 

Neptune 240 Boutet La Rochelle 11 .4.1786 

Neptune 240 Deplanne La Rochelle 29 .9. 1787 

Neptune 240 Deplanne La Rochelle 4 .3. 1789 

Revanche NIL Lucet Rochelle 6 .11.1790 

Baron de 
Montmorency 

263 Crassoux Lorient 19 .1.1782 

Cérès 320 Giraud Lorient 28 .1.1775 

Fargès 900 Mugny Lorient 30 .1.1779 

Trois Amis 900 Bonfils Lorient 30 .4.1777 

Archiduc 550 (650) Renard Madras 3.8.1785 

Indien NIL Robin Mahé 14 .5.1792 

Trois Amis 850 Bonfils Mahé 29 .5.1775 

Chavaillon NIL Neveu Rochefort 22.9.1776 

Amitié 350 Bargeaud? Trincomalé 22.8.1783 

Bordelais 1200 
(1100) 

Marin de 
Marnière 

Yanaon 26.11.1777 

Comte de Maurepas 550 Robinot des 
Moulières 

Lorient 26.7.1775 
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BREST  

There was very little slave trading between the Port of Brest and Mauritius. Most ships were 
Government ships, and it is not known whether they carried slaves before 1762. However, the last 
slave trading ship the Épervier from Brest went to the Indian Ocean and to Mauritius; it made its 
slave trading journey from Ibo disembarking on 3 January 1785. Although the records showed a 
Brest to Brest trip, they fail to mention the slave trading trip to Ibo. We do not know yet how many 
slaves came to Mauritius. 

From Brest also came some well-known names, such as the Trebuchet family.  

Table 10: Ships arriving from Brest 

Name of Ship Ton-
nage 

Port 
d'arme
-ment 

Captain Date of 
depar-
ture 

Port of 
departure 

Date of 
Arrival 

Stop 1 

Lys du roi  Jean-Baptiste-
Charles de Lozier-

Bouvet 

 brest 15/11/1749  

Anglesea 720  Marc-Antoine Selle  brest 30/07/1749  
Apollon du roi  Thomas-Herbert de 

La Porte-Barré 
 brest 22/03/1750  

Diligente 500  Pierre-Léon 
Maugueret 

 brest 16/04/1761  

Aactif du roi    Brest 10/02/1762  
Minautore du roi Brest  NIL brest 10/02/1762  
Zodiaque du roi Brest  NIL brest 10/02/1762  
Comte de 

Grasse 
250 Brest Trébuchet NIL Trincomal

é 
23.9.1783  

Comte de 
Grasse 

250 Brest Trébuchet NIL Brest 3 .8.1782  

Epervier 250 Brest Bouchet NIL Brest 15 .5.1784 ibo 
Marie Flore NIL Brest Montagne NIL Bordeaux 11.6. 1790  

Ville 
d'Archangelsk 

600 Brest Dufrese NIL Brest 1 .5.1789  

Belle Reine NIL Brest Tanguy NIL Brest 1.12.1791  
Bien-Aimée NIL Brest Montagne NIL Bordeaux 23.7.1792  

Source : Toussaint, La Route des Iles for 1780-1810, Le Lan database for 1729-1765 

LE HAVRE ET HONFLEUR   

According to Eric Saunier, the Hague and Honfleur saw the start of about 500 slaving voyages.109 Out 
of these, however, according to Toussaint, only one came to the Indian Ocean between 1773 and 
1803 from the Hague and 7 from Honfleur. None appear to have come during Company rule. 

Slave trade increased dramatically, according to Saunier, after the French Government offered 
prime of 40 livres for each tonneau de jauge and 160-200 livres for every slave disembarked in the 
colonies 

ROCHEFORT 

The hinterland at Rochefort was ideal for trading, as it supplied the crew required for long-haul 
voyages, even though slave trade was not that important. The Boulongne and the Boutin, both of 
equal tonnage, arrived on the same day in Mauritius (see slave trade database 1729-1765). Whether 
they carried slaves is not known yet. 

Non-European ports have rarely been considered in the list of ports being studied for the slave 
trade. But as the list below shows, these were numerous. Our knowledge of the slave trade will not 
be complete unless these are studied too and their role in the slave trade examined. Also of 
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concern is the fact that on Toussaint’s list, the ports of departure for some 326 ships out of a total 
of 3,183 ships are not listed.  

Table 11: Ships arriving from other ports 
Achem 1 Villefranche 1 Providence 7 
Ajengo 1 Aden 2 Bourbon 8 
Antille 1 Amsterdam 2 Aleppey 9 
Antongil 1 Bayonne 2 Lubeck 9 
Baie Delagoa 1 Bimlipatam 2 Sourabaya 9 
Balemboang 1 Elseneur 2 Chandernagor 10 
Barcelone 1 Gothenbourg 2 Montevideo 10 
Bassorah 1 Inhambane 2 Livourne 11 
Belfort? 1 Lindy 2 Surat 12 
Bencoolen 1 Malacca 2 Ibo 14 
Beverly 1 Mombasa 2 Kerimba 14 
Bord` 1 Newhaven 2 Lisbonne 14 
Cadix 1 Samarang 2 Réunion 15 
Cap de la Virginie 1 Ste. Anne 2 Moka 16 
Charleston 1 Ténériffe 2 Sérampore 17 
Charlestown (Antilles) 1 Altona 3 Macao 20 
Chatignan (Chittagong) 1 Buenos Aires 3 Manille 20 
Cowes 

1 
Côte de 
Coromandel 3 

Trincomalé 
21 

Divirapatnam 1 Ile Coetivy 3 Canton 23 
Emden 1 Java 3 Goa 24 
Gloucester 1 Newport 3 Zanzibar 24 
Gloucester (Amérique) 1 Padang 3 Bombay 25 
Gulslatte 1 Pulopinang 3 Chine 25 
Halifax 1 Sète 3 Cochin 27 
Ile aux Frégates 1 Aldabra 4 Madras 27 
Ile de l'Assomption 1 Goudelour 4 Côte d'Afrique 28 
Lousiane 1 Ile Praslin 4 Mahé 28 
Madagascar 

1 
Nouvelle 
Angleterre 4 

Sumatra 
31 

Madère 1 Rhode Island 4 Mascate 33 
Mafia 1 Rio de La Plata 4 India 34 
Mers de L'Inde 1 Saint-Domingue 4 Baltimore 39 
Moz 1 Yanaon 4 Copenhague 49 
Nagapatam 1 Coringuy 5 New York 54 
Nantucket 1 Pégou 5 Calcutta 57 
Naour 1 Ceylan 6 Philadelphia 60 
Negapatam 1 Côte de Malabar 6 Kilwa 63 
Pepperell Boro 1 Pégou 5 Boston 68 
Port Louis 1 Ceylan 6 Salem 73 
Saint-Sébastien (Espagne) 1 Côte de Malabar 6 Cape of Good Hope 80 
Siam 1 Galle 6 Bengal 85 
Stockholm 1 Rangoon 6 Seychelles 94 
Tamatave 1 Wampou 6 Tranquebar 103 
Mozambique 136 Batavia 196 Trawemunde 124 

 

PRICES 

Accounting historians have also been investigating how the accounts of the slave trade were kept. A 
unique journal, the Guide du commerce, written by Gaignat de l'Aulnais in 1771, has led to a 
detailed and equally unique historical study by Cheryl McWatters.110 According to McWatters: 

“Le Guide du commerce [...] est le seul ouvrage à présenter de manière détaillée le 
traitement comptable des opérations de la traite négrière, notamment des diverses 
transactions relatives à la « cargaison » humaine”.  

In this journal, McWatters highlights the basic documents required for a slave trading expedition, 
according to Gaignat. These were: “Le journal de traite, le livre de factures, le journal de vente 
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des noirs et achats en retour et enfin le grand livre” [Eng trans: The slave trading journal, the 
receipt book, the sales of slaves book, and purchases book and finally the big book]. Although 
written for Atlantic voyages, it seems unlikely that it would have been any different in the Indian 
Ocean, since many of the ships and Captains were the same.  A greater search of the accounts of 
slave traders might reveal as yet unknown facets of the history of slavery and slave trade. 

To assess the value, in modern terms, of the price of the slave, one must look at the prices at 
which slaves were bought and sold in the country of origin, as well as when they were landed in 
Mauritius  and when they were traded internally.  Not all trading was carried out in currency and 
slaves, in the country of origin, were often exchanged, but this exchange often involved currency. 

Slaves continued to bring in revenue from transactions, even after they were sold to a master for 
they could be hired to others. Thus in 1735, the Conseil Supérieur fixed the tarifs of hire of slaves 
at 15 piastres.111 

There were also those who were simply captured and kidnapped from their villages and where no 
trading took place. This is currently impossible to quantify. But oral tradition in Mozambique exist 
and deserve further study. Benigna Zimba has recommended that memorialistaion of this part of 
the history of slave trade should be included in future representations of slavery in Mauritius.  

The medium of exchange was at first textiles, rum and muskets. But the Malagasy increasingly 
began to demand hard currency, in Spanish piastres. By 1807, the French trader, Sylvain Roux, 
wrote that slaves cost 45 piastres as well as 2 bales of blue cloth. i.e. forming 80% of the 
transaction.112 

The French Government believed such trade could only be profitable, if it had exclusive rights over 
Madagascar slave trading, because it could not compete with private traders: 

“La traite à Madagascar: La partie nord de Madagascar ne peut nous être utile ici pour la 
traite du Roi et des esclaves, que lorsque le Roi y aura fait un établissement exclusif    […] ”113 

It appears that traders had goods produced in India, which Malagasy traders did not want, and they 
were forced to ask for hard currency in piastres: 

“L’exportation des piastres à l’île de Madagascar, ils ont fait fabriquer dans les différentes parties de 
l’Inde des marchandises qu’ils connaissent propres à dégoûter ces insulaires de ne consentirà traiter 
qu’en piastres les esclaves de cette Isle […]”.114 

Currencies became increasingly used; one must also bear in mind the multiplicity of currencies at 
the time and fluctuations in the value of each currency during wars, for example, or depending on 
the economic fortunes in France and in Europe generally.  Piastres or livres were the currency used 
in Mauritius. 

Prices ranged widely according to the country of origin at the time. Prices mentioned here refer to 
a male adult slave, the typical slave sought after for the various tasks being undertaken in 
Mauritius.115 

In the early years of ‘Isle de France’, slaves could be procured for 100 livres. In 1732, the East India 
Company bought Indian slaves at 3-4 piastres per head in India.  

Within Mauritius, however, in 1738, slaves were being sold for far more at 200 piastres per slave.116 
This was still the case in 1745 for Mozambican and Malagasy slaves, while West African slaves were 
the most preferred and sold at 250 piastres per slave.117  By 1758, this had gone up to 400 piastres 
for a slave from Madagascar.118 

In 1763, it was stated that the Company was selling slaves cheaper than private traders: Malagasy 
and Mozambican slaves at 25-30 piastres per slave, while those from Goa fetched 40-45 piastres.119  
On 30 November 1767, M. Poivre provided details of prices of slaves:120 
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Pièce d’Inde and from Guinea:  720 piastres Mozambique:  540 piastres 

Madagascar: 360 piastres   Indian:  300 piastres 

Prices fluctuated in the country of origin and according to traders or so it would seem: 

1774:      25 piastres according to Mayeur 

1787:  115 piastres according to Dumaine 

1806:      90 piastres according to Froberville 

 

HOW WERE SLAVES SOLD IN MAURITIUS? 

Slaves were sold in various ways if they were introduced legally.  

 Slaves brought by the Company would be ‘distributed’ between the various inhabitants who 
had required them.  

 Others would be sold by the notary usually in his office  

 Slaves were also sold at auctions. One recorded site of sale was at the Place d’Armes. 

 In the 1790s, because of the smallpox epidemic, slaves were sold on board after being 
vaccinated. This occurred on the Saturne whose voyage has been described in detail by 
Alain Romaine.121 

Information about the arrival of slaves on ships was given to the public by a poster appearing on 
walls, at least in the 1760s: 

“chaque vaisseau chargé de nègres sera annoncé par une affiche ou avis général et les noirs seront 
distribués à chaque habitant sans préférence, à raison de ses besoins ou de ses forces au prix dont on 
conviendra”. 

We have not been able to trace any of these posters so far since those repositories at the time of 
writing have not provided access yet, notably the MCB and the MSIRI.  

When Liberated Africans were brought, they too passed through the same Customs House as slaves.  
A certain continuity thus existed in the sites used for embarkation. After formalities were 
completed, they were taken to the Immigration Depot where they would be registered as 
indentured immigrants just like the indentured labourers who were later brought from India. 

These sites need to be adequately memorialised, since currently there are no such sites related to 
the landing of slaves in Mauritius. While other landing places exist for people who have come as 
immigrants, such as the Salines or at the Aapravasi Ghat, a memorial place for those people 
brought as ‘cargo’ is also necessary so that the Mauritian population may see and understand the 
the full breadth and all facets of how immigration has occurred in Mauritius. 

 

THE GOODS  

Ships brought back slaves as well as rice, cattle and sacks made of ‘vacoa’ in exchange for piastres, 
muskets, cloth from Madagascar.  From Mozambique, ivory, gold and cowries were traded in 
exchange for Spanish pataqes, pottery from Bengal, arms and ammunition and eau de vie and 
foodstuff.  From Europe and India, textiles were one of the most important cargo purchased.  

The textile trade deserves a special mention as it plays a major role in the slave trade, due to the 
demand for cloth in Africa and to the need to clothe the slaves in the colonies. Up to 60% of the 
cargo would be composed of textiles.122 But it was not any clothing that was demanded by slave 



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 52 

traders; Indian printed or painted cotton were in high demand. These cloths had been made in India 
but gradually, they began to be manufactured in France. They were commonly called ‘indiennes’ in 
French because they had been originally imported, printed or painted from India and gradually 
copied by French manufacturers. These ‘indiennes’ were exchanged for slaves in Africa by French 
traders. According to Gilles Forster, constituting a cargo for slave trading was not cheap as African 
chiefs were often quite demanding. 60 to 80% of the costs of the slave trading expedition would be 
taken up by purchasing of the cargo. The demand for textiles and other goods could not be met by 
one trader alone and the cargo leaving France was often constituted with the help of 
manufacturers outside France. Textile manufacturers in Switzerland often supplied these 
‘indiennes’. 

However, this history is also linked to the flight of Protestants from France and Switzerland, when 
they also took with them the knowledge and textile trading which was linked to the slave trade. 
While people are familiar witht abolition of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, another event also 
occurred, namely the ban on importing painted cloths. The flight of Protestants is linked to the 
opening up of new factores along the Rhine to produce these indiennes. 

With the wars in Europe in the 1750s and early 60s, contacts between Dutch and French companies 
were disrupted since French traders turned inwards in Europe towards the Swiss to supply them 
with the indiennes. The spiritual unity and marriage links of Huguenot diasporas strengthened these 
business contacts between manufacturers of indiennes and those involved in with the slave trade. 
After 1759, when the ban on production of painted cloth was lifted, many Swiss textile 
manufacturers settled in France, notably the Jeanjacquier, Pasquier and Koenig families. 

A language of the textile trade exclusively destined for the slave trade emerged: guinées blanches 
ou bajutapaux, bleues, guingas, korrots. 

 

4. THE SLAVE VOYAGE 

TRAUMA DURING THE PASSAGE 

Much has been written about revolts and mortality on board ships and very little will be said of this 
here. More recently, attention has been focused on the state of mind of slaves during the wait in 
the slave depot, and during the transportation on ships and the psychological trauma that ensued. 
If narratives of the passage abound for immigrants later in the century, they are sorely missing from 
the slavery record in the Indian Ocean; only the acts of slaves give us some indication of their state 
of mind.  

The journal of the Espérance also shows the psychological trauma endured by the enslaved through 
the case of one female slave who allowed herself to die. She was described as being ‘tracassée’ or 
worried, ‘roulant d’un bord sur l’autre et chantant ensuite est tombée dans un assoupissement 
dont elle est morte’.123 

In some cases, the crew took the trouble to avoid any additional trauma for the slaves. Again, on 
the Espérance, when a baby and mother died, they were thrown overboard, with the baby being 
later found in the belly of a shark.  This discovery was hidden from the slaves for fear of upsetting 
them, since it was feared that this might lead to a revolt.124 

What enslaved peoples felt and thought as they boarded the ship taking them away can only be 
guessed at by those of us today. One can only imagine those moments through accounts of people 
who witnessed this departure. Henry Salt, witness to these moments, reflected on this: 

“I subsequently saw several dances of the same kind, in the slave-yards on the island of 
Mozambique; but on these occasions it appeared to me that the slaves were compelled to dance. 
I shall never forget the expression of one woman’s countenance, who had lately, I understood, 
been brought from the interior. She was young, and appeared to have been a mother, and when 
constrained to move in the circle, the solemn gloom that pervaded her features, spoke more 
forcibly than any language, the misery of her forlorn condition.  If there be a sceptic who 
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hesitates to approve of the abolition of the slave trade, let him visit one of these African slave 
yards, a short time before a cargo of these wretched beings is exported, and if he have a spark 
of humanity left it will surely strike conviction to his mind”.125  

Figure 2: Mossuril, from which thousands of Africans were forced to leave their 
homeland 

 
(Source: Henry Salt, Voyage to Abyssinia […], 1814) 

One has yet to calculate the numbers who died during the long walk to the coast, from the interior 
to the Mozambique for example; Epidariste Colin estimated it to be half: 

“Les négociants ont des agents qui pénètrent jusqu’a 250 et 300 lieues dans les terres pour 
faire les premiers achats et expéditer les noirs par bandes de 4 à 500, sous la conduit d’un 
chef […] accompagné de noirs ladines (civilises). Et la troupe marche à petites journées, et 
bien souvent pendant la nuit. Durant ce voyage, où l’on traverse des déserts, la troupe 
marche à petites journées, et bien où l’on traverse des déserts, la troupe manque 
quelquefois de provisions, et ne se nourrit alors que de raciness et de plantes qu’elle 
rencontre sur son chemin: elle arrive enfin à Mozambique, diminuée au moins de la moitié. 
Ces esclaves alors sont accablés de fatigue et de besoin, et ont déjà quelques symptomes de 
dysenterie”.126 

2. MORTALITY AND REVOLT 

Slave mortality on board ships has yet to be quantified accurately by statisticians and 
demographers. Estimates range from 10% to 50%, depending on the length of the voyage, supplies 
on board, disease, resistance of slaves etc. From East Africa, the figure was 21%. From West Africa, 
mortality was estimated to be between 25 to 30%.127 According to Richard Allen, the ‘overall 
mortality’ appeared higher than for the Atlantic.128  

The voyage from Madagascar took about 21 days and mortality rates were about 12%, while 
Mozambique voyages which took longer had on average a 28% death rate.  

However, as Gerbeau reminds us, distance does not necessarily explain levels of mortality since 
other factors may be responsible: the illegal status of the voyage, for example, and the need to 
cram as many slaves on board, the spread of disease etc. In the 1790s, this had not changed. The 
Saturne, however, registered 9 % mortality during its voyage, in November 1793 from Kilwa, a 
lower percentage than the 14% figure provided by Allen and Filliot.129 

When the French East India Company administered the island, it rewarded officers for bringing 
slaves alive.130 According to Le Lan, this is because it hoped to make huge profits of the slave trade. 
Regulations were established for this purpose. Rewards were given to the Captain, 1st and 2nd 
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lieutenant for every slave brought alive to Mauritius. Thus, in June 1724, the Company 
acknowledged that officers were undertaking perilous missions that required intelligence and 
dedication, if slaves were to be brought alive. In addition to recommending that the best officers 
be engaged in this trade, a list of renumeration, according to the grade of officers, was 
established.The lower orders, sailors etc., did not receive anything. 

Table 12: Pay given to naval officers trading in slaves 

 
Source: Le Lan, 10. 

By 1749, this reward had increased to 25 livres per slave brought alive and 70  livres  for every 
cargo exceeding a certain number.131 Thus, for a ship carrying 400 slaves and with a mortality rate 
of 25%, this reduced the slave cargo to 300 slaves. On the first 200 slaves alive, 25 livres per head 
would be given, totalling 5,000 livres. On the 100 remaining, 70 livres per slave i.e., 7000 livres 
were paid. Total rewards thus would amount to 12,000 livres. This was distributed as follows: 

- To Captain ………   6000 livres 

- To Lieutenant ……  1650 livres 

- To 1st enseigne……     900 livres 

- To 2nd enseigne…       675 livres 

- To surnuméraire…     225 livres 

- To Surgeon ……   1650 livres 

- To maître…………     900 livres 

However, the fact that revolts often caused the deaths of slaves, a small part of the mortality can 
be attributed to these. It was disease, ill health and change of diet that caused heavy mortality. 

 

Revolt and escape 

The revolts of slaves on board have been studied to some extent by several authors: Peerthum, 
Allen, Filliot. Both revolt and escape occurred on board and appeared to have been expected, when 
the ship was being outfitted for voyage i.e., extra strong fences, more guards etc were provided. 
For ships bound for Mauritian ships, a number have been documented in earlier studies: Allen’s 
database of voyages lists only 23 voyages with revolts. Vernet’s transcription of the journal of the 
Espérance also shows escapes occurred among women as well. 

Epidariste Colin who was on board these slaving voyages made several observations on the voyages 
to the Mascarenes: “Je dirai d’abord qu’on embarque trop d’esclaves sur les navires de traite”.  On 
the one which he observed, a ship of 100 tonnes, there were 318 slaves on board: only 128 reached 
Mauritius alive. Had it taken only 200 slaves, he commented, mortality would have been much 
less.132 He was also against the practice of putting the strongest men in irons. This practice made 
the people more likely to revolt.  

The change in diet proved fatal for many slaves; it was months before they were fed on vegetables. 
There was little variety as they were fed on rice twice a day, and rarely had maize or millet. The 
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worst feature of the voyage, according to Colin, on board was the excrement piling up in barrels 
and which was only seldom changed every quarter: the smell itself made slaves more ill. Ventilation 
was a huge problem, despite incense being burned to counter the putrid smells. Dysentery was the 
greatest killer.133 

 

Conclusion 

Attempts to abolish the slave trade during the French period had been aborted by the slave traders 
themselves. But in the 19th century, this was less possible. In French ports, the commercants of the 
Hague attracted all those traders, French and British, and it became the centre of opposition to the 
abolition of the slave trade. The Hague refused any extension of Human Rights in 1791 to free 
coloured population of the port. This has earned the port a notorious reputation for defending 
slavery.   

Freemasonry was also closely linked to both the slave trade and its abolition, as many traders were 
also members of the freemason societies as well as of the Amis des Noirs. 

After 1815, it is almost impossible to trace the trade between Mozambique and Mauritius since the 
slave trade was officially abolished in Mauritius and everything carried out in an even more 
surreptitious manner than before. An illegal slave trade ensued. Estimates of the illegal slave trade 
are based on material wherever this information is provided accidentally i.e., when a ship was 
seized or sunk or a revolt occurred. Sometimes, as Laurent Pavlidis has shown, it came from ports 
that had little to do with the slave trade. Accurate figures have not been compiled as yet, but the 
most recent estimate is that 52,550 slaves were illegally imported. Mozambican slaves formed the 
majority of slaves (60%) before 1806-1808. After that period, illegal trading led to Malagasy slaves 
being brought in. The percentage of Malagasy slaves in the total slave population rose from 25.1% 
to 36.8 % in 1826. 

 

3. MEMORY AND IDENTITY 

1. THE PEOPLE INVOLVED 

A large number of studies have been undertaken on the slave trade and published in various works: 

(a) on internal networks, slave routes by Alpers and Zimba, Alpers and Teelock, MGI 
conference papers, all show active local involvement of Arab Frenh Portuguese traders, 
local Makhuwa and Yao chiefs, Portuguese and French officials. 

(b) Lesser known and more recently, there has been a spate of studies on the owners 
and outfitters of the slave ships, the ‘armement’ of the slave ship. These armateurs and 
their associates entered into slave trading ventures hoping to make ‘potentially 
significant financial returns’. Risks varied, depending on the political and economic 
situation of the time, but with increased risk came increased expected returns.134 

Another feature according to Daudin, was the fact that it was a relatively closed network of people 
involved in it. The merchants and traders did not seek external funds, hence it was a ‘close circuit’ 
network. This was corroborated by Meyer’s analysis: “L’examen des parts de navires nous conduit à 
admettre une circulation des capitaux en vase clos.”135 Often friends or family were recruited in 
these trading ventures.  Most agree that the family connections were important in the slave trade 
being the business of fathers, sons, uncles etc., as well as relatives by marriage.  However, this 
appears to be less so in the late 18th century.136 The fact that by then, there was already a member 
of the family settled in the colonies was an added factor in facilitating the slave trade. 

Furthermore, Eltis and Richardson have shown that English slave traders were more efficient than 
the French ones. Stein argues that the personal nature of business structures in the French Atlantic 
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impeded the development of an efficient organization and prevented merchants, reluctant to work 
in sectors where they lacked a commercial network, from adapting to new opportunities. 

Carrière’s study of the Marseilles merchants, although not focussed on the slave trade, clearly 
demonstrates this. Of the 76 merchants in Marseilles, of whom were studied, 482 71% per cent 
married among themselves. They did not take each other to court but resolved matters amicably 
(règlement à l'amiable), 

Acording to Carriere’s study of merchants in the 18th-century Marseille, the classic company was “a 
family enterprise with perhaps one brother serving as a silent partner and the other actively 
managing the "affaire." An average firm would employ about four clerks or commis, who would 
handle the books and ecritures though rarely the strongbox, which stayed in the possession of the 
head of the firm. Some, usually sons of negociants, would eventually make their way to full 
partnerships. Surprisingly, there is little evidence of travel abroad by either young apprentices or 
full partners. Travel expenses, like fixed assets, were rarely listed in the account books and no 
doubt were minimal […] A suspicion of parochialism is also suggested by the absence of foreign 
languages in the training of apprentices and by a lack of commercial manuals [….] On the other 
hand, the account books (grands livres)-those of the Roux and Bruny firms, for example, were 
superb specimens of legibility and clarity, with double entries and indexes”.137 

 

Table 13: Religion of leading Rochelais slave-trading 
families.138 
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Source of table: Le Forestier, ‘Principal-Agent Problems in the French Slave Trade’. 

There has also been some writing on the origins of the families involved. As in La Rochelle and 
Bordeaux, there was a large number of Protestants, and many slave traders consequently were 
Protestant. In other ports such as St. Malo, they were all Catholic.  The slave trade would also 
appear to involve a family network, which linked the port to colonial-based companies (Table 13). 
In Marseilles, 15% of merchants were Protestants, most of whom intermarried. The Swiss connection 
meant that  financing was more readily secured for their ventures than others.139 

We have few detailed individual studies of slave traders operating in the Mascarenes. Recently, 
Thomas Vernet has published on Morice who started the French slave trade with Zanzibar, through 
the log (journal de bord) of the Espérance. Morice was perhaps different to most traders but 
combined the talents of diplomat, explorer, medical man and businessman. His ships carried 
interpreters speaking Arabic and Swahili and goods but not only for the trade in slaves, but also to 
supply Mauritius, which was always short of foodstuffs. There have also been studies of Crassous de 
Medeuil. The genealogy of one family is reproduced below. 

Although in the early years of the slave trade to the Mascarenes, the armateurs and traders came 
from France, by the last quarter of the 18th century, some of the trading was carried on from 
Mauritius. A total of 72 merchants and traders are listed in Port Louis and a good number were 
involved in the slave trade. Allen has quoted, for example, Messrs. Closnard, Cloupet, Collique, 
Drieux, Geoffriou, De La Rochelle, Le Blanc, Rolland, Le Bouchet, Le Bourdé, Dahuy Solminiac, La 
Corte, Laurent Raphaël, d‘Hotman and Vally. Louis Monneron also had family links with merchants 
in India, while Morice focused on slave trading with Zanzibar. Sharonne Philips has reconstructed 
part of the family’s history in Mauritius. 

The Monneron Family 

Originally from Annonay in the Ardèche region of France, the Monneron family is also known as the 
Monneron des Mortier descended from a family of Huguenot140 lawyers.  Antoine Monneron was a 
successful and rich Government advocate who married Catherine Barbe Arnault in February 1733.  
Out of their twenty children, they lost ten sons and daughters at an early age.  The Monneron 
family was therefore left with ten heirs: Claude Ange Monneron, Antoine Joseph Monneron, Jean 
Antoine Monneron, Gaspard François Monneron, Jean Louis Monneron, Jean Marie Monneron, Pierre 
Antoine Monneron, Paul Mérault Monneron, Jean Chrysostome Janvier Monneron and Jean François 
Augustin Monneron. 
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Claude Ange Monneron, the eldest brother, was born on 15 April 1735, in Antibes.  He earlier 
decided to engage himself in the French East India Company where he began to work as an assistant 
merchant.141 He worked under Dupleix who was Governor General of the French establishment in 
India at that time.  In 1785, he was sent to Mauritius as Administrator General. Even though the 
family was wealthy, most of the Monneron brothers decided to join the French East India Company, 
as sons of most noble families did in the 18th century. According to Jean-Yves Le Lan, “Le négoce 
est souvent une affaire de famille, l’affaire familiale est poursuivie de génération en génération, 
les enfants développant quelquefois leur propre société en s’expatriant parfois dans une autre 
ville”.142  The Monneron were also known to be Freemasons in the Loge de vraie vertu.  

  

Figure 3 Location of the Annonay village 
in Ardèche, France and Monneron Brothers 
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List of descendants of Antoine Monneron and Catherine Barbe Arnaud143 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jean Louis Monneron born, in 1742, joined the Company as an agent in 1769.  He married 
Elisabeth Marie Guignace with whom he had three children and became a very successful merchant 
in Pondichéry.144 He quickly made a fortune and became a member of the prestigious Freemason 
group made of merchants, the Loge of Pondichéry in 1771. Following the Revolution, France’s ruling 
Constituent Assembly made him Deputy for the French Indian Settlements in 1789.   
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On 13th March 1789, Louis Monneron was elected as a supplementary member of Parliament; he was 
admitted to the National Assembly on the 11th November 1790, where he presented a memorial on 
the French colonies, including Isle de France.  In 1790, the inhabitants of Isle de France went to 
Paris to present Memorial before the National Assembly.  These were in contradiction with one 
another. The inhabitants argued that Louis Monneron had sown doubt about Isle de France no 
longer being strategically important for the FEIC in the Indian Ocean.145  According to them, the 
French East India Company could neither abandon Pondichéry as it was a strategically-located 
colony: 

“Nous pensons même que cette place doit être regardée comme un poste avancé qui défend nos 
îles; et qu’elle doit opérer une diversion favorable à nos entreprises à la Côte Malabare et dans 
le Bengale.  Il est donc très politique de conserver Pondichéry, d’achever ses fortifications, de 
le garnir de troupes en quantité suffisante pour assurer sa défense et pour inquiéter les 
Anglais”.146’  

Ile de France represented a perfect stop for the trade activities of Louis Monneron in the Indian 
Ocean.  He was even engaged in slave trading activities. L.M Cullen and P. Buttel (1980)147 state 
that on the eve that his fortune was to be confiscated by the British, Louis Monneron gave to his 
brother Pierre Antoine the responsibility of an expedition to trade on the Mozambican Coast.  
Pierre Antoine embarked 250 slaves, supposed to make a profit of 20,000 livres when sold in Isle de 
France, but unfortunately was shipwrecked in the Mozambican Canal before reaching Port Louis. 

Pierre Antoine Monneron was an armateur and merchant. He was born on the 16 January 1747. He 
came to Isle de France in 1786 where he married Gertrude de Laumur on the 25th November of the 
same year.  He was nominated as deputy of the National Assembly in 1790.148  He died on the 
Arabian Coast in 1797 
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Jean Chrysostome Janvier Monneron was born on 17 September 1754 in Annonay, France. He 
came to Isle de France on the 24th April 1799 on the Warren. He married twice, once to Marie 
Francoise Aimé Mezereon, and then to Elizabeth de Lancon de Lostière on the 2nd November 1794 in 
France. He had six children: Elisabeth Monneron (no date of birth available), Charles Monneron 
born in 1795, Elizabeth Eliza Monneron born in 1796, Jenny Monneron born in 1798, Aristide 
Monneron (1799-1834), Alcide Monneron (1802-1883). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jean Chrysostome was also a merchant and armateurs and member of the General Assembly. He 
was the owner of 145 acres at Savanne in 1805 and owner of the Espérance in Moka from 1719 to 
1818.  He died in 1811 in Black River District in Mauritius.149 

 
Above is the family tree of Aristide Monneron who married Emilie Augustine Genève de Saint Jean, 
aged fifteen on 18 March 1822 in PortLouis, Mauritius with whom he had one son: Auguste Janvier 
Monneron in 1823. Emilie died on 18 November 1853, aged 47. 

REPRESENTATION OF CORSAIRS  

Today, while many French families are proud of their corsair ancestry, they are less public about 
the slave trading involvement of that ancestry: “Si le titre de corsair est loin de déplaire dans nos 
annales de famille, ce n’est pas sans regret que nous trouvons celui de négrier”.150 The same could 
probably be said of many families in Mauritius where some parts of family histories are thought best 
left hidden or conveniently forgotten. 

However, the extent of corsair involvement in the slave trade was not negligible and must be 
recognized. Much of French maritime activity, and especially, corsair activity, involved, at some 
time or another, a slave trading component.  
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Robert Surcouf’s participation in the slave trade is a case in point. While he is portrayed as a daring 
navigator and adventurer in a numvber of studies about him in Mauritius, his past as slave trader is 
not often mentioned. He started at the very young age, of 16, when he embarked on the Aurore in 
1789. Apart from Mauritius, the ship went to Pondichéry and Mozambique, where 600 slaves were 
purchased for the Caribbean. Back in ile de France in 1791, he found employment in the Courrier 
d’Afrique which engaged in the slave trade with Mozambique and later on La Revanche. Two 
further slave trading voyages were undertaken on Le Navigateur, when 312 slaves were purchased 
in Mozambique and a further 360 in Madagascar. In 1795, he was given the command of the Créole 
and proceeded on an illegal slave trading mission and was even threatened with prosecution. It is 
from then on that his ‘career’ as a corsair began. Roman, however, believes that Surcouf continued 
slave trading activities; the Marie Ann in 1819 went from Senegal to Martinique and in the Victor. 
Between 1815 and 1827, of the 20 expeditions organized by Surcouf, 6 of them, Roman believes, 
were slave trading voyages. 

Although detecting the slave trade was difficult, today it is possible through a detailed study of 
tonnage, cargo on board, to infer slave trading.  When a small boat carries more food than the crew 
could possibly eat, one can infer that there would be more people, such as slaves, on board. The 
number of days spent in a particular location, such as on the Malagasy or East African coast, or the 
trajectory are also possible indications of the slave trading activities of a ship.  

The ease by which corsairs could switch to the role of slave traders also implied that their ships 
could be easily adapted. In Mauritius, the most famous of such vesseks was La Confiance which had 
3 masts, was of 364 tons, armed by a Bordelais, Jacques Conte. After capturing 8 British ships, 
Jacques Conte, according to Roman, was tempted by the profits and armed her for slave trading. In 
May 1802, she embarked 500 slaves who were sold in Mauritius. Its next trip was also for slave 
trading, but this time, it visited India to purchase of textiles, then on to Angola, where 400 slaves 
were purchased for Surinam. 

Moreover, the links between the French traders and merchants in the Mascarenes and those in 
France must be established in order to understand how trade and commerce were practised. Their 
role in the colonies and in promoting anti-black attitudes in France needs to be documented 
further, as well their contribution to role as in the economic and ideological institution of slavery. 

2. CULTURAL TRANSITIONS IN THE SLAVE TRADE  

2.1. NUMBERS AND ETHNICITIES 

In addition to aggregate numbers, an idea of the proportion of slaves being brought from diverse 
ethnic and geographic origins is important to understand the cultural background of slaves and their 
descendants. A rough compilation derived from R. Allen’s work shows the following: 

Year  Country of origin Percentage (%) 
1670-1769 Madagascar 

Mozambique/Swahili coast 
South Asia 
West Africa 

70% of slaves 
19% 
9% 
2% 

1770-1810 Mozambique/Swahili coast 
Madagascar 
South Asia 

60% 
31% 
9% 

1811-1848 Mozambique/Swahili coast 
Madagascar 
Southeast Asia   

59% 
38% 
3% 

It is clear that at diferent times, different sources of slaves were tapped, thus influencing the 
cultural composition and cultural evolution of the island. By 1753, in Mauritius the French had 
begun to categorise the slaves according to their region of origin and their propensity for certains 
types of work: 

 From Guinea –including all slaves from West coast of Africa 
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 From Mozambique – the whole of the East African coast, Ethiopia, Egypt, from the 
Cape of Good Hope to Port of Suez 

 From Madagascar 

 Indians traded on the Malabar coast and east of Cape Cormorin.151 

This categorisation was to be used continually in Mauritius in surveys of slaves, definition and 
occupational allocation; itcontributed to the emergence of new categories that defined slaves’ 
identities. These categories remained throughout the 19th century and continue today to influence 
Mauritians’ perceptions of their origins. 

As can be seen, these terms were not only highly subjective at that time, but also by covering very 
large range of geographical origins, they included people of different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds.  However, categorisations did not coincide with how people in those regions saw or 
defined themselves. The task of unravelling the different origins of the diverse people who made 
up this uniformising category of ‘Mozambican’, ‘Indian’, ‘Malagasy’ etc. has started with the 
Origins project at the NMCAC and needs to continue, if we are to understand more about the real 
origins of slaves. 

The slave registration returns, produced nearly a century later between 1826 and 1835, show 
roughly the same categorisations being used. However, new categories were included which 
reflected changes in Mauritian slave society: ‘Créole’ i.e., slaves born locally. It is from these 
registration returns, that one can see the multiple ethnicities present in Mauritius during slavery: 

Country of origin starting with the most populous:    

Créole de Maurice: By 1826, Shell has estimated roughly a third of the population was locally 
born 

Mozambique: The second largest group including, as in 1765, all those from the Eastern 
Africa coast and mainland. 

Malgache: The third largest group among slaves, also comprising all different groups in 
Madagascar, including a certain number of Mozambicans exported to Madagascar. 

The following groups are represented in much smaller numbers:  

Créole de Bourbon      
Créole des Seychelles      
Indien / Indienne      
Malay        
Diégo Garcia       
Anjouan       
Guinea        
Yoloff       
Rio de Janeiro       
Malabar        
Créole de Goa       
Créole de la Providence      
Créole de Rodrigues      
Arabe Mozambique      
Créole des Six îles      
Arabe        
Cochin  

In a few years, if the collection of data continues on the slave trade in Mauritius and in France, it 
may be possible to trace the ship by which slaves arrived, even though we may not find the actual 
place of origin. By combining data from slave registers, an examinations of the real itinerary, 
information about the sale of slaves obtained from notarial records, we believe a complete picture 
for some families can be put together. 
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There appears also to be a correlation between the surname of a slave and the ships trading in 
slaves. 

An example lies in the slaves who arrived in Mauritius in 1793 having embarked from Kilwa, 
although they did not necessarily come from Kilwa, and possibly from further inland.  Through 
papers relating to onward of primes for each slave, detailed accounts were kept, and the owner of 
the slaves was mentioned. In this case, Bonhomme and Frappier and Co. bought 441 slaves from 
Kilwa. Years later, the slave registration returns reveal that in 1826, Bonhomme is listed as having 
186 slaves. Some of them bear ‘marques d’inoculation’: this is consistent with the period when 
they were brought since an epidemic had broken out, and slaves were vaccinated. By 1826 
however, there were not only slaves born overseas but a large proportion of locally born slaves, 
with 90 Creole slaves, 76 slaves from Mozambique or from East Africa. Only 6 slaves were Malagasy, 
confirming that his cargo was purchased from Kilwa. 57 were women and were to be found mainly 
in the Creole group.  

A Mozambique was therefore anyone from Eastern Africa. 

‘MOZAMBIQUE’ AND EASTERN AFRICAN 

Trade with Mozambique started with Reunion island and continued later with Mauritius. 

Count Ericeira recommended to the Capitaine-General of Mozambique to provide all facilities for 
the French slave trade with Mozambique.  

In 1721, two French ships went to Mozambique, the Duchesse de Noailles and L’Indien. 

Almost 13 years later, in 1733, the next ship, the Vierge de Grâce went to Mozambique. It took 356 
slaves on board, but only 147 arrived alive to Reunion. In 1735, Labourdonnais recommended that a 
trading station should be established on the West Coast of Madagascar to carry out the slave trade 
with Mozambique and with the Portuguese.  

In 1736, the Légère and the Jupiter traded successfully.  

The June 1738 regulations, concerning slaves from Mozambique, made provision for 200 livres to 
cover the passage, food and entry duty: 

 
Figure 4: Regulations concerning the slave trade with 

Mozambique 

 
 

La Glorieuse had difficulty because smallpox having broke out there; it went on to Kerimba but 
took a few slaves and returned to Mozambique, and then to Mauritius.152 

In 1739 the Mozambique arrived with 360 slaves, of whom 260 had died.153 In 1746, the Sumatra 
traded in slaves in Mozambique154 1,000-2,000 slaves a year for a period of five years from 1735 to 
1740.155   
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After the departure of Labourdonnais, trade slumped somewhat.  In 1750, the Princesse was sent to 
trade slaves in Madagascar and Mozambique.156 Between 1750 and 1752, 4 French ships went to 
Mozambique to trade slaves in exchange for rice and butter.157 By 1753, more and more slaves were 
required for Mauritius. Negotiations with Portugal were recommended so that trade in Mozambique 
could take place and establishments were proposed.158 The definition of what was a Mozambique 
appears at this time, as ˝noir Mozambique qui comprendra toute la côte orientale d’Afrique 
d’Abyssinie d’Egypte, depuis le Cap de bonne Espérance jusqu’au port Suez˝.159 

We do not know where exactly the Mozambicans were placed, but they generally worked in the 
port and on plantations, because they were robust; 20 were on the estate of Demoiselle Gilette 
Robin, at the habitation Duplessis.160 The French went to the ports of Inhambane, Mozambique 
Island and those of Cabo Delgado.  

Although Portuguese laws did not allow foreign ships in Portuguese ports, these laws were 
circumvented whenever necessary. The Portuguese needed foodstuffs from Isle de France and 
turned blind eye, if necessary. The French also went to Ibo (Kerimba Island) which was not under 
Portuguese administration. The French were known in Mozambique as…… and they traded with the 
Machiefdom, a tribe known traditionally as traders like the Yao further inland. 

Due to fact that much of this was illegal, trading, figures are sketchy. It would seem that some 
1,300-1,400 slaves a year were brought to the Mascarenes. By 1758, the French controlled the 
commerce of the whole coast from Mombasa to Kilwa, up to Ibo.161 

In 1759, Vigoureux was one of the slave traders. He was given a ship the St. Luc to trade in 
Mozambique. He also ordered slaves from other ships, such as the St. Antoine. In Article 32 of the 
same letter, on 6 July, a Portuguese ship arrived in Port Louis, Jésus Maria Joseph, with 210 slaves 
from Mozambique.162 

Although it has been stated in the secondary literature, stereotypes of slaves started, when the 
slave trade increased in the 1760s onwards, the evidence from the French National Archives show 
stereotyping and categorizing of various ethnicities in one group quite early in the slave trade. 

Thus ‘Mozambican’ slaves became trusted as were West African slaves; they were considered 
trustworthy enough to be recruited for the defence of the island. Women slaves from Mozambique 
were also appreciated for their reproductive capacity. Statements made at the time smack of 
breeding attempts: ˝Nombre trop modique de négresses Mozambique ou Bengalie […] chaque 
vaisseau en apporte 12 ou 15 [...] elles peuplent plus et sont moins debauchées˝.163 

SWAHILI COAST 

East Africa is considered separately here from ‘Mozambique’ simply to show that, although the 
ports were located in what is East Africa today, the actual origins were diverse, as slaves were 
brought from the hinterland that stretched right into the interior going as far as Malawi and 
Mozambique. Thus, the journal of the Espérance although marking slaves as coming from Zanzibar, 
lists one Makonde slave having died of smallpox.164  

When the French Government took over Mauritius in 1766, a new era in the slave trade ensued. 
Eastern Africa was highly sought after by the French. But until the 1750s, there do not appear to 
have been many slaves shipped out from the Swahili coast.  

Morice can be said to have inaugurated the slave trade with East Africa.165 He negotiated and 
signed the famous 100 year-old treaty with Sultan bin Ibrahim at Kilwa to supply him with 1,000 
slaves a year. According to Vernet, Morice was ˝un négrier très avisé, tout à la fois excellent 
diplomate et communicant, co-armateur très attentif à ses intérêts financiers, et ex-chirurgien de 
marine adepte d’un traitement préventif massif lors d’une épidemie de variole˝.166  

The French also wanted to give exlcusive rights to the Portuguese to the slave trade in the 
Mascarenes, on condition that French traders were given similar rights in Portuguese trading posts 
such as Kerimba, Mozambique and others.167 
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In 1770, the slave trade increased with Eastern Africa and five times more slaves were brought from 
Mozambique than from Madagascar. 

Between 1785 and 1790, approximately 1,500 slaves left for the Mascarenes each year. 

In 1793, corsairs raided the Mozambican coast. According to Filliot, the need for new slaves arose 
because of the increased rate of manumissions. 

On 4th February 1794, the slave trade was suspended, but corsairs and planters collaborated to 
circumvent the ban. On 25th September 1796, a corsair attacked Inhambane but failed. Early in 
October, some 100 men, led by French corsairs, attacked the town of Ibo and, two days later, 
Kerimba island. On 26th October, 2 French ships attacked Lorenzo Marques and burnt the fortress. 
In 1796, the French expelled the Portuguese from Delagoa Bay and competed with the British and 
Portuguese for the ivory trade. 

Napoleonic wars disrupted trade. An annual average of 9,000 slaves in the late 1780s declined to 
just over 2,300 in 1794.168 

At the end of 18th century, it was a ‘free for all’ period with corsairs, Americans and Brazilians 
competing. On 30th April 1796, the American ship Active came to look for slaves and carrying on 
board, 2,500 Spanish pataques and Bordeaux wine. The Spanish ship Nossa Senhora da Guia also 
came from Buenos Aires bound for Mauritius with 4,000 pataques to buy slaves. Portuguese ships, 
the Felix de St. Jose and Galgo left Lisbon for Mauritius but was stopped by the British in 1793. 

 ‘WEST AFRICA’ 

In 1728, the Méduse went to Ouidah to purchase some 400 slaves. Several other ships made the 
voyage to West Africa, among which were: the Vierge de Grâce, the Diane, the Duc de Noailles and 
the Badine.  

In 1729, 2 other ships went to Ouidah and Senegal but because of the high death rate, this source 
of slaves was discontinued. 

By 1731, the FEIC had a monopoly of the slave trade in Madagascar and thus banned the trade with 
India and Senegal.  

Between 1739-1744, under Governor Labourdonnais, some 100 slaves were brought. In 1750, the 
Hercule, the Chevalier Main, Bristols, brought 789 slaves, out of the 1090 who embarked.  This 
represented a 30% death rate. 

The last ship to bring in slaves from West Africa was possibly the Duc de Choiseul. 

The location where they lived is found in archival maps of Camp Yoloff and Camp Bambara in 
Mauritius. No memorial is in place commemorating their presence there in Mauritius, 

 ‘INDIA’ 

1728 witnessed arrival of first Indian slaves in Mauritius under French rule. They were sent to the 
estate of Philippe Lenoir, Governor of Pondichéry. 

Governor Dumas brought back free Indian workers and apprentices, some 13 Bengali slaves and 100 
young boys and girls from Pondichéry. 

A further 173 slaves were sent to prospective settlers from Pondichéry who hoped to settle in 
Mauritius. 

In 1730, 45 more slaves arrived from Pondichéry; in February 1731, a further 11 and in October 
1731, 38 slaves and 35 ‘coolies’ arrived. 

In 1732, Teinturier de Gennicourt, habitant de l’île de France, reported that ˝La compagnie a aussi 
fourni des noirs de l’Inde 3 à 4 piastres d’achat et 1 piastre de nourriture pour le transport˝.169 
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In 1735, a ˝règlement of the Conseil  Supérieur Article 12, authorised traders to ˝faire venir des 
noirs de l’Inde- paiement de 200 piastres pour chaque à la compagnie pour nourriture et 
transport˝.170 

In 1735, 10 slaves were brought. This figure increased when private individuals were also permitted 
to bring in slaves from India. Labourdonnais’ brother-in-law sent ‘trois petits noirs et trois petites 
négrittes de 8 à 9 ans’. He introduced 70 more slaves for his personal use. 

In 1750, the desire was still there to bring in slaves from India, as well as other areas for the 
Company.171 

Apart from Pondichéry and Bengal , Goa was also tapped for slaves. The  Dargenson was sent to Goa 
in 1751 by Governor David.172Slaves from Goa were still brought in 1762. 

In 1760, very few slaves arrived due to bad condition of the FEIC. 

Allen has documented several ships arriving with Indian slaves after 1772; for the 18th century as a 
whole, he has estimated that between 19,750 and 23,900 slaves arrived from India. Some examples 
of vessels are the Chandernagore, which arrived with 135 Bengal slaves; Les Amis Réunis from 
Jaggernaupooram with 300 slaves (1792), the Heureuse Marie with 7 Bengali slaves (1792).173 
Further research is needed on Aisn slaves arriving not only from India, but also from South East 
Asia. However by the time of the 1847 census, no ex-slave reported having been born in India, thus 
signifying there were few if any from the latter part of the 18th century onwards. 

‘MADAGASCAR’ 

From the French East India Company’s point of view. Madagascar was ideal as a source of supply of 
slaves for the Mascarenes, since it was cheaper than procuring slaves from India or West Africa. It 
also had the monopoly of trade with Madagascar, except for a brief period between 1742 and 1746, 
when private traders were allowed to trade. The Company had much difficulty in maintaining this 
trade, however, according to le Lan. He notes that the last slave trading voyage of the Company 
arrived in 1767; the Walpole, carried 200 slaves, and not a single slave was for the Company.  

According to one inhabitant Teinturier, it was better to procure slaves from Madagascar because 
˝ceux de Madagascar sont meilleurs ouvriers, plus intelligents’ (Eng.trans. they were better 
workers, more intelligent). Les noirs de Guinée ont tendance au marronnage et à la perfidie˝.174 
However, as the colonists found, proximity with Madagascar tempted Malagasy slaves to maroon 
more often that Malagasy. It was, therefore, not advisable to send them to the recommended port, 
as they could easily steal vessels and escape to Madagascar.  

In 1729, Lanux recommended that the East coast of Madagascar should be tapped for slaves as the 
voyage would be shorter and, therefore, there would be less mortality among slaves. He estimated 
the cost of a slave to be 20 piastres.  

FEIC:  During this period the Eeast coast was divided, according to Le Lan, into variousparts: the 
North with excellent harbours, from Antongil Bay to Tamatave; towards the South, from Tamatave 
to Saint-Luce where there was no natural harbour, and the South where the Bays of Sainte-Luce, 
Manaviva and Fort Dauphin were located. The closest and safest to Mauritius was Antongil Bay and 
later Foulpointe. Their hinterland supplied large numbers of slaves. In 1733, the Company did try to 
replicate its activities in Senegal by building a permanent trading post in Antongil Bay at Nosy 
Mangabé, but it failed. From 1750, Foulpointe became more important. According to Le Lan, 
Gaillard, Valgny, Duverger, Laval occupied the post of Head Trader. Antongil, Tamatave, Fénérive, 
Mananara, Engontsy et l’île Sainte-Marie were secondary posts. Although Fort Dauphin was the most 
healthy port, there were few slaves in the hinterland, and so the Company used this prt more for 
other trades in rice and salted meat. 

At the end of the 18th century, however, Antalaotra slave traders transported slaves. Although the 
East coast is believed not to have been used, the beginning of the trade with Mozambique may have 
led to establishment of a trading post to house slaves from Mozambique. Many slaves were brought 
from East Africa originally and resold to French traders on the East coast of Madagascar. 
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1767-1790  

After 1767, ship arrivals to Port Louis from Madagascar tripled and continued right up to 1822. 
Toussaint’s figures of some 20,000 slaves being brought to the Mascarenes from Madagascar has 
been revised recently by Larson who estimates a much higher figure of 60,000 slaves. 

Foulpointe, Fenerive, Mahambo, Titingue, Ste. Marie, Mananara and Antogil Bay became trading 
posts for the French. Foulpointe became the principal slave-trading port for the French. Foulpointe 
received a ‘Directeur des Traites’. In this capacity, Maudave (1768-1771) was appointed to be 
followed by Benyowski 1774-1776.  

Prices shot up at Foulpointe, in 18 months from 20 piastres to 70 piastres. 

In the 1770s, Central Madagascar became the next source of slaves. By 1777, two-thirds of slaves 
shipped to the Mascarenes came from the Central Highlands.175 Some women even led the slave 
trading caravans into the interior. 

 

1803-1810 

1807: Traders moved South to Tamatave which became the headquarters of slave trading for the 
Mascarenes. Illegal trade continued after the abolition of the slave trade, with slaves transiting in 
the Seychelles from East Africa and Madagascar, before being brought to Mauritius. It is believed 
now that the figure of 3,500 slaves imported into Mauritius is closer to the reality, from 1800 to 
1810, and that over 6,000 came from 1810 to 1820. Allen’s figures are, however, much higher. 

BRANDING AND BAPTISM 

According to Filliot, slaves in Madagascar were branded at the site of trading itself, or if they had 
been purchased in the name of the King, they bore the mark of the King. This was usually the letter 
‘R’ for ‘Roi’.   

Those being sold to private individuals had the initials of the patronyms of the future owner. In 
1770, in Foulpointe, slaves embarking on the ‘Normande’ were branded with the following initials: 

18 slaves branded ‘B’ for Chevalier Bruny 9 slaves branded ‘T’ for Trudon 

6 slaves branded ‘M’ for Michel   9 slaves branded ‘V’ for Voisin 

4 slaves branded ‘A’ for Amat  20 slaves branded ‘G’ for Grenier 

1 slave branded ‘L’ for Abbé Lebrun  1 slave branded ‘S’ for De St Pierre 
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In addition to branding, slaves in Mauritius were also found to have scarification patterns on them. 
Preliminary analysis reveals that some appear to be colonial scars, while others were traditional 
scarification marks. Further research is required on this that would link these scars to particular 
ethno-linguistic groups. 

The slave registration returns of 1826 indicate that many slaves from Eastern Africa were listed as 
having tattoo marks. According to information obtained from Benigna Zimba, the Makonde were the 
ones who performed extensive tattooing on their faces and bodies. Makonde were the group that 
practised scarification rather than other groups in Mozambique.  

There are visible common traits between known Makonde tattoos and those found on slaves. 
According to Lars Krutak, the face and other parts of the body ˝contained chevrons, angles, zigzag 
and straight lines with an occasional circle, diamond, dot, or animal figure. ˝ According to him, 
˝after the cuts have been made with the traditional tattoo implements (chipopo), vegetable carbon 
rubbed into the incisions producing a dark blue color. ˝ This blue colour was also observed on the 
bodies of slaves in the 1826 slave registration. 

                           
 

 
 

Henry Salt and Epidariste Coin’s descriptions of tattoo marks on different groups need to be 
compared with the marks found on slaves arriving to Mauritius. 

Makua are described as ‘strong athletic race’. At the time of his list, the fashion was to ˝make a 
stripe down the forehead along the nose to the chin, and another in a direct angle acrosss from ear 
to ear, indented in apeculiar way.˝ They file their teeth to a point ˝ [...] they are likewise 
fantastic in the mode fodressing their hair; some shave only one side of the head, others both 
sides, leaving a kind of crest, extending from the front to he nape fo the neck, while a few are 
conten to wear simply a knot on the top of their foreheads.˝176 

We also find out that they are˝ fond of music and dancing, [...] and have a favourite instrument 
called the ambira formed by a number of thin bars of iron, of different lengths, highly tempered 
and set in a row in a hollow case of wood.˝ 

Epidariste Colin’s description echoes that of Salt: the preference for Makuhuwa slaves. Tattos 
consisted of an oval mark on the temples and a smaller oval between the eyes. The Monjavas could 
be recognised by the star-shaped tatoos on the body and on the cheeks, as well as 2-3 horizontal 
marks above the temples. They were less robust than the Makhuwa tribe.  

However, they were exhausted by the time they reached the coast and many perished once on 
board. Colin also noted the love for music and the similarity with the tsega found in the 
Mascarenes. The music was full of sweetness, and he even reproduced some musical notes:  
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Figure 5: Musical notes from a Monjava song 

 

Source: Epidariste Colin, Travels..., p.322 

Tattoos for Colin represented the ‘caste’ identity of the different ethnic groups, many of which 
came to Mauritius. Women of the Sofala group also pierced their upper lip and their tattoos 
consisted of curved lines from forehead to temples and there were points on the cheeks and body. 

Another ‘cultural mark’ was the baptism of slaves, as they filed into the slave ships prior to 
embarkation. This was the practice before embarkation in Madagascar and Mozambique, according 
to researchers in both countries. 

Machado added another dimension in his study of the competition between Portuguese and Asian 
traders on the Mozambican coast. They did not want slaves to be taken by Arabs and Indians 
because they were not Christian. Neither did they want them taken to non-Christian countries, such 
as India and Persian Gulf.177 However, this was quite difficult to control. 

Despite this, one also sees in the registration returns, mention of non-Christian slaves. 

When we have understood the importance of the French slave trade in the Indian Ocean and the 
accounting, mechanics and economics of the slave trade, the numbers involved in the Slave Trade 
will be better assessed. The numbers of slaves contained in all ships that left the African and 
Malagasy coasts need to be compiled, and an aggregate figure arrived at. How many left the 
interior and where they came from, how many reached the coast, how many were embarked on 
board ships, how many died or escaped on the way and how many actually arrived, need to be 
studied to quantify the full extent of the slave trade. 

There are also those slaves transported on Company ships not officially trading in slaves but who 
‘picked up’ slaves en route. It has been difficult to estimate these and further thorough searches 
are required to bring in information from unlikely sources. Le Lan points to one example when a 
ship was attacked by Indian pirates. It is only through the report of the attack that we learn that 25 
male and 15 female slaves were killed on the Jupiter.178 Another example is the Le Massiac which, 
in 1762, on route to Mauritius captured the British ship La Betty. It took as hostage the pilot and 50 
slaves out of the 250 on board.179 

In Mauritius, these figures need to be compared with the official censuses, tax rolls, and Customs 
Returns Reports of the slave trade to assess the level of discrepancy between the figures and arrive 
at the real volume of the slave trade. Much of this data has been collected at the TJC for the 
benefit of historians and statisticians who now need to correlate all this information.  

Many Mauritians of African and Malagasy descent regret the fact that they do not know where they 
come from. It was thus essential to address this issue, and the TJC has done so in its 
recommendations. The approach has been multidisciplinary but it is not possible to locate exact 
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origins through archival search, as these yield mainly the port of departure from Africa and 
Madagascar, and  not the origin of the slave. To undertake this study DNA testing of a sample of 
Mauritians, believed to be of African and Malagasy origin, is required.  

Justification for this approach may be sought in the words of one historian of the slave trade, 
Deveau:  

“S'il est temps d'écrire une histoire mondiale, prenant en compte l'ensemble des peuples 
(la redondance est parfois nécessaire...), il faut aller la chercher là où, jusqu'ici, 
l'historien s'est peu aventuré. Familier de la source écrite jusqu'à la virtuosité dans ses 
analyses, il semble, en revanche, complètement démuni devant d'autres types de sources 
comme la mémoire orale, ou la mémoire gestuelle que la chorégraphie peut abondamment 
livrer, pour ne rien dire de l'analyse musicale. C'est pourtant là qu'il faut aller chercher 
l'histoire des esclaves. Mais avant d'y arriver un immense travail de déculpabilisation reste 
à faire pour délier les langues qui n'osent pas évoquer un passé considéré comme 
dévalorisant, une sorte de tache indélébile qui collerait aux gènes familiaux et que l'on 
s'efforce de dissimuler. D'autre part ce type d'informations complètement déconnectées de 
leur cadre chronologique demande des méthodes d'analyse qui restent encore largement à 
mettre au point. Des croisements avec les sources écrites ou les données archéologiques 
donneront en particulier d'excellents résultats.” 

  



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 72 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

1. Allen Richard B. Satisfying the "Want for Labouring People": European Slave Trading in the 
Indian Ocean,1500-1850. Journal of World History (Unniversity of Hawai'i Press) 21, no. 1 
(2010). 

2. Allen, Richard. The Constant Demand of the French: The Mascarenes slave trade and the 
worlds of the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Journal of 
African History, 2008. 

3. Arnoult. De la Balance du Coomerce. 2 vols. Paris, 1791. 
4. Blancard, Pierre. Manuel de Commerce des Indes Orientales et de la Chine. Paris, 1806. 
5. Bonin, Marzagalli et al. Ports, Négoces, Océans aux XVI au XXe siècles. 1999. 
6. Bordeaux, Musée National des Douanes. “Bordeaux La porte des Antilles, ‘Le commerce 

colonial bordelais au 18e siècle’ www.musee-douanes.fr.  
7. Butel, P. Négoce et industrie en France et en Irlande au XVIIIe et au XIXe siecle . Paris: 

CNRS, 1980. 
8. Butel, Paul. “Les Négociants Bordelais, l’Europe et les îles aux XVIIIe siècle.” Paris: Aubier 

Montaigne, 1974. 
9. Buti, GIlbert. Commerce honteux pour négociants vertueux à Marseille au XVIIIe siècle. Vol. 

1, in Villes Portuaires du commerce triangulaire à l'abolition de l'esclavge, by Eric Saunier, 
199-219. Le Havre, 2008. 

10. Davigo, P. Le lancement de la Traite Negrière à Bordeaux entre 1729-1743, ou la formation 
du capital négrier Bordeaux. Institut d’Etudes Politiques, 1990. 

11. Debien, G. Le journal de traite de La Licorne au Mozambique 1778-1788. In Etudes 
Africaines offertes à Brunschwig, 91-116. Paris: EHESS, 1983,. 

12. DOUANES, MUSEE NATIONAL DES. Le commerce colonial bordelais au 18e siècle. DOSSIER 
D’AIDE à LA VISITE.  

13. Filliot, J.M. La Route vers les Mascareignes. ORSTOM, 1974. 
14. Forcari Laurent. Nantes et l’océan Indien, 1783-1810 . Mémoire de Maîtrise. October 1995. 
15. Forestier, A. Principal-Agent Problems in the French Slave Trade: The Case of Rochelais 

Armateurs and their Agents, 1763-1792.  
16. Gaston, R. Histoire du Commerce de Marseille. Vols. 6 Les Iles 1660-1789. 6 vols. Marseille, 

1958. 
17. Gilles, F. Les Suisses et La traite négrière: Etat des lieux et mises en perspectives. Vol. 11. 

Nantes: Cahier des Anneaux de la Mémoire, 2007. 
18. Grenouilleau, P. Les négoces maritimes français XVIIe – XXe siècle. Paris: Éditions Belin, 

1997. 
19. Guerout, Max. Le navire négrier 'Utile' et la traite Française aux Mascareignes,. Cahiers des 

Anneaux de la Mémoire 9 (2006). 
20. Haudrère, Ph., and G. Le Bouëdec. Les Compagnies des Indes. 2001. 
21. Lacretelle, P. L. de. Mémoire à consulter, et consultation pour les négocians faisant le 

commerce des marchandises des Indes; contre la nouvelle Compagnie des Indes. Paris, 
1787. 

22. Lougnon, Albert. Le Mouvement Maritime aux Iles de France et Bourbon pendant les 
premières années du règne personnel de Louis XV (1727-1735). Archives Departementales de 
la Réunion, 1958. 

23. McWatters, C., and Y. Lemarchand. Comptabilité et traite négrière.Le Guide du commerce 
de Gaignat de l'Aulnais (1718-1791). L’entreprise, le chiffre et le droit. Edited by S 
Trébucq and J.G. Degos. 2005. 209-236. 

24. Meyer, Jean. La France et l'Asie: essai de statistiques - 1730-1785 : état de la question. Le 
Ministère de la Jeunesse, de l’éducation nationale et de la recherche. 1982. 
http://www.persee.fr (accessed 2010). 

25. Monneron, L. Lettre de M.Louis Monneron député des Indes Orientales - sur le Décret du 15 
Mai 1791, en faveur des hommes libres de couleur. Compiled by Free Library. Paris, 1 
September 1791. 

26. Roman, A. Saint-Malo: corsaires et négriers. Vol. 11, chap. 2, 41-56. Nantes. 
27. —. Saint-Malo au temps des négriers. Editions Karthala, 2001. 
28. SANNIER, Nathalie. Le négoce nantais et l’océan Indien de 1769 à 1782. Mémoire de 

Maîtrise. octobre 1995. 



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 73 

29. Saunier, E. Le Havre, port négrier: de la défense de l'esclavage à l'oubli. Vol. 11, chap. 1 in 
Les Ports et la Traite Négrière, in Les Anneaux de la Mémoire, edited by Jean Marc 
Masseaut, 23-40. Nantes: Les Anneaux de la Mémoire, 2007. 

30. Vernet, Thomas. La premiere traite francaise à Zanzibar, le journal de bord du vaisseau 
l’Espérance 1774-1775. In Civilisation des Mondes Insulaires, by C.Radimilahy and N. 
Rajaonarimanana. Paris: Karthala, 2011. 

  



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 74 

APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

OA 57 Series, Mauritius National Archives 

1. Le Senau, La Louise Elisabeth, 11 juin 1777. Du port de 275 tonneaux, monté de 30 canons et  armé 
de 30 hommes d’équipage. 

2. Le Senau, Le Déodat, Capitaine Duminy, 30 juin 1777. Du port de 30 tonneaux et armé 35 hommes 
d’équipages. 

3. Le Senau La Mimy, 8 juillet 1777. Capitaine Blaudelot, armateur, M. Nally du port de 150 tonneaux, 
monté 2 canons et armé de 22 hommes d’équipage. 

4. Le Brick L’amphitrite, 22 juillet 1777.  Buffard, Capitaine et Armateur. Du port de 35 tonneaux, 
monté de 2 canons et armé de 12 hommes d’équipage. 

5. La goélette la Jeannette, 16 août 1777. Capitaine Jean Colette. Du port de 40 tonneaux, monté de 4 
canons et armé  de 2 hommes d’équipage. 

6. La goélette, La Luronne, 22 juillet 1777.  Capitaine Lavilléon et armateur S.Marin.  Du port de 35 
tonneaux et armé de 10 hommes d’équipage. 

7. Le Senau, L’Abyssinie, 13 octobre 1777.  Capitaine Jean Baptiste Le Bel et armateur le Sieur Morne.  
Monté de 6 pierriers  et de 25 hommes d’équipage. 

8. Le Vaisseau Le Pierre, 23 octobre  1777. Capitaine Vielle et Armateur le Sieur Dogué, du port de 50 
tonneaux, armé de 12 hommes d’équipage. 

9. Le vaisseau Bardi, 31 octobre 1777. Capitaine Boudin, Armateur le Sieur Blaise de Molloud.  Du port 
de 250 tonneaux, monté de 6 canons et armé de 30 hommes d’équipage. 

10. La Brick du Roy, Le Bon Conseil, 22 novembre 1777. Capitaine et Armateur,  le Sieur Brauthomme.  
Du port de 50 tonneaux et armé de 19 hommes d’équipage. 

11. Le Brick Le Luron, 18 mars 1778.  Capitaine François Elie Sciet de la Rougelière, Armateur Sieur 
Etienne Bologne.  Du port de 60 tonneaux, monté de 2 pierriers et armé de 14 hommes d’équipage. 

12. Le Brick Le Pierre, 30 mars 1778. Capitaine Commandant, Jean Pierre Poirier, Armateur le Sieur 
Dogué.  Du port de 60 tonneaux et armé de 15 hommes d’équipage. 

13. Le Brick Le Luron, 16 Avril 1778. Capitaine le Sieur Toulon et armateur le Sieur Etienne.   Du port de 
70 tonneaux, monté de 2 pierriers et armé de 15 hommes d’équipage. 

14. La goélette, l’Aimable Christine, 15 mai 1778.  Commandant le Sieur François Gabriel de Page.  Du 
port de 80 tonneaux, monté de 8 pierriers et armé de 11 hommes d’équipage. 

15. Le Brick le St Pierre, 9 juin 1778.  Capitaine Charles Gassin et Armateur le Sieur Dogué.  Du port de 
60 tonneaux et armé de 12 hommes d’équipage. 

16. Le Vaisseau le St Pierre, 11 juin 1778.  Commandant le Sieur Jacques François Deschiens de Villefeu.  
Du port de 250 tonneaux, monté de 4 canons et 16 pierriers. Armé de 30 hommes d’équipage. 

17. La goélette la Jeune Julie, 1 juillet 1778.   Capitaine, Charlemagne Maré de la Rabinais. Du port de 
40 tonneaux et armé de 9 hommes d’équipage. 

18. Le Brick L’Heureuse, 24 juillet 1778, Capitaine le Sieur L’Aiea, Armateur les Sieurs Pelot et Dupont.  
6 hommes d’équipage. 

19. Le Senau La Colombe, 3 août 1778.  Capitaine et Armateur, Jean Olivier, du port de 54 tonneaux, 
monté de 13 canons et armé de 20 hommes d’équipage. 

20. La ville St. Malo, 10 août 1778.  Capitaine Julien Boulbard, Armateur N.Pilot du port de 50 tonneaux, 
monté de 4 canons mariné et armé de 24 hommes d’équipage. 

21. Le Brick La Confiance, 11 Aout 1778. Commandant Jean Huguet, Armateur le Sieur C. Aubin du port 
de 80 tonneaux, monté de 6 canons et armé de 20 hommes d’équipage. 

22. Le Senau l’Auguste, 12 août  1778.  Capitaine le Cos Duquilio, Armateur Le Merer. Du port de 140 
tonneaux, monté de 4 canons et armé de 25 hommes d’équipage. 

23. Le Vaisseau Le Vigilant, 22 août 1778. Capitaine N. Condé, Armateur le Sieur Bricole.  Du port de 250 
tonneaux, monté de 2 canons et armé de 2 hommes d’équipage. 
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24. Le Brick La Marianne, Le 7 septembre 1778. Capitaine Sébastien Boileau et Armateur le Sieur Thomas 
Boileau, son frère.  Du port de 60 tonneaux et armé de 16 hommes d’équipage. 

25. Le Languedoc, 30 septembre 1778.  Capitaine Le Bonhomme, Armateurs les Sieurs Manu et Rolland.  
Du port de 150 tonneaux, monté de 2 canons et armé de 25 hommes d’équipage. 

26. Le Brick L’Auguste, 12 septembre 1778.  Capitaine Antoine Alloche, Armateur le Sieur L’Ecroignard. 
Du port de 50 tonneaux, monté de 2 pierriers et armé de 10 hommes d’équipage. 

27.  Le Vaisseau,  Père de Famille, 16 Septembre 1778.   Capitaine Jean Michel Boudin du port de 250 
tonneaux, monté de 8 canons et armé de 45 hommes d’équipage. 

28. Le Senau Louise Elisabeth, 27 septembre 1778.  Capitaine Yves le Guen, Armateur les  Sieurs Pitot 
Frères et Desvaux de Marigny.  Du port de 250 tonneaux, monté de 10 canons et armé de 26 hommes 
d’équipage. 

29. Le Brick L’Aimable Christine, 30 septembre 1778.  Capitaine Jérôme Galiby, Armateur Laurent 
Raphail.  Du port de 80 tonneaux, monté de 3 pierriers, et armé de 14 hommes d’équipage. 

30. Le Brick L’Auguste, 13 novembre 1778.  Capitaine Joseph Leanec, Armateur l’Ecroignard.  Du port de 
50 tonneaux, monté de 2 pierriers et armé de 11 hommes d’équipage. 

31. Le Brick St Pierre, 16 novembre 1778.  Capitaine Gambin, Armateur le sieur Dogué.  Du port de 50 
tonneaux et armé de 8 hommes d’équipage. 

32. Le Senau La Baptistine, 18 décembre 1778.  Capitaine François Dumargazeau, du port de 150 
tonneaux, monté de 8 canons et armé de 24 hommes d’équipage. 

33. Le Vaisseau La Marguerite, 22 janvier 1779.  Jean Vincent Morice du port de 180 tonneaux, monté de 
8 canons, 10 pierriers et armé de 32 hommes d’équipage. 

34. Le Vaisseau Le Prévost de la Croix, 7 février 1779.  Capitaine Utter,  Armateur Oury.  Du port de 330 
tonneaux, monté de 8 canons, 2 pierriers et armé de 38 hommes d’équipage. 

35. Le Senau le Grand Bourbon, 22 février 1779.  Capitaine Robinot de la Semme, Armateur S. France.  
Du port de 180 tonneaux, monté de 2 canons et armé de 28 hommes d’équipage. 

36. Le Senau Languedoc, 26 février 1779.  Capitaine Jean Belaret, Armateurs les Sieurs Blancs et Rolland.  
Du port de 250 tonneaux, monté de 2 canons, 8 pierriers et armé de 13 hommes d’équipage. 

37. Le Senau La Petite Victoire, 1 mars 1779.  Capitaine Motais, Armateur le Sieur Amie.  Du port de 140 
tonneaux, monté de 4 canons, 2 pierriers et armé de 33 hommes d’équipage. 

38. Le Brick Pluton, 28 avril 1779.  Capitaine François Morice Faure.  Du port de 50 tonneaux, monté de 6 
canons, 4 pierriers et armé de 11 hommes d’équipage. 

39. Le Brick du Roi, La Bourbonnaise, 6 juillet 1779.  Capitaine le Sieur Norbert Jean François Le Nolais.  
Du Port de 30 tonneaux et armé de 11 hommes d’équipage. 

40. Le Vaisseau La Caroline, 11 juillet 1779.  Capitaine Jean Jacques Piroite Lejongard.  Du port de 250 
tonneaux, monté de 8 canons et armé de 40 hommes d’équipage.  

41. Le Vaisseau L’Entreprenant, 20 juillet 1779. Capitaine Jacques Vilhout, Monté de 2 pierriers t armé 
de 12 hommes d’équipage 

42. Le senau le Bourbon, 6 août 1779.  Capitaine le Sieur de la Serre.  Du port de 250 tonneaux, monté 
de 2 canons et armé de 30 hommes d’équipage. 

43. Le Brick La Marianne, 6 août 1779.  Capitaine le Sieur Boileau, du port de 60 tonneaux, monté de 4 
pierriers et armé de 17 hommes d’équipage. 

44. Le Brick Le Pluton, 5 août 1779.  Capitaine Le Sieur Alexine Jojelme.  Du port de 50 tonneaux, monté 
de 4 canons,  6 pierriers et armé de 14 hommes d’équipage. 

45. Le Senau La Charlotte, 26 avril 1779. Capitaine et Armateur Charles Gervais Guillaume de la Malle.  
Du port de 160 tonneaux, monté de 5 canons et armé de 28 hommes d’équipage. 

46. Le senau la Colombe, 31 avril 1779.  Capitaine et propriétaire le Sieur le Roche.  Du port de 180 
tonneaux, monté de 16 canons et armé de 22 hommes d’équipage. 

47. Le Brick le St Pierre, 2 septembre 1779. Capitaine le Sieur Borue, du port de 50 tonneaux et armé de 
14 hommes d’équipage. 

48. Le Vaisseau Cérès, 15 août 1779.  Capitaine et Armateur le sieur Jacques François Deschiens de 
Villefeu.  Du port de 80 tonneaux et armé de 30 hommes d’équipage. 
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49. Le Vaisseau Particulier le Duc de la Vrillière, 24 septembre 1779.  Capitaine le Sieur Pierre de la 
Batterie.  Du port de 500 tonneaux, monté de 12 canons et armé de 84 hommes d’équipage. 

50. Le Vaisseau La Sainte Thérèse, 16 octobre 1779.   Capitaine le Sieur Joseph Pichard du port de 180 
tonneaux, monté de 6 canons et armé de 6 pierriers. 

51.  L’Entreprenant, 5 octobre 1779.  Capitaine Jean Gilbert, du port de 50  tonneaux et armé de 14 
hommes  d’équipage. 

52. Le Triton, le 19 octobre 1779.  Capitaine le Sieur Antoine.  Du port de 500 tonneaux et armé de 50 
hommes d’équipage. 

53. Le Senau, La Baptistine, 26 octobre 1779.  Capitaine Le Sieur Dumargaro.  Du port de 150 tonneaux, 
6 canons, 2 pierriers et 28 hommes d’équipage. 

54. Le Brick L’Amphitrite, 6 décembre 1779.  Capitaine Commandant Le Sieur Boudin.  Du port de 240 
tonneaux et 12 hommes d’équipage. 

55. Le Vaisseau, Le Diligent, 18 décembre 1779.  Capitaine Commandant, Le Sieur Gilbert.  Armateur Le 
Sieur Drieux.  Du port de 100 tonneaux et 18 hommes d’équipage. 

56. Le Vaisseau particulier, le Père de Famille, 31 décembre 1779.  Capitaine Commandant, Jean 
Baptiste Ville, Armateur le Sieur Drieux.  Du port de 250 tonneaux et 36 hommes d’équipage. 

57. Le Senau La ville St-Malo, 15 Janvier 1780.  Capitaine Commandant Julien Boulbard.  150 tonneaux, 
4 canons et 24 hommes d’équipage. 

58. Le Senau La Languedoc, 4 Février 1780.  Capitaine François Marie Faure du Renoir.  Armateur Le 
Sieur B.Rolland.  Du port de 150 tonneaux et 25 hommes d’équipage. 

59. Le Senau La Philippine, 10 février 1780.  Capitaine Deschiens de Kerulvay.  Du port de 60 tonneaux, 
10 canons et 80 hommes d’équipage. 

60. La Brick La Marianne, 6 mai 1780.  Capitaine Alexis Goisslux.  Du port de 60 tonneaux, 4 pierriers et 
7 hommes d’équipage. 

61. Le Senau Les Deux Amis, 18 mai 1780.  Capitaine et Armateur le Sieur Chauvinot.   Du port de 130 
tonneaux, 2 canons et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

62. Le Vaisseau La Sainte-Thérése, 16 juin 1780.  Capitaine Alain de Fey.  Du port de 240 tonneaux, 6 
canons et 34 hommes d’équipage. 

63. Le Vaisseau La Pintade, 25 octobre 1782. Capitaine Moulin. Du port de 100 tonneaux, 6  canons et 30 
hommes d’équipage. 

64. Le Senau St-Louis, 31 octobre 1782.  Commandant le Sieur Jean Jacques Noel Lenoir.  Du port de 195 
tonneaux et 22 hommes d’équipage. 

65. Le Senau Charlotte, octobre 1782.  Capitaine Alexis Josselme, Armateurs les frères Josselme et 
Guelle.  Du port de 150 tonneaux, 2 canons et 22 hommes d’équipage. 

66. Le Vaisseau Deux Cousines, 22 novembre 1782.  Capitaine et Armateur Sébastien Boileau.  Du port de 
75 tonneaux et 15 hommes d’équipage. 

67. Le Vaisseau Neptune Royale, 26 novembre 1782.  Capitaine Le Sieur Jean Béquet.  Du port de 100 
tonneaux, 4 canons et 35 hommes d’équipage. 

68. Le Vaisseau Betsy, 4 décembre 1782.  Capitaine Claude, Armateur Dubuig.  Du port de 450 tonneaux, 
8 canons et 5 hommes d’équipage. 

69. Le Vaisseau Le Bèlejaire, 4 décembre 1782. Capitaine Le Pelletier, du port de 250 tonneaux, 2 
canons et 35 hommes d’équipage. 

70. Le Vaisseau Bufon, 7 décembre 1782.  Capitaine Gabriel David Foucault, Armateur Admyrourd.  Du 
port de 800 tonneaux, 24 canons et 100  hommes d’équipage. 

71. Le Vaisseau La Fille Unique, 14 décembre 1782.  Capitaine Chenu, Armateur Le Roux.  Du port de 14 
canons et 30 hommes d’équipage. 

72. Le Vaisseau la Sainte-Thérése, 14 décembre 1782.  Capitaine Jean François Jourdan, Armateur Le 
Grand.  Du port de 200  tonneaux et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

73. Le Brick Catherine, 25 février 1783.  Armateur le Sieur Écroignard, du port de 106 tonneaux, 4 canons 
et 18 hommes d’équipage. 

74. Le Vaisseau Losterley, 27 janvier 1783.  Capitaine Adam Louis, Armateur Le Roux.  Du port de 700 
tonneaux, 24 canons et 86 hommes d’équipage. 
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75. Le Vaisseau Le Chevreau, 5 mai 1783.  Capitaine Commandant Le Pelletier, Armateur Le Roux.  Du 
port de 350 tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

76. Le Senau La Petite Victoire, 18 mars 1783.  Capitaine Etienne La Touche.  Du port de 150  tonneaux, 
6 canons et 20 hommes d’équipage.   

77. Le Senau Le Nicobard, 7 mai 1783.  Capitaine Le Sieur Antoine Le Richaudu.  Du port de 80 tonneaux 
et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

78. Le Vaisseau Le Chevreau, 7 juin 1783.  Capitaine François Motais de la Chateignerais.  Du port de 350 
tonneaux, 10 canons et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

79. Le goélette La Santé, 12 juin 1783.  Capitaine Jean Marie Gauchard, Armateur Doguet.  Du port de 30 
tonneaux et 12 hommes d’équipage. 

80. Le Vaisseau Chevreau, 7 juin 1783.  Capitaine François Motais de la Chateignerais.  Du port de 350 
tonneaux, 10 canons et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

81. La goélette Santé, 12 juin 1783.  Capitaine Jean Maré Gouhael,  Armateur Dogué.  Du port de 30 
tonneaux et 12 hommes d’équipage. 

82. Le Vaisseau Marquis de Fleury, 20 juin 1783.  Capitaine Jean Bazin, Armateur Le Roux. K . Du port 
de 214 tonneaux et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

83. Le Brick La Créole, 25 juin 1783.  Capitaine et armateur, Joseph Grafons.  Du port de 90 tonneaux, 4 
canons et 18 hommes d’équipage. 

84. Le Senau Utile, 5 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Pierre Alexandre Constantin de Lettre, Armateur les Sieurs 
Barbier et de Lettre.  Du port de 110 tonneaux et 22 hommes d’équipage. 

85. Astre de l’Europe, 5 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Bidard, Armateur d’Arifat.  Du port de 500 tonneaux et  
50 hommes d’équipage. 

86. Le Vaisseau Pacifique, 18 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Descombes et Armateur d’Arifat.  Du port de 500 
tonneaux et 50 hommes d’équipage. 

87. Le Brigantin Jeannette, 18 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Honoré Blancard et Armateur Pigeol de Cancy.  Du 
port de 300 tonneaux et 30 hommes d’équipage. 

88. Le Vaisseau L’hippopotame, 25 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Belguesi et Armateur d’Arifat.  Du port de 700 
tonneaux et 80 hommes d’équipage. 

89. Le Brick La Diane, 20 juillet 1783.  Capitaine Luc Montigny et Armateur Duquilles.  Du port de 50 
tonneaux, 15 hommes d’équipage. 

90. Le Vaisseau Betsy, 11 avril 1783.  Armateur Dubuig, du port de 450 tonneaux et 50 hommes 
d’équipage. 

91. Le Navire Fille Unique, 5 avril 1783.   Capitaine Louis Vuton Chatusse.  Du port de 90 tonneaux et 18 
hommes d’équipage. 

92. Le Vaisseau Bonne Éspérance.  Capitaine André Ville et Armateur Bonhomme.  Du port de 450 
tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

93. Le Vaisseau Vicomte de Souillac, 18 août 1783.  Capitaine Jean Bazin, Armateur  Le Roux. K.  Du port 
de 240 tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

94. Le Vaisseau Émilie, 24 août t 1783.  Capitaine Deloge et Armateur d’Arifat.  Du port de 200 tonneaux 
et 32 hommes d’équipage. 

95. Le Vaisseau Losterley, 25 septembre 1783.  Capitaine Arnaud Louis Adam et Armateur Le Roux.K.  Du 
port de 700 tonneaux et 90 hommes d’équipage. 

96. Le Brick Le Créole, 18 septembre 1783.  Capitaine et Armateur Joseph Crasson.  Du port de 100 
tonneaux et 25 hommes d’équipage. 

97. Le Brick Nestor, 7 octobre 1783.  Capitaine Jean Collet.  Du port de 100 tonneaux et 15 hommes 
d’équipage. 

98. Le Vaisseau Atana, 17 octobre 1783.  Capitaine Claude Donjon et Armateur Le Roux.K.  Du port de 
100 tonneaux et 80 hommes d’équipage. 

99. Le Vaisseau Ésperance, 18 octobre 1783. Capitaine Jean-François Monnier et Armateur Le Roux .K et 
Oury. Du port de 350 tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

100. Le Brick Jeune Annette, 23 octobre 1783.  Armateur Duquilles, du port de 200 tonneaux et 16 
hommes d’équipage. 
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101. Le Vaisseau Bélizaire, 25 novembre 1783.  Capitaine Jean Rondineau. Du port de 150 tonneaux et 36 
hommes d’équipage. 

102. Le Vaisseau Geneviève, 25 novembre 1783.  Capitaine Jean-François Balierre.  Du port de 600 
tonneaux et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

103. Le Vaisseau Betsy, 4 décembre 1783.  Capitaine Jean-Michel Boudin.  Du port de 300 tonneaux et 30 
hommes d’équipage. 

104. Le Brick Trois Frères, 24 décembre 1783.  Capitaine Dutertre du port d 50 tonneaux et 13 hommes 
d’équipage. 

105. Le Vaisseau Dalirans, 30 décembre 1783.  Capitaine Michel Simon et Armateur La Rochette.  Du port 
de 300 tonneaux et 30 hommes d’équipage. 

106. Le Navire Antoinette, 29 décembre 1783.  Capitaine Maureau.  Du port de 250 tonneaux et 30 
hommes d’équipage. 

107. Le Vaisseau Aimable Marie, 4 janvier 1784.  Capitaine Le Pelletier. Du port de 450 tonneaux et 40 
hommes d’équipage. 

108. Catherine, 12  janvier 1784.  Capitaine Simion, du port de 86 tonneaux et 18 hommes d’équipage. 

109. Le Navire Diane, 26 janvier 1784. Capitaine André Eymat.  Du port de 55 tonneaux et 12 hommes 
d’équipage. 

110. Le Vaisseau Petit Cousin,  3 janvier  1784.  Capitaine Jérome Gaybin et Armateur Lambert.  Du port 
de 50 tonneaux et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

111. La goélette Marie-Françoise, 9  février 1784.  Capitaine et Armateur  François Daneau.  Du Port de 
40 tonneaux et 17 hommes d’équipage. 

112. Le Navire Sainte-Anne, 11 février 1784.  Capitaine Ricaud et Armateur Duquilian.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

113. Le Navire Sylvie, 14 février 1784.  Capitaine et Armateur Victor Chardin.  Du port de 70 tonneaux et 6 
hommes d’équipage. 

114. Le Vaisseau Fille Unique, 7 février 1784.  Capitaine Jean Toussaint Gilbert et Armateur Le Roux.K et 
Oury. Du port de 400 tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

115. Le Vaisseau Cheval Marin, 15 mars 1784.  Capitaine Jacques Devilbon et Armateurs les sieurs 
Devilbon et Gilles.  Du port de 200 tonneaux et 30 hommes d’équipage. 

116. Le Vaisseau Saint-Michel, 16 mars 1784.  Capitaine Collet, du port de 300 tonneaux et 25 hommes 
d’équipage. 

117. Le Vaisseau Rose, 16 mars 1784.  Capitaine et Armateur Jean-Baptiste Gallet.  Du port de 1000 
tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

118. Le Vaisseau Gagne-Petite, 3 avril  1784.  Capitaine et Armateur Jacques Muletier.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et  41 hommes d’équipage. 

119. Le Brigantin le Pelopas, 6 mai 1784.  Commandant Pierre de la Villeblanche.  Du port de 70 tonneaux 
et 13 hommes d’équipage. 

120. Bailhy de Sulfaen, 6 mai 1784.  Capitaine René Gilbert.  Du port de 250 tonneaux et 40 hommes  
d’équipage. 

121. Le Navire Tana, 17 juillet 1784. Capitaine Jean Mani Dayot, du port de 150 tonneaux et 30 hommes 
d’équipage. 

122.  Le Vaisseau Particulier La Victoire, 13 juillet 1784.  Capitaine Louis Rouillard.  Du port de 400 
tonneaux et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

123. Le Vaisseau Le Bon, 13 jullet 1784.  Capitaine Jean Gilbert. Du port de 100 tonneaux et 40 hommes 
d’équipage. 

124. Le Navire particulier Franc-Maçon, 15 juillet 1784.  Capitaine et Armateur Arnaud Buffard.  Du port 
de 120 tonneaux et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

125. Le Brick Jeune Annette, 19 juillet 1784.  Capitaine Pierre, du port de 100 tonneaux et 20 hommes 
d’équipage. 

126. Le Navire Jeannette, 23 juillet 1784.  Capitaine François Le Bel.  Du port de 300 tonneaux et 30 
hommes d’équipage. 
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127. Le Navire Coureur, 31 juillet 1784.  Capitaine Hive Leguere et Armateur Pilot frères et Coureur.  Du 
port de 150 tonneaux et 20 hommes d’équipage. 

128.  Le Navire Les Deux Cousines, 7 août 1784.  Capitaine Thomas Boileau.  Du port  de 300 tonneaux et 
25 hommes d’équipage. 

129. Le Navire particulier Aventure, 3 septembre 1784. Capitaine Pierre Dibot, du port de 300 tonneaux et 
25 hommes d’équipage. 

130. Le Navire particulier Sainte-Anne, 3 septembre 1784.  Capitaine François Abé.  Du port de 200 
tonneaux et 30 hommes d’équipage. 

131. Le  Vaisseau particulier Betsy.  Capitaine François Motais de la Chateignerais.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et 45 hommes d’équipage. 

132. Le Navire Particulier, Les Bons Amis, 14 septembre 1784.  Capitaine Joseph Luais du port de 220 
tonneaux et 25 hommes d’équipage. 

133. Le Navire Chevreau, 1 octobre 1784. Capitaine Pierre Fleuriot, Armateur s le sieur Oury et 
compagnie.  Du port de 350 tonneaux et 35 hommes d’équipage. 

134. Le Navire Bailly de Suffren, 3 novembre 1784. Capitaine Jean-Michel Boudin.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et30 hommes d’équipage. 

135. Le Navire, Comte d’Arloin.  Capitaine Etienne Maillard.  Du port de 550 tonneaux et 50 hommes 
d’équipage. 

136. Le Vaisseau Glaneuse,  8 novembre 1784.  Capitaine Gabier et Armateur Labat.  Du port de 550 
tonneaux et 50 hommes d’équipage. 

137. Le Brick Belle Union, 18 novembre 1784.  Capitaine et armateur , Antoine la Richaudu.  Du port de 60 
tonneaux et 15 hommes d’équipage. 

138. Le Navire Brabant, 20 novembre 1784.  Capitaine François Modeste Dumargaro.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et 40 hommes d’équipage. 

139. Le Navire Marquis de Capries, 2 décembe 1784.  Capitaine Charles Desgravelles.  Du port de 300 
tonneaux et 50 hommes d’équipage. 

140. Le Navire Vicomte de Souillac, 13 décembre 1784.  Capitaine Jean Alexandre Bazin et armateur Oury  
et Le Roux.K.   Du port de 300 tonneaux, et 36 hommes d’équipage. 

141. Le Navire particulier La Jeanne-Cécile, 25 Juillet 1784. Capitaine Joseph Maut de St-Pierre. Du port 
de 800 tonneaux et 35 hommes d’équipage. 

142. Le Vaisseau Concorde, 25 février 1785. Capitaine Félix Boufovire.  Du port de 800 tonneaux et 45 
hommes d’équipage. 

143. Le Navire Brabant, 21 mars 1785.  Capitaine Arnaud Louis Adam. Du port de 350 tonneaux et 30 
hommes d’équipage. 

144. Le Navire Marquis, 1785.  Capitaine Charles Gravier  et Armateur Jean-Pierre Bertrand.  Du port de 
300 tonneaux et 50 hommes d’équipage. 
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Inventory  
Série JJ in CARAN 

 
REFERENCE COTE PAGE YEAR DETAILS OF VOYAGE 
Série  
Marine   JJ    

 MAR 3JJ/352 à 
357 

Carton 
85  No 

8 

1755-
1772 

Recueil de 9 pièces jointes toutes relatives sur iles de 
France et de Bourbon.  Observation et opérations de 
l'Abbé de Caille à  l’île  de France, les iles et écueils de 
l'archipel au nord de  l’île  de France par le sieur Grenier - 
mémoire sur les travaux du Port-Louis de  l’île  de France 
par le Sieur de Tromelin 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 75 5 59 1711 
et 

1729 

Journaux des vaisseaux l'Adélaïde, commandant Houssaye 
pour les iles de France et Bourbon et le Courrier-de-
Bourbon commandant Gillet 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 75 13 60 1723 Journal du Vaisseau le Triton, commandant de Jonchée de 
la Goletrie de Lorient aux iles de France, Bourbon, 
Penmance 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 75 15 60 1727 Journal du Vaisseau l'Expéditions commandant Marsay de 
Lorient aux Canaries iles de France et Bourbon et retour 
par le pilote Geoffroy 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 19 60 1733 Journal de la Méduse commandant Féré  de Lorient aux 
iles de France et Bourbon naufragé à  l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 21 60 1734 Journal de la frégate Saint-Michel commandant 
d'Esprémesnil de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 22 60 1736 Journaux des vaisseaux le Duc-d'Anjou commandant 
Gilbert Deschenais et l'Amphitrite de Lorient à  l’île  de 
France et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 24 60 1739 Journal du Vaisseau le Prince-de-Conty commandant de 
Selle de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 25 60 1739 Journal du Griffon commandant Hay de Lorient à  l’île  de 
France et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 26 60 1739 Journal du  Héron commandant d'Arquistade de Lorient 
aux iles de France et Bourbon 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 30 61 1742 Journal du Fulvy commandant d'Arquistade de Lorient aux 
Iles de France et Bourbon, Madagascar et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 31 61 1742 Journal du Fulvy, même campagne par le pilote Maurice 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 32 61 1742 Journal du vaisseau le Maurepas commandant de Selle de 
Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, retour. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 33 61 1742 Journal du Maurepas, même campagne par le pilote 
Barbotin 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 34 61 1743 Journal du Vaisseau le Triton commandant Bart de Lorient 
aux iles de France, Bourbon et Martinique 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 35 61 1744 Journal de la Favorite de Lorient aux iles de France et 
Bourbon par le pilote Barré 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 76 36 61 1746 Journal de la Favorite commandant Gouardun de Lorient 
aux iles de France et Bourbon, retour. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 37 61 1745 Journal du Philibert commandant de Frémeri de Macao à 
la Grenade par les iles de France et Bourbon (extrait) 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 38 61 1747 Journal du vaisseau le Triton commandant du Tertre de 
Saint-Malo aux iles de France et Bourbon retour à Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 39 61 1747 Journal du Vaisseau le Fulvy commandant de la Palisade 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon retour à Brest 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 40 61 1747 Journal du Vaisseau l'Argonaute commandant de la Londe 
de  l’île  de France à Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 41 61 1747 Journal du Vaisseau le Content commandant Joannisse de 
Lorient à  l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 42 61 1748 Journal de la frégate l'Anglesea commandant de Selle de 
Brest à  l’île  de France, Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 43 61 1748 Journal du Vaisseau l'Auguste commandant de Saint-
Médard de  l’île  de France à Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 44 61 1749 Journal du Vaisseau le Dauphin commandant le Sanguinet 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 45 61 1749 Journal du Vaisseau le Bristol commandant Lehoux de 
Lorient aux iles de France, Bourbon, de France 

Série  MAR 4 JJ 76 46 61 1749- Journaux de la frégate l'Anglesea, commandant de la 
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Marine   JJ    1752 Selle, la Mutine, commandant d'Apres de Manevillette, Le 
Glorieux, le Rouillé, la Sainte-Reine (commandant 
Lafargue), par le pilote Aubert (l'Anglesea, de  l’île  de 
France à Brest, la Mutine de Lorient à  l’île  de France, Le 
Rouillé de  l’île  de France à Ouessant. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 47 61 1750 Journal de la frégate la Sainte-Reine, commandant de 
Lafargue de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, retour. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 77 48 62 1750 Journal de la Fière, commandant Caro, de Penmance aux 
iles de France et Bourbon et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 49 62 1750 Journal du Philibert commandant Mamynaud-Brunet de 
Penmance aux iles de France et Bourbon et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 50 62 1750 Journal du Glorieux, commandant d'Apres de 
Mannevillette de Lorient à  l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 51 62 1750 Journaux du Glorieux, commandant d'Apres de 
Mannevillette et des Treize-Cantons de Lorient à  l’île  de 
France et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 52 62 1750 Journal du Glorieux même campagne par le commandant 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 53 62 1750 Duplicata de 51 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 55 62 1752 Journal du Mascarin, commandant Kerlero de Rosbo de 
Lorient à l'Isle de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 56 62 1752 Journal de l'Achille commandant Lévesque de Beaubriant 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 58 62 1754 Journal du Duc-de-Béthune commandant de Surville de 
Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 59 62 1755 Journal de la Gloire, commandant Hay de Lorient à l'Isle 
de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 78 60 62 1758 Journal du Duc-de-Béthune, commandant de Saint-Romain 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 61 62 1756 Journal de la Compagnie-des-Indes commandant 
Maugueret de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon et 
Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 63 62 1757 Journal de la frégate X…, de Goa aux Laquedives et à l'Isle 
de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 64 62 1757 Duplicata de 63 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 66 62 1759 Journal du Saint-Luc commandant du Montet à  l’île  de 
France, perdu à Mozambique 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 67 62 1759 Journal du Boutin commandant de Kerengal de Lorient aux 
iles de France et de Bourbon retour à Rochefort 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 68 63 1760 Journal de la Diligente commandant Maugret ou Magueret 
de Lorient aux Iles de France et de Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 71 63 1761 Journal du Vengeur commandant de Pallière de Bourbon 
et au cap de Bonne-Esperance, à l'Isle de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 79 
71bis 

63 1761 Duplicata de 71 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80  73 63 1761 Journal du Comte d'Agenson commandant Marion-
Dufresne de Port-Louis aux Iles de France et de Bourbon 
retour à Lorient par le pilote 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80 74 63 1761 Journal du même par le commandant 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80 75 63 1761 Journal du Boulogne commandant de Saint-Romain de 
Rochefort à l'Isle de France et à la Grenade pris par les 
Anglais 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80 76 63 1761 Journal du Vaillant commandant Bouvet de Lorient aux 
Iles de France et de Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 80 77 63 1761 Journal du Fidèle commandant Roche de Lorient à l'Isle de 
France puis en course jusqu'a  l’île  des Tonneliers 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80 78 63 1761 Journal du Comte d'Artois commandant Jouannis de l'Isle 
de France à Batavia aux iles de France et de Bourbon et 
Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 80 79 63 1762 Journal du Vaisseau le Berryer commandant de Sanguinet 
l'ainé de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon 

Série  MAR 4 JJ 80 80 63 1762 Journal du Bertin, commandant de Bec-de-Lièvre de 



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE 1720s TO 1820s 

Truth and Justice Commission 83 

Marine   JJ    Lorient à  l’île  de France et Port-Louis 
Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 81 63 1762 Journal du Chameau commandant Prévot de la Croix de 
Lorient à  l’île  de France, Bourbon et Penmance 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 82 63 1763 Journal du Vaillant commandant Bouvet de  l’île  de 
France à Lorient (inachevé) 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 83 63 1763 Journal du Villevault (Vilvaut) commandant Rosbo de 
Kerlero de Lorient aux Isles de France et Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 84 63 1763 Journal de la flute l'Adour commandant de Joran de 
Lorient à l'Isle de France et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 85 63 1763 Journal de l'Ajax commandant de Sanguinet cadet de 
Lorient aux Iles de France et Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 86 63 1763 Journal du Comte-de-Provence commandant Beaulieu-
Tréouhart de  l’île  de France à Madagascar et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 87 64 1762 Journal du Comte-De-Choiseul commandant Minvielle de 
Cordouan aux iles de France et Bourbon et au passage 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 88  64 1763 Journal du Condé commandant le Chevalier de Bellesme 
de  l’île  de France  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 90 64 1764 Journal du Grand-Bourbon commandant Galouchau de 
Bordeaux aux iles de France et Bourbon et à Marseille 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 81 91 64 1765 Journal du Comte-d'Artois commandant Marion-Dufresne 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, et retour. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR/4JJ/82/92 64 1766 Journal du Saint-Louis, Commandant Villebague-Magon, 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, et retour, par le 
pilote  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 82 93 64 1766 Journal du même, par le pilote Joseph Durenne  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 82 95 64 1766 Journal de l'Heureux, commandant Le Fer de Bauvais, de 
Lorient à  l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 82 96 64 1767 Journal de l'Outarde, commandant Magny, de Lorient aux 
iles de France et Bourbon et retour par le commandant  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 82 97 64 1767 Journal du même par le pilote Canut 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 82 98 64 1767 Id., par le second pilote Roussel 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 83 99 64 1767 Journal du Dauphin, commandant Kerangal, de  l’île  de 
France à Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
100 

64 1768 Journal du Marquis-de-Beuvron, commandant Boisquenet, 
de Lorient à  l’île  de France, par le commandant 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
101 

64 1768 Journal du même par le pilote Rouault  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
102 

64 1768 Journal du Massiac, commandant Villebague-Ribretiere, 
de Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon et retour  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
103 

64 1768 Journal de la corvette le Vert-Galant, commandant de 
Lafontaine, de Lorient à  l’île  de France, par le pilote 
Bourbon 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
104 

64 1768 Journal de la frégate la Boudeuse, commandant de 
Bougainville, de  l’île  de France à Saint-Malo (déficit) 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 83 
105 

64 1769 Journal du Marquis-de-Sance, commandant La Londe, de 
Lorient à  l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
106 

64 1769 Journal du Duc-de-Choiseul, commandant Joannisse, de 
Lorient aux iles de France et Bourbon, et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
107 

64 1769 Journal du même, par le pilote David 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
108 

65 1770 Id., par le pilote Demigotarde (jusqu'a  l’île  de France) et 
journal du Laverdy, commandant Prévot de la Croix de  
l’île  de France à Lorient par le même 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
109 

65 1769 Journal de la Paix de Lorient aux iles de France et 
Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
110 

65 1771 Journal du Fort, commandant Michelle de Brest à  l’île  de 
France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
111 

65 1771 Journal de l'Unique, commandant Bourde de Lorient à  
l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
112 

65 1772 Journal de la Flute la Normande, de  l’île  de France à 
Lorient 

Série  MAR 4 JJ 84 65 1773 Journal de la Victoire, commandant Joannisse, de Lorient 
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Marine   JJ    113 aux iles de France et Bourbon et retour 
Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 84 
114 

65 1773 Journal du Mascarin, commandant Crozet de Manille à  
l’île  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
115 

65 1774 Journal de la flute la Normande, commandant Prévot de 
la Croix, de Lorient au Cap de Bonne-Esperance 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
115 bis 

65 1774 Journal du même, du Cap aux Iles de France et Bourbon 
retour à Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
116 

65 1774 Journal de la flûte l'Africain, commandant du Plessie-
Paumard, de  l’Isle  de France à Bourbon et Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
117 

65 1773 Journal de la Victoire, commandant Joannisse de Lorient 
aux Iles de France et Bourbon et retour 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
118 

65 1773 Journal du Marquis-de-Marboeuf, commandant Josset de 
Lorient à False-Bay,  l’île  de France à Brest par Beniowzky 
explorateur de Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
119 

65 1775 Journal de l'Esperance par le 2eme commandant Daniel 
Savarit de Zanzibar à l'île de France (extrait et duplicata)  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 85 
120 

65 1788 Journal de la flute l'Etoile commandant de Foucault-
Pontbriant de Rochefort à Brest et à  l’Isle  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 1 65 1666-
1668 

Journal d'un vaisseau de Pernambouc au Cap de Bonne-
Esperance, Bourbon et Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 13 66 1731 Journal de la frégate l'Astrée, commandant Dulesle-
Pezeron, de Lorient aux Canaries, Côte d'Afrique, baie des 
Saintes, Madagascar, Isle de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 14 66 1731 Journal de l'Hirondelle, commandant A.P de Castillon, de 
Lorient à Gorée, ile de France, Madagascar, ile Sainte-
Marie, Fort Dauphin, Lorient 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 15 66 1732 Journal du Vaisseau la Vierge-de-Grace, commandant 
Bichard, de Lorient à  l’île  de France, Mozambique, ile de 
l'Ascension, Lorient. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 27 67 1750 Journal de la Princesse-Emilie, commandant Duguilly de  
l’Isle  de France à la côte Ouest de Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 29 67 1755 Journal d'un vaisseau de  l’Isle  de France à Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 86 30 67 1756-
1758 

Journal du Boat le Favori, commandant Moreau de 
Pondichéry à  l’Isle  de France, Bourbon, Madagascar et du 
Senau le Rubis, commandant Desjardins, de  l’Isle  de 
France à Pondichéry  

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 87 31 67 1756 Journal de la frégate le Cerf, commandant Morphey, de  
l’Isle  de France à  l’île  Mahé 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 87 35 67 1756 Journal du vaisseau le Phélyppeaux, commandant de 
Sanguinet l'ainé, de  l’Isle  de France à Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 87 38 67 1757 Journal de la frégate la Gloire, de  l’Isle  de France à 
Zanzibar, Mombasa etc. 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4JJ 87 39 67 1757 Journal du même, même campagne 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 87 59 68 1774 Journal de la Marie-Adélaïde, commandant Moreau de  
l’île  de France à  l’île  de la Fortune 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ  87 65 68 [17..] Journal de la goélette le Cheval-Marin, commandant des 
Chiens de  l’Isle  de France aux Seychelles  (Extrait) 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 87 68 69 1788 "Gazette de France" 5 Décembre 1788, voyage de 
l'hirondelle commandant Vaude de  l’Isle  de France à 
Pondichéry 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 144 B 
1 

98 1742-
1744 

Extrait du Journal du Fulvy, commandant d'Arquistade de 
Lorient à  l’île  de France, Bourbon et Madagascar 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 144c 
7 

101 1748-
1749 

Extrait du journal de l'Hercule aux  Iles de France de 
Bourbon, Madagascar et Mahé 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 144 c  103 12 
Février 
1742 

Rapport de M. de Tronquidy commandant le Héron sur son 
voyage à  l’Isle  de France 

Série  
Marine   JJ    

MAR 4 JJ 144 D 
16 

107 1773-
1775 

Journal du voyage de M. de Trobriant commandant l'Etoile 
dans la mer des Indes; ile de France et de Bourbon, 
Seychelles, Bengale, Gange, Pondichéry, Moka, Cochin, 
Socotora, Cotes d'Arabie, Ceylan, Indes. Merguy, Malacca, 
Bornéo, Banka, Chine et retour (avec nombreuses 
observations et description de villes er de comptoirs. 195 p 
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Fonds Monneron 

1. 122 S 1 - Lettres du Vicomte François de Souillac, ancien Capitaine de vaisseau, gouverneur général pour le 
Roi aux iles de France et de Bourbon (27 Septembre 1770 – 19 Avril 1778) 

2. 122 S 2 – Lettres de Chevreau, Intendant des Iles de France et de Bourbon (25 Juillet 1770 – 1st Aout 1782) 

3. 122 S 3 – Lettres de Bellecombe (1778) 

4. 122 S 4 – Lettres de Warren Hastings, gouverneur Général du Bengale (Décembre 1778) 

5. 122 S 5 – Lettres d’Alexandre Dow (Juillet/Aout 1778) 

6. 122 S 6 – Lettres J.P Auriol (1778 – 1779) 

7. 122 S 7 – Lettres de Foucault (7 Septembre 1779 – 2 Mars 1781) 

8. 122 S 8 – Lettres de L. Collins (19 Janvier – 8 Février 1780) 

9. 122 S 9 – Lettres de Montigny (28 Mai 1780 – 9 Mars 1784) 

10. 122 S 10 - Lettres de Boësses agent du Roi à Batavia (20 Décembre 1781 – 12 Mars 1784) 

11. 122 S 11 – Correspondance entre Louis Monneron et M. Falck, gouverneur général des établissements 
hollandais à Ceylan (8 Novembre 1781 – 18 Juin 1784) 

12. 122 S 12 – Lettres de Denis de Launay, Intendant Commissaire Général de la Marine (12 Juillet 1782 – 12 
Mai 1783) 

13. 122 S 13 – Correspondance du Chevalier des Rois, commandant à Trinquemalay (7 Septembre 1782 – 30 
Décembre 1783) 

14. 122 S 14 – Lettres du Bailli de Suffren (24 Février 1782 – 9 Septembre 1783) 

15. 122 S 15 – Correspondance du Comte Charles Georges d’Hoffelize, Brigadier des armées du Roi, 
commandant en chef de l’armée française des Indes Orientales (30 Septembre 1782 – 18 Janvier 1783) 

16. 122 S 16 – Lettres du Chevalier de Cuverville (25 Décembre 1782 – 21 Février 1783) 

17. 122 S 17 – Lettres de Costebelle, lieutenant de vaisseau commandant la frégate la « Nayade » (2 
Décembre 1782 – 1 Mars 1783) 

18. 122 S 18 – Lettres de Perrier de Salvert (29 Avril 1782 – 24 Mai 1783) 

19. 122 S 19 – Lettres de Desgrange (2 Octobre 1782 – 4 Mars 1783) 

20. 122 S 20 – Lettres de Charles Joseph Pâtissier de Bussy – Castelnau (15 Juin 1782 – 2 Aout 1782) 

21. 122 S 21 – Lettres de Duchemin, Brigadier Colonel des volontaires étrangers, commandant les troupes 
françaises envoyées dans l’Inde pour soutenir le Nabab HeyDer Ali (14 Mars 1782 – 3 Aout 1782) 

22. 122 S 22 – Lettres d’Augustin François Motais de Narbonne, Commissaire des Colonies, Ordonnateur de 
l’armée française des Indes Orientales (14 Janvier 1782 – 26 Aout 1783) 

23. 122 S 23 – Lettres de Igran Angelbeck (9 Janvier 1782 – 8 Mai 1783) 

24. 122 S 24 – Lettres de Ravenel, Intendant de l’Escadre, embarqué sur le Héros (2 Juin 1782 – 3 Aout 1784) 

25. 122 S 25 – Lettres de C.D Krayenhoff (10 Février 1782 – 6 Juin 1784) 

26. 122 S 26 – Lettres de Beaubrun, fournisseur de l’Escadre (27 Février 1782 – 23 Juin 1785) 

27. 122 S 27 – Lettres de Philippe et Antoine Couve, armateur à Marseille (3 Mai 1796 – 30 Décembre 1800) 

28. 122 S 28 - Lettres de Pierre Louis Monneron Fils (4 Juillet 1801 – 1er Avril 1802) 

29. 122 S 29 – Correspondance Jean Louis Voidet, ancien commissaire des guerres, régisseur de l’Octroi 
municipale et bienfaisance de Lyon - Louis Monneron. (7 Novembre 1801 – 9 Mars 1802) 

30. 122 S 30 – Copies de lettres expédiées par Louis Monneron (Janvier – Mai 1781) 

31. 122 S 31 – Subsistances militaires (1794 -1795) 

32. 122 S 32 – Correspondance Générale (1789 – 1807) 

33. 122 S 33 – Mémoires et requêtes présentés par Louis Monneron (1790) 

34. 122 S 34 – A classer  

 

122 S 1 - Lettres du Vicomte François de Souillac, ancien Capitaine de Vaisseau, Gouverneur 
général pour le Roi aux iles de France et de Bourbon. (27 Septembre 1770 – 19 Avril 1782) 
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Article 1 - Extrait de l’Ordonnance du Roi concernant les fonctions dont les officiers de la Marine seront 
chargés sur les escadres et à bord des vaisseaux. Signé par Etienne Claude Chevreau et daté du 27 7bus 
1776. 

Article 2 - Ordonnance du Roi, extrait de l’article. Signé par Chevreau (Article non daté) 

Article 3 - Extrait de l’Ordonnance du Roi, signé par Etienne Claude Chevreau et daté du 27 7bus 1776. 

Article 4 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron au Port-Louis, Isle de France. Signé par Le Vicomte 
de Souillac et datée du 27 Aout 1780. 

Article 5 - Ordres et instructions du 21 8bus 1780 pour le Sieur Louis Monneron, agent de la Marine au 
Cap de Bonne Esperance. Signés par Le Vicomte de Souillac, chevalier de l’ordre royal et militaire de 
Saint-Louis, capitaine des vaisseaux de sa majesté, gouverneur général pour le Roi aux Iles de France et 
de Bourbon et Denis Nicolas Foucault, conseiller du Roi en ses conseils, intendant de Justice, Police, 
Finances de la Guerre et des Colonies et Président des conseils Supérieurs aux dites Îles. 

Article 6 - Copies des instructions données au Sieur de Montigny agent de la Marine au Cap de Bonne 
Esperance. Signé par Denis Nicolas Foucault et datée du 7 Février 1779. 

Article 7 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron, signé par Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du 23 
8bus 1780. 

Article 8 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron à l’Isle de France et datée du 
6 Janvier 1781. {Reçu par l’Argus le 2 Février & répondu le 24 du même mois} 

Article 9 - Deuxième Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Monneron à l’Isle de France et 
datée du 7 Janvier 1781. {Reçu par l’Argus le 2 Février et répondu le 24} 

Article 10 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron et datée du 4 Mars 1781. 

Article 11 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron et agent et Correspondant de la Nation Française à 
l’Ile de Ceylan. Signé par François Vicomte de Souillac & Etienne Claude Chevreau. 1781 

Article 12 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron, au Port-Louis Isle de France. Signé par Etienne 
Claude Chevreau & Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du 28 9bus 1781. 

Article 13 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron. Agent de la Marine Française à Ceylan, au Port-
Louis Isle de France. Signé par Etienne Claude Chevreau & Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du 29 9bus 
1781 

Article 14 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron et signé par Le Vicomte de Souillac. {Document non 
daté} 

Article 15 - Lettre du Sieur Etienne Claude Chevreau au Réduit, Isle de France. Adressé au Sieur Louis 
Monneron Agent de la Marine Française à Ceylan et datée du 15 Janvier 1788 

Article 16 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron, signé par Le Vicomte de Souillac Datée du 27 Avril 
1782 et reçu le 16 Juin de la même année. 

Article 17 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron. Au Port-Louis, Isle de France et signé par Etienne 
Claude Chevreau & Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du le 10 Juin 1782. 

Article 18 - Duplicata de la lettre datée du 10 Juin 1782. {Article 17} 

Article 19 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron, au Port-Louis, Isle de France et signé par Etienne 
Claude Chevreau & Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du 27 Juin 1782 et reçu le 1er Avril 1782.  

Article 20 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron à l’Isle de France. Signé par Le Vicomte de Souillac 
et datée du 14 Juillet 1782. 

Article 21 - Duplicata de la lettre datée du 24 Juillet 1782. {Article 20} 

Article 22 - Lettre adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron au Port-Louis, Isle de France. Signé par Etienne 
Claude Chevreau & Le Vicomte de Souillac et datée du 24 Juillet 1782. 

Article 23 - Duplicata de la lettre datée du 24 Juillet 1782, reçu le 16 Aout et répondu le 1er 8bus. 
{Article 22} 

Article 24 - Copie de la lettre écrite par M. Le Vicomte de Souillac & Etienne Claude Chevreau à Mr. Le 
Chevalier de Suffren et datée du 24 Juillet 1782. 

Article 25 - Copie de la lettre écrite par M. Le Vicomte de Souillac & Etienne Claude Chevreau à Mr. 
Falck le Gouverneur de Ceylan au Port-Louis, Isle de France et datée du 25 Juillet 1782. 

Article 26 - Copie de la lettre écrite par M. Le Vicomte de Souillac & Etienne Claude Chevreau adressé 
au Sieur Beaubrun, Agent de la Marine Française à Goa et datée du 25 Juillet 1782. 

Article 27 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Monneron à l’Isle de France le 3 aout 1782. 
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Article 28 - Lettre écrite par M. Le Vicomte de Souillac & Etienne Claude Chevreau adressé au Sieur 
Louis Monneron au Port-Louis, Isle de France et datée du 23 7bus 1782. 

Article 29 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron à l’Isle de France et datée 
du 14 Mars 1784. 

Article 30 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron à Pondichéry et datée du 8 
Aout 1785. {Contenant aussi un duplicata} 

Article 31 - Duplicata de la lettre datée du 8 Aout 1785. {Article 30} 

Article 32 - Lettre du Vicomte de Souillac adressé au Sieur Louis Monneron au Port-Louis, Isle de France 
et datée du 29 Avril 1787. 
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PREFACE 
 
Thomas Vernet 
 
Les trafics d’esclaves dans l’océan Indien ont soulevé beaucoup moins d’intérêt que la 
traite atlantique, tant du point de vue de la recherche académique que d’un public plus 
large. Ce déséquilibre est encore persistant de nos jours, la production historiographique 
sur la traite atlantique demeurant particulièrement abondante. Cependant la traite liée 
aux Mascareignes n’est pas un sujet d’étude nouveau pour les historiens puisque dès la fin 
des années 60 des travaux approfondis y sont consacrés, principalement conduits par 
Auguste Toussaint et Jean-Michel Filliot.  
 
D’autre part, on observe depuis quelques années un intérêt croissant pour les traites dans 
l’océan Indien, dont la diversité et la complexité ne cessent d’être soulignées. En effet 
elles ne concernèrent pas seulement des esclaves africains et malgaches, mais également 
originaires d’Inde, d’Asie du sud-est ou encore d’Asie orientale. En outre, les négriers 
furent français, portugais, néerlandais ou anglais, mais les réseaux de traite étaient aussi 
animés par des musulmans africains et arabo-persans, ou divers groupes issus de l’Asie et de 
l’Afrique. Parallèlement à l’étude de ces divers flux de traite, les diasporas africaines dans 
le pourtour du bassin de l’océan Indien font également l’objet d’une attention croissante 
de la part des chercheurs, dans l’archipel des Mascareignes comme dans le golfe Persique 
ou en Inde – où l’on trouve encore de nos jours de petites communautés d’origine africaine. 
 
Au sujet des Mascareignes, et de l’île Maurice en particulier, il faut souligner que 
l’esclavage, en tant que pratique sociale, puis ses héritages, ont suscité davantage de 
travaux que la traite en elle-même, en partie en raison des contextes politiques et des 
revendications identitaires propres aux sociétés des Mascareignes. Par ailleurs, assez 
curieusement, la traite illégale (à partir de l’interdiction de la traite par les Britanniques 
en 1810) semble avoir davantage mobilisé les historiens que la traite légale – on pense en 
particulier aux travaux d’Hubert Gerbeau sur la Réunion.  
 
Le premier ouvrage qui livre une estimation du trafic négrier en direction de l’Île de France 
à partir de recherches poussées est la célèbre étude de l’historien mauricien Auguste 
Toussaint, La route des Îles, publiée en 1967. Bien qu’elle repose presque exclusivement 
sur les archives disponibles à Maurice et, surtout, ne se focalise pas sur la traite, La route 
des Îles demeure toujours un excellent point de départ pour entamer des recherches sur la 
question, livrant des pistes particulièrement utiles sur les fonds d’archives. Quelques 
années plus tard, en 1974, Jean-Michel Filliot publie La traite des esclaves vers les 
Mascareignes au XVIIIe siècle, ouvrage de référence sur la question. Pour livrer ses 
estimations chiffrées, l’auteur s’appuie sur une impressionnante masse documentaire, issue 
de très nombreux centres d’archives, principalement en France. Cette synthèse, devenue 
un classique, est elle aussi incontournable. Elle a néanmoins ses défauts. Ainsi l’auteur n’a 
pas - ou peu - consulté certaines séries, principalement la série COL C4 des Archives 
Nationales de France, présentée ci-dessous. Sa connaissance des sociétés d’Afrique 
orientale et de Madagascar est assez limitée, son usage des fonds d’archives parfois 
superficiel, et surtout des travaux plus récents ont démontré que la traite vers les 
Mascareignes était plus importante qu’il ne l’avait évaluée. 
 
A la même époque, dans les années 70, des spécialistes des sociétés africaines s’intéressent 
à la traite française, en particulier Edward Alpers, qui étudie la traite dans la région de 
Mozambique et de Kilwa (sud de la Tanzanie). Jusqu’à nos jours, des recherches sur les 
traites sur le littoral est-africain ou à Madagascar continuent d’être conduites, en petit 
nombre, mais elles demeurent des travaux éparpillés et n’apportent pas toujours de détails 
très précis sur la traite liée à l’île de France. 
 
Plus récemment, Richard Allen a livré de nouvelles estimations de la traite en direction des 
Mascareignes, révisant à la hausse les chiffres de Filliot (R.B. Allen, « The constant demand 
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of the French : the Mascarene slave trade and the worlds of the Indian Ocean and Atlantic 
during the eigthteenth and nineteenth centuries », Journal of African History, 49(1), 2008, 
pp. 43-72). Pourtant, là encore, bien que très précieuse, son étude ne peut pas être 
considérée comme définitive car son auteur n’a pas consulté les archives françaises. 
D’autre part, les chiffres donnés concernent la traite globale vers les Mascareignes, sans 
distinguer Bourbon et l’Île de France. 
 
 Ce très bref aperçu historiographique démontre qu’une étude véritablement 
exhaustive de la traite légale en direction de l’île Maurice, qui serait en mesure de livrer 
des estimations très fiables, reste à conduire. La masse d’archives à traiter, et leur 
extrême dispersion, rendent ce projet difficile à accomplir pour un chercheur travaillant 
seul. Un tel travail réclamerait une étroite collaboration entre plusieurs spécialistes et des 
coopérations institutionnelles, susceptibles notamment de dégager des moyens financiers 
conséquents.  
 

Nous espérons que les jalons posés par la Truth and Justice Commission, éclairés 
par les recherches passées, encourageront ce type de recherches collectives. Le présent 
inventaire pourra, nous le croyons, y contribuer. 
 

Les fonds d’archives préservés par les Mauritius National Archives (Coromandel, 
Petite Rivière) évoquant la traite ont été très bien décrits par les travaux de Toussaint, 
Filliot, et Allen. Il n’est pas nécessaire de les présenter ici. Nous décrirons par conséquent 
les principaux fonds situés en France, beaucoup moins connus et moins exploités.  
 
 
Présentation des principaux fonds d’archives français mentionnant la traite et 
l’esclavage associés à l’Île de France (1715-1810) 
 
(Les fonds marqués d’un astérisque ont été consultés ou sondés par Thomas Vernet) 
 
 Les fonds d’archives français évoquant, d’une façon ou d’une autre, la colonie de 
l’Île de France avant la souveraineté britannique sont extrêmement nombreux et dispersés 
dans toute la France. Heureusement, outre l’étude de Filliot, il existe dorénavant un 
excellent guide des archives française portant sur la traite et l’esclavage, publié sous la 
direction de Claire Sibille : Guide des sources de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage et de 
leurs abolitions, Paris, La Documentation Française, 2007. Même lorsqu’il ne rentre pas 
dans les détails, cet ouvrage fournit d’excellentes pistes de recherche, sa consultation est 
donc particulièrement recommandée.  
 Ce guide commet toutefois une très curieuse omission : il oublie de mentionner la 
série Colonies C4 (Île de France) que nous présentons ici, alors qu’il mentionne toutes les 
autres séries relatives à la correspondance officielles des colonies françaises. 
 
Colonies COL C4 correspondance à l’arrivée, Île de France* 
 
Référence exacte : FR ANOM / COL C4 

Lieu de préservation :  
- Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer, Aix-en-Provence (manuscrits originaux) 
- Archives Nationales, Paris (microfilms) 
Contenu : 153 volumes, 1714-1810 
 
 Cette série constitue, de très loin, le plus important fond d’archives portant sur la 
colonie de l’Île de France depuis sa création jusqu’à la conquête britannique. La traite des 
esclaves, et plus encore la place de l’esclavage dans la colonie, y sont l’objet de mention 
innombrables tant les administrateurs et les milieux économiques de la colonie sont 
concernés par la question de la main-d’œuvre servile. La richesse évidente de ce fond 
pourrait laisser croire qu’il a été largement exploité par les historiens. Il n’en est rien. A de 
rares exceptions tels les travaux de Megan Vaughan, très peu de spécialistes se sont 
attachés à l’utiliser à sa juste valeur, voire à s’y intéresser d’une façon ou d’une autre. On 
ne peut cependant en être totalement surpris tant les recherches approfondies sur la vie de 
la colonie durant la période française sont restées - étrangement - peu nombreuses. 
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 Cette lacune peut également s’expliquer par l’absence quasi-totale d’inventaires de 
la série COL C4, qu’ils soient publiés ou manuscrits1. Chacun des 153 volumes contenant 
plusieurs centaines de folios, on comprendra qu’étudier la série sur un sujet de recherche 
précis réclame un travail d’investigation considérable. 
 Ainsi c’est la richesse de ce fond, l’absence d’inventaire, et plus généralement sa 
méconnaissance, qui nous ont conduits à le privilégier, dans un premier temps, dans le 
cadre des travaux d’inventaires initiés par la Truth and Justice Commission. 
 
 Quel est le contenu de la série COL C4 ? La série inclut toute la correspondance 
officielle envoyée depuis la colonie de l’Île de France et reçue par le secrétariat d’Etat à la 
Marine. Elle préserve donc d’abord les lettres et rapports produits les gouverneurs et les 
intendants de l’Île de France, ainsi que les diverses branches de l’administration locale sous 
leur autorité. Mais on y trouve également toutes sortes de lettres et de mémoires rédigés 
par des particuliers, principalement des négociants et des planteurs de l’île. Les sujets 
abordés sont extrêmement divers et reflètent les diverses compétences de 
l’administration : finances, diplomatie, affaires militaires, marine, travaux et fortifications, 
affaires agricoles, hôpitaux, négoce, etc. Ces divers sujets sont parfois regroupés au sein 
d’un même « dossier » dans chaque volume de la série. Tous sont susceptibles d’évoquer 
l’esclavage sous un angle ou un autre.  
 Parmi les types de documents qui évoquent le plus traite et l’esclavage, nous 
trouvons par exemple : les recensements des « esclaves du roi » (esclaves au service de 
l’administration et des forces militaires de la colonie), la correspondance portant sur les 
relations avec la colonie de Mozambique, avec Madagascar, ou avec la côte swahili, les 
compte-rendu d’expéditions maritimes, les innombrables « mémoires », « projets », ou 
recensements, décrivant l’état de la colonie et les moyens de la développer, etc. Ainsi 
administrateurs et élites de la colonie ont le souci constant de sécuriser, de développer, et 
de diversifier l’apport en main-d’œuvre servile, tant la « soif d’esclaves » semble 
permanente. Citons également les quelques cas de journaux tenus par des administrateurs, 
tel celui de Réné Magon (intendant ?? gouverneur ?? de XXX à XXX), qui évoque les 
mouvements de navires négriers à une époque pour laquelle nous n’avons aucune archive 
maritime locale.  
 L’inventaire de COL C4 que nous publions ici démontre à quel point les mentions de 
l’esclavage sont fréquentes et éparpillées dans des documents de tous types. Nous 
percevons ainsi combien l’esclavage occupe les esprits des dirigeants et des négociants de 
l’île à cette époque. 
 
Autres séries des Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer 
 Il n’est pas possible de citer ici l’ensemble des séries des Archives Nationales 
d’Outre-Mer qui mentionnent l’Île de France. Nous invitons donc à consulter Guide des 
sources de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage et de leurs abolitions, qui les répertorie. Ces 
séries sont généralement disponibles en microfilm sur le site des Archives Nationales de 
Paris, mais il est préférable de se renseigner au préalable. 
 
 Citons néanmoins : 

- COL C2 correspondance à l’arrivée, Compagnie des Indes et Inde française* (1649-1835). 
- COL C3 correspondance à l’arrivée, île Bourbon (1614-1811), 31 volumes. 
- COL C5A correspondance à l’arrivée, Madagascar* (1642-1789), 9 volumes. Certains volumes 
livrent de nombreux détails sur la traite entre l’Île de France et Madagascar vers 1767-1789. 
- Série B correspondance au départ (1666-1816)* : il s’agit des lettres et instructions adressées 
aux gouverneurs et officiers des colonies entre la fin du XVIIe siècle et les premières années du 
XIXe siècle. Les séries COL B 201 à 215, 224 et 225, 235 à 238, 251 à 253, 264 et 265 
concernent l’Île de France et Bourbon. 
- DPPC2 EC, état civil : registres d’états civils, dont quelques registres paroissiaux d’esclaves 
de l’Île de France (exemple : Moka 1770-1810, Port-Louis 1728-1810, etc.). 
- DPPC COL G1, recensements : recensements de l’Île de France, 1776, 1780, 1788-1789. 
Exemple : COL G1 505/07 : « Recensement général des noirs (hommes, femmes, enfants) 
appartenant à la Compagnies des Indes au 20 avril 1761 ». 
- DPPC GR, greffes : procédures judiciaires 1778-1810. 
- DPPC NOT, notariat : notaires de l’Île de France. 
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Archives Nationales, Paris 
 Les Archives Nationales, à Paris, détiennent toute une documentation qui ne se trouve pas 
aux Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer. Le nombre de séries intéressantes étant là encore 
considérable, nous renvoyons à nouveau au Guide des sources de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage 
et de leurs abolitions. 
 Quelques séries : 
- Marine JJ, service hydrographique* : cette série, très bien inventoriée, préserve de nombreux 
journaux de bord originaux, beaucoup d’entre eux sont issus de la Compagnie des Indes. Certains 
concernent des voyages de traite. On y trouve également des documents divers livrant des 
renseignements sur les lieux de traite. Exemples : 
- 2JJ58 : des voyages à Madagascar et à l’Île de France (1709-1753) 
- 3JJ : des voyages à Madagascar et aux Mascareignes,  
- 4JJ : nombreux journaux de bord (ou extraits) de la Compagnie des Indes ou voyages dans l’océan 
Indien en général. Extraits de journaux de bord négriers. 
 
Il faut souligner que les journaux de bord de la Compagnie des Indes seront très prochainement mis 
en ligne par le service des Archives Nationales. 
- Marine B4, campagnes navales : un transfert d’esclaves entre Pondichéry et l’Île de France en 
1773, des traites à Madagascar en 1775-1776, traite à Mozambique. 
- Marine C7, dossiers personnels : sur le naufrage de l’Utile, traite à Kilwa, transfert d’esclaves de 
Pondichéry.  
- 100 AP, Fonds Rostaing : les premières forges de l’Île de France (Mondésir). On trouve notamment 
un « état général des esclaves de l’établissement de Mondésir (1772) ». 
- MC, minutier central des Notaires Parisiens : des documents sur des entreprises commerciales 
liées à la traite : contrats d’association, d’armement.., etc. 
 
Autres fonds d’archives en France 
 Au-delà des archives nationales, les archives départementales et municipales, ainsi que les 
divers centres d’archives du ministère de la Défense (Service Historique de la Défense), peuvent 
également s’avérer d’un intérêt considérable pour l’histoire de l’esclavage à Maurice. 
 Nous présentons ci-dessous une très brève sélection de ces fonds. Cette liste ne se veut en 
rien exhaustive, elle vise plutôt à encourager des recherches documentaires véritablement abouties 
et à promouvoir l’étude de l’esclavage durant la période française de l’île Maurice, parent pauvre 
de l’historiographie. 
 
Bibliothèque Municipale de Caen 
« Papiers du Général Decaen », ms. in-fol. 177*. 
Charles Mathieu Isidore Decaen, originaire de Caen, officier de l’armée de Napoléon, fut 
gouverneur ?? [voir son titre exact]  de l’Île de France de 1803 ?? à 18 ???. Tous ces papiers furent 
déposés à la bibliothèque municipale de Caen. Ils sont décrits, de façon plus ou moins détaillée, 
dans G. Lavalley, Catalogue des manuscrits de la bibliothèque municipale de Caen, Caen, 1880, pp. 
131-156. 
 Bien qu’elle recoupe en grande partie la série COL C4, cette documentation est 
particulièrement riche. Il inclut ainsi des documents originaux que l’on ne trouve pas dans COL C4, 
par exemple une correspondance diplomatique en arabe envoyée par l’imam de Mascate. Il faut 
noter que Decaen rassembla des mémoires très divers rédigés avant son arrivée sur l’île, 
principalement dans les années 1780. Ils décrivent l’état général de l’Île de France, exposent des 
projets autour de la traite, du négoce ou de l’amélioration de la colonie, et livrent des descriptions 
de zones de l’océan Indien fréquentés par les Français. Pour la période de l’administration de 
Decaen, outre la correspondance générale, de nombreux documents mentionnent des recensements 
d’esclaves, en particulier ceux qui furent achetés par les autorités. 
Citons par exemple les documents suivants, particulièrement pertinents : 
- volume 44 :  
- ff. 259-264 : sur la population 
 - f. 338 : recensement de l’an XIV 
- f. 340 : un recensement en 1808 
- f. 344 : un état des Noirs de l’Etat en l’an XIII 
- f. 357 : achat de Noirs par l’Etat de prairial an XII à prairial an XIII 
- f. 358 : « Noirs d’artillerie » 
- f. 405 : « Etat sommaire des esclaves de l’Etat au 1er janvier 1809 ». 
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- volume 94 :  
- ff.1-28 « Bâtiments arrivés à l’Isle de France depuis le 1er avril 1806 » (jusqu’au 25 avril 1809)  
- ff. 59-117 : « Rapports des bâtiments arrivés à l’île de France depuis le 1er avril 1806 ». 
 Ces deux listes mentionnent des expéditions négrières et permettent de compléter les 
déclarations d’arrivée que l’on trouve aux Mauritius National Archives. 
 
Lorient, Service Historique de la Défense – Département Marine 
 Le port de Lorient, base métropolitaine de la Compagnie des Indes, fut très étroitement lié 
à l’Île de France au XVIIIe siècle. Les archives du Service Historique de la Défense y sont riches, 
elles livrent surtout les armements des navires de la Compagnie, puis des armateurs privés de la 
ville jusqu’en 1790 (les archives des années postérieures à 1790 ayant été détruites). Le célèbre 
répertoire de Jean Mettas (Répertoire des expéditions négrières françaises au XVIIIe siècle. Tome 
II : ports autres que Nantes, Paris, Société Française d’Histoire d’Outre-Mer, 1984) en fait 
largement usage.  
Plus récemment, Jean-Yves Le Lan et Yves Banallec ont dressé, grâce à ce fond, la liste des navires 
ayant pratiqué la traite au départ de Lorient, avant puis après la suspension de la Compagnie (Y. 
Banallec et J.Y. Le Lan, « La compagnie des Indes et la traite des Noirs », in N. Dodille (dir.), Idées 
et représentations coloniales dans l’océan Indien, Paris, PUPS, 2009, pp. 33-55 et communication 
au colloque Traite, esclavage, et transition vers l’engagisme à l’île Maurice et aux Mascareignes, 
1715-1848, TJC/University of Mauritius, avril 2011). 
 
Bordeaux 
 Bordeaux fut le principal port lié à la traite dans l’océan Indien après la fin de la 
Compagnie des Indes. Les travaux d’Eric Saugera sur la traite bordelaise, particulièrement fouillés, 
sont extrêmement précieux sur la question. Ils livrent d’innombrables pistes de recherche 
archivistiques sur la période du XVIIIe siècle mais - fait beaucoup plus rare - également sur la 
reprise de la traite française qui suivit la paix d’Amiens en 1802. L’Île de France fut concernée de 
très près par ce mouvement et accueillit en 1802-1803 un nombre importants d’expéditions de 
traite lancées de métropole. On consultera donc les travaux suivants : 
E. Saugera, Bordeaux, port négrier XVIIe-XIXe siècles, Paris, Karthala, 1995 (rééd. 2002). 
 - « Pour une histoire de la traite française sous le Consulat et l’Empire », Revue Française 
d’Histoire d’Outre-Mer, 76, 282-283, 1989, pp. 203-229. 
 - « Les armements négriers français vers l’océan Indien sous le Consulat », in C. Wanquet 
et B. Jullien (dir.), Révolution française et océan Indien […], Saint-Denis et Paris, Université de la 
Réunion / L’Harmattan, 1996, pp. 103-112. 
 
  
Voici une brève sélection de quelques fonds utiles présents à Bordeaux : 
 
Archives Départementales de la Gironde 
On peut trouver en ligne les archives de l’amirauté de Guyenne (série 6B) : passeports et 
soumission, entrée et sortie des navires: http://archives.gironde.fr/lecture/6b.asp 
 
Le Guide des sources de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage et de leurs abolitions signale par 
ailleurs : 
- XXXXX(réf) 3 : Journal de traite du Duc d’Harcourt 1748-1751 (Bordeaux – Angola - Île de France) 
- U négociants dossier Letellier : traite de la Céline à Kilwa en 1795 (en partie publié dans L. 
Bergès, Terres d’esclaves, histoires de la traite, Afrique, Aquitaine, Amérique, Bordeaux, Archives 
Départementales de la Gironde, 2009, pp. 179-180). 
 
Archives Municipales de Bordeaux 
- Fonds Monneron : famille très active dans le commerce et la traite de l’Île de France. 
 
Nantes 
 Bien que Nantes fût de très loin le premier port négrier de France, les armateurs nantais se 
sont peu intéressés à l’Île de France et à la traite dans l’océan Indien.  
 
Archives Départementales de la Loire Atlantique 
- Fond Bourcard : divers navires de traite partis de Nantes, correspondance sur la traite à 
Madagascar et Mozambique. 
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- Série C : archives de la chambre de commerce de Nantes avant 1790. J.-M. Filliot signale trois 
dossiers (1716-1788). 
 
Archives Municipales de Nantes 
- Papiers de Coiron, négociant : sur des ventes d’esclaves à l’Île de France, Bourbon, Saint-
Domingue, 1790-1822. 
 
Marseille et Toulon 
Marseille arme un nombre assez important de navires négriers vers l’Afrique orientale à partir de 
1787, la plupart font escale à Port-Louis et, parfois, y débarque des esclaves. 
On consultera en priorité les travaux de Gilbert Buti :  
- « Marseille, port négrier au XVIIIe siècle ? », Cahiers des Anneaux de la Mémoire, 11, 2007, pp. 
162-178. 
- « Commerce honteux pour négociants vertueux à Marseille au XVIIIe siècle ? », Cahiers de 
l'histoire et des mémoires de la traite négrière, de l'esclavage et de leurs abolitions, Le Havre, 
2008, pp. 199-220. 
 On trouve quelques informations sur des armements négriers dans les fonds suivants : 
- Service Historique de la Défense – département Marine, Toulon : registres matricules et rôles 
d'équipage. 
- Archives de la Chambre de Commerce de Marseille-Provence : L. XVI, fonds Pierre Honoré Devoulx 
(1790-1802). 
 
Archives Départementales de la Réunion : Fonds de la Compagnie des Indes 
 Ce fond, particulièrement intéressant, est bien décrit dans les ouvrages suivants : 
- A. Toussaint, La route des îles, pp. 152-156. 
- Guide des sources de la traite négrière, de l’esclavage et de leurs abolitions, pp. 320-322. 
- J-M. Filliot (p. 236) signale que l’inventaire établi par A. Lougnon est excellent. 
 
Les archives départementales contiennent également une importante collection de périodiques des 
Mascareignes antérieurs à 1848. 
 
La Rochelle 
Bien que la Rochelle soit le second port négrier français en nombre de voyages, les Rochelais n’ont 
quasiment pas armé pour l’océan Indien, et en particulier pour la traite.  
Les investigations conduites par T. Vernet ont confirmé le nombre extrêmement restreint de 
voyages. 
 
Archives Municipales de La Rochelle* 
- EEARCHANC 43. (EE Marine, ms. 277), « Navire ‘La Créole’. Pièces y relatives établies par 
Crassous de Médeuil capitaine en 1er et armateur » : traite à Kilwa du navire la Créole, cap. J. 
Crassous de Médeuil, 1783. 
- EEARCHANC 47 (EE Marine, ms. 281) : papiers du navire négrier le Pactole (cap. J. Crassous de 
Médeuil), naufragé en 1789, puis récit du naufrage du Don Royal. 
 
Archives Départementales de la Charente-Maritime* 
Il existe de bons inventaires. Des investigations dans les séries et documents susceptibles de 
concerner la traite en lien avec l’Île de France n’ont pas relevé d’expéditions.  
Il serait cependant nécessaire de parcourir intégralement les archives de l’amirauté de La Rochelle, 
qui sont en ligne. Mais il est extrêmement peu probable d’y trouver mention de cargaisons 
d’esclaves dans l’océan Indien : 
http://bd.archivescanadafrance.org/acf/doc.xsp?id=FRAD017_000000001_d0e50&fmt=tab&from=pr
oviders 
 
Conclusion  
Cette liste n’est pas exhaustive.  Il faut consulter le guide, Filliot, et les divers travaux liés au 
négoce et aux commerce négrier des divers ports français, ainsi que Saugera sur la période du 
Consulat. La tâche n’est pas finie : ce n’est qu’un bref aperçu ! Nous espérons qu’il encouragera les 
chercheurs à s’emparer de cette documentation considération pour faire toute la lumière sur la 
traite liée à l’Île de France et la pratique de l’esclavage dans la colonie. 
`  
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COTE  DESCRIPTIF 

COL C4‐1 
1714‐1732 
Correspondance 
générale MM De 
Nyon, Dumas, de 
Maupin, Gouverneurs 
 

 Lettre de M. de Nyon, gouverneur de l’Île de France à M. de Heauville, lieutenant du 
Roi dans la même  Île et réponses de celui‐ci 1722‐1723 
 Lettre de M. de Nyon du 04 Novembre 1722 
 « Le 11 septembre, le vaisseau Le Ruby‐ Capitaine le Sieur Grenier a mouillé en 
rade » : expédition pour la traite des noirs de Madagascar pour laquelle il est parti le 7 
Octobre 

 Lettres de M. de Nyon, gouverneur, du 22 septembre et 4 décembre 1724 
 « 50 noirs marron ont déclaré la guerre au Port Louis du nord ouest avec effusion de 
sang dans la nuit du 27 au 28 avril. »  

 Etats des employés de la Compagnie pour les comptoirs de l’Inde 1727 (papier 
provenant de M. Des Boisclairs, capitaine des vaisseaux de la Compagnie des Indes) 
 Article du 2 Juin 1726 à l’égard de 3 nègres pris pour détachement : « tous les noirs 
marron qui seront pris en vie pour détachement lui appartiendront et si les noirs sont 
tués dans la poursuite, la Compagnie paie 100 livres par main gauche de noir qui sera 
rapportée » 

 Lettres de la Compagnie des Indes à M. Maupin, gouverneur de l’Île de France et au 
Conseil de la dite  Île (5 extraits) 1729 
  25 septembre 1729 Lettre de la Compagnie au sieur Maupin sur la distribution des 
noirs aux habitants  

 M. Jonchée de la Goletrie (Projet pour l’établissement de l’Île de France donné à la 
Compagnie des Indes), lettre du 26 Avril 1729 
 Article 6 à l’égard des noirs marron : « lorsqu’il y aura 60 soldats dans les ports, on 
peut avoir 2 détachements dans le bois, un dans chaque port, c’est le moyen de les 
contenir et empêcher d’aller au marronnage » 

 1730 Ordonnance du conseil 
 Sur le pouvoir de juger les noirs ou criminels. Ordonnance du 29 avril contre le 
nommé Antoine, esclave de Charles Pignolet condamné à être pendu 

 1730 Mémoire concernant le gouverneur M. de Maupin 
 Article 20 –mention de l’esclave de Charles Pignolet qui a volé 1 fusil à poudre et 6  
balles à son maitre 

 1732 Le conseil supérieur de Bourbon (affaire relative au libellé de M Teinturier de 
Gennicourt) 
 Sur les esclaves achetés à Madagascar 

 1732 Requêtes au Roi par M Teinturier de Gennicourt, habitant de l’Île de France 
 Fournir aux habitants des noirs en quantité suffisantes au moins au nombre de 12 à 
15 maniant haches, en égard à la quantité de bois dont l’Île est entièrement recouverte 
  Achetés 100 livres par tête 
 Les tirer de Madagascar plutôt que de Guinée car ceux de Madagascar sont meilleurs 
ouvriers, plus intelligents. Les noirs de Guinée ont tendance au marronnage et à la 
perfidie. 
 La compagnie a aussi fournit des noirs de l’Inde 3 à 4 piastres d’achat et 1 piastre de 
nourriture pour le transport 
 Il faut empêcher la compagnie de garder les meilleurs noirs au détriment des 
habitants de la colonie 

COL C4‐2 
1733‐1737 
Correspondances 
générales  MM. de 
Maupin, de La 
Bourdonnais, 
Gouverneurs  

 1733 M de Maupin, gouverneur, lettre du 19 Mars à M. de Cossigny : détails sur les 
travaux, etc. … affaires de soldats  plus 2 lettres du 4 février 

 Nécessité d’esclaves pour la construction 
 Les soldats serviront à faire des battues contre les noirs marron 

 1734 M Mahé de la Bourdonnais, gouverneur 

 Extrait des ordres particuliers donnés à M. de la Bourdonnais : construction d’un 
hôpital pour éviter que blancs et noirs ne soient confondus ‐«  construire deux salles, 
l’une pour mettre les noirs et l’autre pour les malabars indiens avec vue grande cour, le 
tout construit en pierre » 
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   1735 Le conseil supérieur de l’Île de France 

 Règlement du conseil supérieur touchant les habitants l’Île de France 

 Article 8 : tarif du louage des noirs fixé à 15 piastres. 
 Article 12 : faire venir des noirs de l’Inde‐ paiement de 200 piastres pour chaque à la 
compagnie pour nourriture et transport 

 Article 13 : sur le maïs et la nourriture des noirs des habitants 

 Article 15 : corvées dues à la Compagnie pour ses travaux : acquittement annuel de 2 
journées par tête de noir au dessus de l’âge de 14 ans‐ recensement pour contrôler 

 Article 18 : sur les noirs pris à la Compagnie par les habitants 

COL C4‐3 
1738‐1739 
Correspondances 
générales  M. de La 
Bourdonnais, 
Gouverneur 

 1738 M. de la Bourdonnais, gouverneur général 

 Détail de tout ce qui s’est passé dans l’Île dans le courant de l’année 1737 
 Utilisation des noirs élevés à être charpentiers, calfats, forgerons, pour la 
construction 

 1738  M. de Cossigny, ingénieur 

 Concernant le bois 
 Utilisation de 2 noirs avec scie à l’anglaise pour faire par jour  90 pièces  de planches 

 1739 Mahé de la Bourdonnais, gouverneur général 

 Article 17 : « les corvées de noirs exigées sans trop de violences » ne doivent plus 
durer 

 Article 18 : faire venir annuellement 100 noirs de Pondichéry et Chandernagor pour 
être vendus aux  Îles  sur demande des habitants‐ 100 piastres pour leur introduction 
dans l’Île 

 Lettre du 20 novembre 1739 
 Vaisseau le Mozambique est arrivé avec 360 noirs dont 260 morts 
 Comment chasser les noirs marron en utilisant des noirs fidèles 

   1739 M. de Cossigny, ingénieur 

 Projet de conduire à la Loge l’eau de la Grande Rivière‐ recours aux noirs 
 Des Noirs du Sénégal arriveront à bord du vaisseau Fleury 

   1739 Extrait du registre des délibérations du Conseil Supérieur de l’Île de France 

 Article 36 : attaques des noirs marron 

 Article 42 : noirs indiens pris à voler 
 Copies de pièces reçues de Pondichéry au sujet du naufrage de la Subtile commandée 
par M. Champlores, parti de l’Île de France le 18 octobre pour venir à Madagascar 
charger du riz et prendre 180 noirs  

   1738 Fourniture de chaux pour l’Île de France 

 Utilisation de noirs ‐  détail des dépenses : paiement pour vente de 10 noirs à 200 
piastres pièce 

COL C4‐4 
1740‐1745 
Correspondances 
générales  M. de La 
Bourdonnais, 
Gouverneur 
 

 1740 Mahé de la Bourdonnais 

 Navigation, traite et commerce : liste des bateaux partis en traite 
 Duc D’Anjou‐ commandant Dezert‐ revint le 22 Juin de Madagascar‐ 114 esclaves 
 L’Aigle‐ 9 juillet‐ Madagascar‐ commandé par le Sieur La Baum‐ 70 esclaves 
 La Paix‐ côte est de Madagascar le 9 Juillet‐ 123 esclaves 
 La Subtile‐naufrage) commandée par M. de Champlorel‐ 190 esclaves‐ à Mangaëls 
 Le Fulvy – arrivé le 21 Octobre‐ 362 esclaves vivants dont 6 enfants sur 625 traités 
 La Légère, commandée par le Sieur Gautier‐ 17 février‐ Baie d’Antongil‐Madagascar)‐
ordre de traiter des bestiaux et des esclaves 

 Note sur les noirs marron dont le plus dangereux est le second chef Sans Soucy 

 Etat des esclaves de la Compagnie 
 Les noirs Yolof, Bambara et Guinée sont beaucoup plus robustes 

 Affaires de justice impliquant des noirs 
 « Négresse incendiaire pendue » 
 « Deux négresses indiennes ont donné du poison à la Dame Dacqueville, leur 
maîtresse » 
 « Second chef des noirs marrons Sans Soucy, roué et brûlé vif ; une négresse de sa 
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bande fut pendue le même jour et deux autres fustigés »

 Affaires générales 
 Lettre du 3 février 1740‐ le Héron‐parti en traite à Madagascar le 28 septembre‐ 
retour le 2 janvier‐ 30 esclaves et 2 enfants 

 1740 Instructions pour M. St Martin  

 Chapitre 12 : Les troupes 
 Article 3  sur le détachement de  « 24 noirs fidèles choisis pour aller dans les bois à la 
poursuite des noirs marron » 

   Lettre du 13 Avril 1745‐ ? 
 « Les noirs de Guinée, qui par un esprit de corps sont pourpoint au marronnage, se 
font meilleurs que les autres » 
 La Compagnie forme des noirs dans l’escadre 
 « Les noirs malgaches et Mozambique se vendent couramment 200 piastres ; 
qu’auparavant un noir de Guinée vaut bien 250 piastres » 
 Offre de noirs à la Compagnie 

   

 1745 Délibération du Conseil 
 Proposition à M. de la Bourdonnais de prendre des noirs des habitants le nombre 
nécessaire pour compléter avec ceux qui lui sont adressés avec la Favorite, « l’on pourra 
prendre de la Compagnie le nombre de 500 ou environ pour embarquer sur l’Escadre » 
[...]‐ tarifs des loyers 

COL C4‐5 
1746‐1748 
Correspondances 
générales M. David, 
Gouverneur 

 Correspondances avec l’Isle Bourbon 

 Lettre du 27 Janvier 1746, M. Deballade sur le vaisseau Le Sumatra – traite au 
Mozambique 

 Tarifs des noirs  
 1747 Affaire de M. Meygnier, chirurgien‐major, propriétaire d’un marais à sel à l’Isle 
de France 

 Lettre au Conseil Supérieur de l’Île de France 
 Emploi des noirs, formés à faire le sel et à cultiver la saline 

 1748 M. de Rostaing, commandant la Frégate La Favorite 

 Lettre du 25 Mars 1748 au Conseil 
 corvées des noirs pour les fortifications de l’Île et dédommagement 

 Récapitulation de toutes les entreprises faites à l’Isle de France avant l’arrivée de M. 
David et des règlements, 30 septembre 1748 

 Médicaments et nourriture des esclaves, entreprise du sieur de Marsac , 30 juin 1742 

 Règlement sur le droit d’entrée des noirs,  31 Décembre 1738 

 Règlement pour la distribution des noirs, 17 Avril 1739 

 Règlements au sujet de la traite de Mozambique, 11 Juin 1738 

 Concernant la vente et introduction des esclaves, 13 Juin 1731‐ 11 Septembre 1733‐2 
Juillet 1740‐ 16 Mars 1741 

 La répartition et décharge des noirs, 21 Juillet 1736‐ 31 Décembre 1739 

 Gratification des officiers pour la traite des noirs et bestiaux 
COL C4‐6‐1 
1749‐1750 
Correspondances 
générales, M. David, 
Gouverneur 

 1749 M. David, gouverneur général 

 Lettre du 27 Janvier 1749 
 Arrivée du Sumatra de Madagascar le 27 avec quelques esclaves 
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COL C4‐6‐2 
1749‐1750 
Correspondances 
générales, M. David, 
Gouverneur 

  1750 M. David, gouverneur 

 Instructions pour le sieur Gosse, allant en traite à Foulpointe ‐ Madagascar 
 Achat de « noirs mâles de 10 à 20 ans et des négresses de 10 à 14 ans » 

 Lettre du 8 novembre 1750 : tout ce qui se passe sur l’Île depuis le 17 juin 1750 
 Le 10 juin‐ La Princesse est expédiée à Madagascar et au Mozambique pour 
chargement en noirs 
 Construction d’un hôpital pour noir à Moka « Lieautaud » 
 Les noirs employés à la culture de l’Indigo –M. de Rostaing 

 Lettre du 8 novembre 1750 
 « Pour compléter la quantité de 150 noirs de Guinée‐accordée par la Délibération du 
27 Février 1749, il a été débité la somme de 25569 monnaye des Îles, pour valeur de 103 
noirs  […]» 

   1750 Conseil supérieur aux directeurs de la Compagnie des Indes 
 Le 25 mai‐ L’Hercule‐ cargaison de 500 noirs dont 353 arrivés vivants 
 Le 7 du mois‐ Le Bristol venant du Sénégal‐ 350 noirs dont 267 vivants 
 Le 3 du mois suivant‐Le chevalier marin, capitaine Sieur Pintauls‐ cargaison au 
Sénégal de 240 noirs dont 169 arrivés vivants 

   1750 Mémoires divers 

 M. Lenormand, habitant de l’Île, antérieur à 1766 
 Sur comment favoriser la destruction des noirs marron 

 Réflexions anonymes pour l’intérêt de la Compagnie des Indes au sujet des Isle de 
France et de Bourbon 
 Nécessité de faire traiter des noirs de Madagascar, Mozambique, Inde, Guinée pour 
la Compagnie 
 Utilisation des esclaves pour la construction des angards : « 40 à 50 esclaves pour 
mettre 5 à 6 milliers de café en coque au soleil prend plus de 2h » 

COL C4‐7‐1 
1751‐1753 
Correspondances 
générales, MM David, 
de Lozier Bouvet, 
Gouverneurs 

 1751 Extrait d’un mémoire dur les fortifications de l’Île, par le Maréchal de Saxe 

 Grand objet de dépense : quantité de noirs nécessaires ; Il faut prendre des Noirs à 
Madagascar pour économiser. 

 1752 M. David, gouverneur général 

 Réponse de M .David au mémoire présenté à la Compagnie d’au mois d’août  1752 
ayant pour titre « Réflexions sur l’Île de France » 
 Dépenses en noirs‐frais achat et transport de 1100 noirs du Sénégal du 30 juin 1748 
au 1er Juillet  1749 
 Traite de noirs à Goa‐ vaisseau le Dargenson en 1751 

COL C4‐7‐2 
1751‐1753 
Correspondances 
générales David, de 
Lozier Bouvet, 
Gouverneurs 

 1753 M. De Lozier Bouvet, gouverneur général 

 Lettre du 21 Janvier 1753 concernant la destruction des noirs marron  
 « Une compagnie d’infanterie de 86 hommes non compris les officiers à hauts cols, 
pour être employée à la destruction des noirs marron » 
 Les noirs marron sont un des plus grands fléaux dans toutes les colonies 

 Instructions à M de la Bourdonnais du 11 Octobre 1734 

 30 Avril 1753 concernant la relâche du Maréchal de Saxe et autres vaisseaux dont : 
 La Glorieuse‐ venant de Mozambique en direction de Quérimbe 

 31 octobre 1753 Mémoire 
 Article 1 sur la nécessité de noirs dans les deux îles 
  « La Compagnie sait à présent de M. Dupleix et de M. Louet ce qu’on peut attendre 
de noirs de nos comptoirs de l’Inde, ainsi que de Goa et de Mozambique. La traite à 
Madagascar, incertaine, donne à présent moins que jamais » les vaisseaux à Foulpointe 
n’ont ramené que peu d’esclaves  depuis fin Avril à Octobre. 
 « Les malgaches sont  toujours dangereux à l’Île de France : on peut les faire passer à 
Bourbon où ils le sont moins » 
 « nous avons aux îles Quérimbe deux bâtiments à suivre un commerce ouvert par M. 
David » 
 Il est important d’avoir des noirs du Sénégal dans la marine des deux îles car ils 
peuvent suppléer aux matelots, calfats d’Europe, charpentiers et aux lascars de l’Inde. 
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ne peuvent être suppléés par aucun autre noir
 Préférence des noirs en général pour le service de la Compagnie car un salaire est 
versé aux commandeurs et à quelques noirs ouvriers.  
 Les officiers de la Compagnie apportent des noirs de Madagascar en fraude 
 Article 2 sur la gratification accordée aux officiers qui vont en traite à Madagascar 
 Article 3 sur les esclaves pris à loyer par la compagnie 
 Article 4 sur les noirs marron 
 Articles 5 sur les travaux et ouvriers blancs et noirs 

   Le Conseil Supérieur 1753 

  Extrait des ouvrages faits à l’Île de France depuis le mois de juillet 1753 par M. de 
Cossigny 
 Envoi à M. de Rostaing de 50 esclaves‐ tailleurs de pierres, maçons, charpentiers, 
pour la construction d’un fourneau pour la fonte 
 Journées d’ouvriers et d’esclaves  employés à la Loge, à la Grande Rivière, à la 
provision du fourrage, à la réparation du chemin venant de la Montagne Longue 

   1753 M. L’abbé de la Tour‐projet concernant les îles de France et Bourbon 

 Le commerce des noirs à la côte africaine est nécessaire : grande disette de noirs 
 Moyens de réussir ce commerce : demander au royaume du Portugal de permettre le 
commerce au Mozambique 
 Projet d’établissements sur cette côte 

   1753 Mémoire concernant les îles de France et de Bourbon 

 Distinction par classes de noirs, tarifs pour chaque espèce : 
 De Guinée‐ toute la côte occidentale d’Afrique 
 De Mozambique‐ toute la côte orientale d’Afrique, d’Abyssinie, d’Egypte, depuis la 
côte de Bonne espérance jusqu’au port de Suez 
 De Madagascar 
 Indiens traités à la côte Malabar et à l’est du cap Comorin 

COL C4‐8‐1 
1754 
Correspondances 
générales M.de Lozier 
Bouvet, Gouverneur 
 

 Lettre du 1er Mars de la Compagnie à l’occasion du mariage des employés, sur le 
terme « créole » 
 Concerne à l’île de France les « filles métisses provenant d’un sang noir meslé avec le 
blanc et non les filles nées de blancs et de blancs » 

 1754 Le Conseil Supérieur 

 12 janvier 1754 sur la suppression de la  gratification sur la traite des noirs proposée 
par M. David pour les employés de l’Île 

 12 Mars : retour de la Glorieuse partie pour aller en traite à  Quérimbe le 15 
septembre, revenue le 8 présent mois‐ capitaine sieur L’Esquelen‐ traite de 33 noirs  et 
69 noirs à Madagascar. 99 esclaves vivants. 

 1754 M. de Cossigny 

 La Frégate la Pierre est arrivée le 8 septembre  de Foulpointe chargée de 2 esclaves 

 12 Mars : retour de la Glorieuse de Quérimbe qu’avec 33 noirs car les portugais sont 
occupés à bâtir une citadelle pour empêcher les étrangers d’y venir commercer 

COL C4‐8‐2 
1754 
Correspondances 
générales M.de Lozier 
Bouvet, Gouverneur 
 

 Courtes réflexions sur le marché entre le sieur Vigoureux et la Compagnie, arrêté par 
le Conseil Supérieur le 24 Octobre 1753 
 Sur la perte des noirs due aux travaux de la Compagnie  

 Etat des fournitures que le sieur Vigoureux a faite à la compagnie en septembre et 
Octobre 1753 en conséquence de son marché accepté par le Conseil Supérieur le 24 
Août de la même année‐ 589 esclaves vivants. 

 Ecrits entre  le Conseil et M. Cossigny – Lettres relatives du Conseil à la Compagnie 
 Lettre du 11 mars 1754 de M. Cossigny « Les esclaves arrivés du Bengale et de 
Mozambique et de Madagascar, quoique modique en quantité me donnent lieu de les 
demander tous pour être appliqués aux travaux dont je suis chargé » 



VOL 4 : PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVERY INVENTORY 

Truth and Justice Commission  105 

   1754 M. David, ex‐gouverneur général‐Mémoire justificatif 

 Extraits de diverses lettres écrites par la Compagnie à M. David pendant sa régie au 
Sénégal 
 Du 15 Octobre 1740‐ traite de plus  500 noirs en Gambie 

 Tableau d’un atelier pour l’exploitation de bois 
 L’exploitation occupe journellement 136 noirs 
 Etat des frais pour 136 noirs‐nourriture, vêtements.. 

COL C4‐9‐1 
1755‐1757 
Correspondances 
générales  

 1755 Gouverneurs M. de Lozier Bouvet 

 Lettre du 07 Octobre 1755 
 La Ville Pix, destinée pour Ste Marie de Madagascar ira d’abord à Foulpointe pour 
ramener des noirs 

 1755 Le Conseil Supérieur 

 Le 24 Octobre 1755 
 Le vaisseau du Sieur Vigoureux a traité 53 esclaves à Madagascar 

 1756 M. Magon, gouverneur 

 Journal de M. Magon depuis le 2 décembre 1755 jusqu’au 24 Juin 1756 
 Noirs introduits en fraude pour les particuliers 
 Recensement des noirs de la compagnie 
 31 Octobre‐ arrivée de la Pierre de Foulpointe  avec 95 noirs. 12 noirs ont été mis sur 
l’entreprise des bois au port du sud est, 30 envoyés à Bourbon et le reste vendus aux 
habitants 
 2 Novembre‐ les noirs loués des sieurs Vigoureux et de 3 autres ont été reçus au 
nombre de 470 

COL C4‐9‐2 
1755‐1757 
Correspondances 
générales 

 1756 M. de Candos 

 20 Février 1756‐ recrutement des noirs de la Compagnie 

   1756 M. Magon, gouverneur 

 Suite du journal de M. Magon à partir d’Avril 
 Toutes les arrivées et départs de vaisseau survenus dans l’année 

COL C4‐10 
1758 
Correspondances 
générales 
M. Magon, 
Gouverneur 

 1758 M. Magon, gouverneur 

 Journal 
 4 octobre 1757‐Mouillage du Nécessaire à Foulpointe‐ sieur Duverger‐ n’apporte que 
quelques noirs malades 
 6 octobre 1757‐53 noirs venus pour le compte de la Compagnie sur a Fière et sur le 
Nécessaire. Confiscation de 5 noirs car ils avaient été embarqués en fraude 
 16 Octobre‐ a fait vendre à l’encan, le petit nombre d’esclaves venus par la Fière et le 
Nécessaire car impossibilité de les soigner et pure perte pour la Compagnie 

 Lettre du 21 septembre 1758 
 Le 13 juillet, la Pénélope est arrivée de Foulpointe avec 265 noirs en cargaison et 39 en 
fraude qui ont été confisqués au profit de la Compagnie. Une centaine des  plus 
« beaux » ont été placés sur le vaisseau le Centaure le 1er Aout, parti pour l’Inde en 
passant par Bourbon 

   1758 Lettres au Conseil Supérieur 
 Lettre du 21 septembre 1758 de M. Magon 
 Le 28 mai, le St Charles est arrivés de Foulpointe chargé de 212 esclaves. Les plus 
beaux ont été choisis pour les travaux de la Compagnie et le reste distribués aux colons 
 La Pénélope est à Foulpointe, la traite est commencée et ramènera 300 noirs 
 La gaulette le St Benoist est arrivée de Ste Marie le 30 mai avec 3 esclaves 
 Le 29, le Cigne, prise anglaise de M. Daché, est arrivé de Madagascar avec 54 noirs qu’il 
a traités à Ambaniam 
 Le 5 juillet, le vaisseau la Clotilde‐ armateur sieur Vigoureux‐ est arrivé avec 116 noirs 
de Tamatave 
 La Pénélope est arrivée de Foulpointe le 13 avec 265 noirs de cargaison. 39 ont été 
confisqués pour la Compagnie 
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 Le 24 Aout, le vaisseau le St Charles est arrivé de Foulpointe avec 262 esclaves mais 
213 dans le plus triste état 
 Le 24 Aout, le Ruby est arrivé, armé par des particuliers de l’Inde‐ traite à Madagascar‐ 
300 noirs 
 Noirs traités à Madagascar‐ les meilleurs pour la Compagnie et le reste pour les 
habitations à raison de 400 piastres le noir c'est‐à‐dire 60 piastres en sus du prix 
d’autrefois 

   Lettre du 21 Septembre 1758 de M. Magon 
 Le 28 mai, le St Charles est arrivé à Foulpointe avec 212 esclaves 
 Le 29 juin la corvette le Cigne, prise anglaise, est rentrée avec 54 noirs 
 Le 5 juillet la Pénélope est rentrée de Foulpointe avec 265 noirs plus près de 40 en 
fraude que M. Le Fourniaudau  a fait confisquer 

   1758 M. Mondion, commissaire de la Marine à la suite de l’escadre des Indes 

 Recensement des gens qui prennent leurs vivres dans les magasins de la Compagnie 
 Ne sont pas compris les noirs, femmes et enfants des habitants : au nombre de 6443 et 
les noirs de la Compagnie : 2651 

   1758 M. Dagan conseillé 

 Lettre au Conseil Supérieur du 18 aout 1758 
 Mentionne 20 esclaves Mozambique de Demoiselle G Îlette Robin, habitation Duplessis 

COL C4‐11 
1759 
Correspondances 
générales, M. Magon,  
Gouverneur 
 

 Réponse de M. Gosse à la lettre et au mémoire de M. Magon, 10 Juin 1759 

 La petite quantité de noirs pour la pesée et l’emplissage des sacs  de blé occasionne 
une lenteur 

 Lettre de M. Cossigny concernant les fortifications 

 « le grand port n’était pas fortifié comme il devrait l’être » […] car « avoir tenu un 
trop grand nombre d’esclaves au Réduit sur ordre du Sieur Aublet au lieu d’en avoir 
envoyé une centaine au Sieur Desny » 

COL C4‐12‐1 
1760 
Journal de M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur, à 
commencer du 28 
mai 1759 jusqu’au 1er 
octobre inclus 
 
 
 

 15 Octobre 1759 
 La frégate La Gloire, arrive de Madagascar avec 86 noirs‐ M. Laval, commandant 

 4 Novembre 1759 

 Les noirs venus par la frégate La Gloire ont été distribués en vendus  à différents 
habitants et particuliers, suivant l’ordre de répartition du 19 Octobre signé de M. Magon

 10 Novembre 1759 

 Visite de l’hôpital avec M. Candos, conseiller inspecteur : fixation de la quantité de 
noirs et négresses que le service des malades demande d’y acheter et demande de 
répartition 

 28 noirs de la Maréchaussée : non suffisant pour les détachements qu’exigent les 
fréquentes incursions des noirs marrons‐ augmentation au nombre de 50 avec 
fourniture d’un pistolet et mousqueton‐préférable au fusil pour couvrir les bois 

 11 novembre 1759 

 Partage des noirs de la Marine en 3 classes pour servir à la défense de l’Île: 
‐ Noirs fusiliers : les plus surs en les plus fidèles 
‐ Noirs lanciers en lesquels on ne peut accorder qu’une médiocre confiance 
‐ Noirs pionniers, dont on ne peut tirer aucune autre forme de service 

   13 Novembre 1759 

 Revue de tous les noirs de la Compagnie attachés aux travaux de la terre, dont  la 
distribution pour  la Défense de l’Île sera la même que celle des noirs de la Marine 

   23 Novembre 1759 

 Le St Luc, donné par la Compagnie à M. Vigoureux est parti pour faire une traite de 
noir à Mozambique 

   8 Janvier 1760 
 Le Cygne, petit bâtiment particulier appartenant au sieur Frichot arrive de 
Madagascar avec une modique traite de noirs qu’il y a faite pour le compte de 
l’armateur.   

   Etat de la consommation par mois, juin 1760 

 Pour 1850 noirs et négresses : mahis 110 000 
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   7 Juillet 1760 
 M. Candos, conseiller commandant Port du sud‐est fait part de la disette absolue de 
vivres pour les noirs de la Compagnie travaillant aux fortifications de ce port 

COL C4‐12‐2   Etat de la consommation par mois par personne, juin 1760 

 Pour 1850 noirs et négresses de Compagnie : mahis 110 000  

   Réponse à la lettre de M. le Comte D’Aché au Conseil en date du 2 Aout 

 227 noirs dans les vaisseaux de l’escadre et dans ceux de Chine 
 Les équipages des vaisseaux ont été complétés l’an passé « des noirs, tant ici que de 
Madagascar  [...] ces noirs sont bien braves » 
 

   Lettre de M. Moudion à Mrs Les Syndics et Directeurs  de la Compagnie des Indes,  20 
décembre 1760 

 Manque de vivres 

 « à la fin de ce mois plus de ris pour les noirs, malabares et même pour les blancs à qui 
on en fournit » 

COL –C4‐13 
1761 
Correspondances 
générales, M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur 
 

 Journal de M. Desforges Boucher 

 10 Novembre 1761 

 «  Le S. Guintin amène  du port avec une compagnie de ses noirs chargée de parcourir 
la côte de tout l’intérieur du port pour veiller aux mouvements de ses ennemis … » 

 17 Mai 1762 

 L’Aventure, appartenant au Sieur Panon arrive de Madagascar avec une soixantaine de 
noirs 

 1er Aout 1762 
 L’Aventure, appartenant au S. Panon arrive de Madagascar avec une trentaine de noirs 

   Lettre du 4 septembre 1761 

 « M. D’Estaing nous a amené 89 chinois, 33 cipayes, 33 topaze et quelques esclaves 
de caste malaye et autres ;[…] les malay et autres esclaves ont été vendu à l’encan au 
profit de la Compagnie. Des 216 noirs appartenant à la Compagnie lesquels avaient été 
embarqués sur le Condé et l’Expédition, il n’en est revenu que 118 [...] nous avons 
seulement fait mettre sur les travaux les invalides et autres hors d’état d’être à la chasse 
aux marrons » 
 

   Lettre du 14 Mars 1761 des Syndics et Directeurs de la Compagnie des Indes 

 «  vous annoncez à la Compagnie par votre lettre du 12 l’Etat des esclaves employés 
aux divers travaux de l’Isle de France [….] l’état « ne contient que  le nom des noirs et les 
distinctions de sexe sans aucune désignation des vieux, ni  des jeunes,  ni e genre de 
travail auquel ils sont occupés … » 

 Sur les loyers des noirs 
   Extrait de la lettre par apostille du Conseil Supérieur de l’Île de France du 4 Septembre 

1761 répondant à celles de la Compagnie depuis Janvier 1760 jusqu’au 21 Mars 1761 

 Article 2 : « il n’est pas de l’intérêt de la Compagnie de diviser les noirs par brigade 
[…]« la Compagnie a reçu le recensement général des noirs qui lui appartiennent »‐total 
de 2021 

 Nègres et négresses de Guinée, Mozambique, Malgaches, Américains, Ma…‐?, Créoles, 
Indiens, et Manilles : 878 

 Enfants de moins de 14 ans : 48 

 Enfants plus jeunes qui ne servent pas encore : 191 
 Au port S.E : 329 
 A la Marine : 552 

 Article 29 : « suivant le recensement de 1761, il y a sur les forges  de M. de Rostaing 
645 noirs et 40 blancs» 

   «  les noirs de Foulpointe ont refusé de (? Illisible) à la baie d’Antongil à M. de Laval 

   Journal de Desforges Boucher 
 Mardi 7 Mars 1761 
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 « On a roué  un noir ce matin de la nation Yolof […] »

 Du Vendredi  saint  9 Avril au mardi 13 Avril 
 « il y a dans le quartier de Moka  la moitié de blancs et encore plus de noirs qui ne‐ ? 
pas la messe même le jour de Pâques.il n’y a que 3 paroisses dans une  Île qui  a 40 
lieues de tour et des distances fort éloignées » 

   Lettres de divers 
  Lettre du Conseil Supérieur du 4 Septembre 1761 
 Article 1 : Le 19 décembre 1760, le St Antoine, bâtiment portugais était entré dans le 
port venant de Mozambique avec des noirs traités pour le compte de M. Vigoureux 
 Article 18 : M. d’Estaing avait amené 89 chinois ou chinoises, 33 cipayes, 33 topazes et 
quelques autres esclaves. Les chinois sollicitaient sans cesse pour s’en aller ; les cipayes 
et les topazes faisaient le service ; les malais ou autres esclaves avaient été vendus à 
l’encan au profit de la compagnie. Des 216 noirs de la compagnie embarqués avec M. 
d’Estaing, il n’en est revenu que 115. 
 Article 32 : Le 6 juillet était arrivé un vaisseau portugais nommé Jésus Maria Joseph 
avec 210 noirs de Mozambique. 

COL –C4‐14‐1 
1762 
Correspondances 
générales, M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur 

 Lettre au Conseil Supérieur, 31 Décembre 1762 
 Lettre des Syndics et des Directeurs de la Compagnie des Indes au Conseil Supérieur 

de l’Isle de France du 31 décembre 1762 pour exiger des éclaircissements sur 
l’énorme quantité de lettres de change que le Conseil a tiré sur le caissier de la 
Compagnie depuis le 1er mai 1761 (pp. 2‐137). 

 Le Sr. Voix écrivain de la Compagnie prétend justifier que l’origine de ses lettres de 
change est légitime par la valeur qu’il a fourni est celle des noirs de ports permis à lui 
allouer dans les divers voyages qu’il a fait à Madagascar ; qu’il a donné ces noirs a 
louer et les a vendus ensuite (p. 50). 

 Selon les recherches de la Compagnie, le Sr. Voix n’a pu faire que  deux voyages à 
Madagascar sur le Dargenson et s’il a traité des noirs, c’est en fraude (p. 51). 

 La Compagnie demande pourquoi le Conseil accorde‐t‐il des ports permis en esclaves 
apar dangereux pour ces officiers en ce que ces esclaves avaient  toujours à faire et ne 
supportent  jamais la mortalité de ceux embarqués pour le compte de la Compagnie 
(pp. 65‐66). 

  
   18 janvier 1762 

 Lettre de M. Desforges Boucher du 18 janvier 1762. Le vaisseau de guerre Le 
Fortuné et la frégate La Silphide expédiés le 26 juillet  à Ceylan et à l’embouchure du 
Gange pour ramener une cargaison de blé, riz et autre ration comestible pour la 
subsistance de l’Île mais la Silphide ayant eu un problème de navigation et risquant 
de couler, le capitaine du Fortuné l’escorta jusqu’à Rodrigue où ils rencontrèrent 
une escadre anglaise (pp. 140‐141). 

 Le Batave expédié de Batavia par M. de Cossigny apporta une cargaison de riz et de 
sucre en décembre 1761 (p. 143). 

 Arrivée de La Silhouette  qui a fait une traite de riz à la Baye Antongil est arrivée le 
25 septembre avec du riz et du salé : ce bâtiment a ramené l’équipage de la flûte 
L’Ut Île qui a péri sur l’Isle aux Sables proche de Madagascar (p. 145). 

 Le Gange a fait deux traites de bœufs au Fort Dauphin dont la moitié sont morts 
dans la traversée (p.145.). 

 Le Rubi envoyé au Fort Dauphin pour y prendre les salaisons que M. de la Fontaine 
devait y faire,  n’en a rapporté qu’une trentaine de milliers de bœufs salés : la 
guerre qui est allumée entre les gens du pays ne lui ayant pas permis d’en faire 
davantage (p. 145).   

 M. Bouvet envoie le secours de blé de Bourbon (p. 146). 

 Les Princes de la Côte de Coromandel sont révoltés de la domination des Anglais et 
désirent tous de voir arborer le pavillon français sur leur côte (pp. 149‐150). 

 La frégate la Gloire  a péri dans le nord de la Baye d’Antongil ayant 400 milliers de 
riz (p. 151.) 

 Détails sur la force de l’escadre anglaise arrivée par division à l’Île Rodrigue le 19 
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juillet 1761 (p. 152).
 Extrait de la lettre écrite de l’Isle de France à la Compagnie par M. Desforges 

Boucher en date du 18 janvier 1762 (p. 153). 

 Les vaisseaux le Comte d’Artois, le Dargenson ( ?) et le Mery expédié de Batavia 
arrivèrent à l’Isle de France le 6 décembre  avec un chargement de riz, sucre, arack 
et quelques autres effets propres à la subsistance (p. 154). 

   18 janvier 1769 
  Lettre de M. Desforges Boucher au Duc de Choiseul du  

  « Les Anglais qui comptaient intercepter tous nos bâtiments surtout ceux de 
Batavia se font morfondre pendant trois mois à Rodrigues  sans nous enlever une 
seule chaloupe : deux bâtiments chargés  sont venus de l’Isle de Bourbon et un 
vaisseau Portugais qui arrive de Goa chargé de blé, et en autres matières 
comestibles achevait de mettre l’Isle de France dans une meilleure posture pour la 
subsistance qu’elle n’a été depuis près de trois ans (…) : toutes les fortifications que 
j’ai cru devoir faire à la Côte étant à leur perfection, je m’occupe maintenant à 
retrancher  l’établissement du Port du nord‐ouest » (p. 161). 

 Lettre de M. Desforges Boucher du 20 mars 1762 au sujet de la nomination des trois 
plus anciens lieutenants au grade de capitaine (p. 166).  

  Lettre de M. Fremicourt : la retraite de MM. De Longchamps et Ligeae capitaines, le 
corps se trouve hors d’état par son petit nombre de faire le service tel qu’il doit être 
fait en temps de guerre (pp. 168‐171). 

 Copie de la lettre écrite par M. le Président Ogier, ambassadeur de France au 
Danemark à M. Desforges Boucher gouverneur à l’Isle de France, aout 1761. M. de 
Marchis étant entré au service du Roi de Danemark, a été choisi pour Directeur de 
la Compagnie Danoise dans le Bengale et il enverra au moins un vaisseau chargé de 
comestibles et de marchandises le plus ut Île à la colonie (pp. 172‐173). 

 Lettre de M. Pavigné à M. Desforges Boucher du 8 juillet 1761. 

 « Le 29 juin (…) nous avons eu connaissance d’un vaisseau qui ayant arboré pavillon 
hollandais, a tiré quatorze coups de canon (…) » (p. 174) 

 Lettre de Desforges Boucher du 20 juillet 1762 à MM. Les Syndics et Directeurs de la 
Compagnie des Indes à Paris (pp. 178‐222) 

 Travaux et exercices militaires (pp. 178‐179) 

 Gratifications des soldats (pp. 179‐180) 

 Le salut de l’Île de France dépend de la conciliation des chefs (pp. 180‐181). 

 Chargement de café de Bourbon à l’insu de M. Bouvet (pp. 181‐182) 

 Arrivée de 300 Chinois  par l’expédition du Comte d’Estaing. Ces Chinois étaient des 
hommes libres, enlevés par force de Bencoul  où ils n’étaient que marchands, ayant 
perdu de plus grand nombre de leurs femmes et enfants sur deux bâtiments 
achetés par M. le Comte d’Estaing à Batavia. On les a dégoûtés par de mauvais 
traitements (pp. 183‐184). 

 La culture de la terre (p. 184). Les cultivateurs ont été obligés de prélever sur le 
maïs et sur les autres grains la quantité nécessaire pour faire subsister leurs 
esclaves (p. 187). 

 Travaux militaire (p. 187) 

 Un cinquième des noirs de chaque habitation retenu pour faire porter aux 
différents lieux d’embarquement de la Côte le bois dont le port et les travaux 
avaient besoin (p. 188). 

 « Dix milles bouches à la fois qu’il a fallu délivrer des vivres… ». L’importance 
d’encourager l’agriculture (p. 189). 

 Terrains concédés aux anciens militaires. La Compagnie doit permettre des traites 
de noirs pour faire délivrer à chacun pour développer leur concession et se fixer 
dans cette  Île (pp. 190‐191). 

 Travaux auxquels les esclaves da la Compagnie doivent être employés (p. 191). 

 Augmentation du prix des vivres, boissons et marchandises. Il ne sera tiré de lettres 
de change que pour les pensions alimentaires (p. 192). 

 Cherté des vivres et dépenses excessives (pp.194‐195). 
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 L’inspection des magasins et des vivres (p. 196). 

 Insuffisance de troupes (p. 200). 

 Location de noirs pour construire les chemins nécessaires pour faciliter la 
communication (p. 201). Le nombre de manœuvres n’a pas excédé dans cette 
année celui de 200 » (p. 202). 

 Suppression de toute espèce d’entreprise et coupe de bois selon les ordres du Roi 
(p. 203). 

 Des mémoires diffamatoires contre toute l’administration (p. 208). 

 La chasse aux esclaves marron par la maréchaussée noire (pp. 212‐213). 

  Plusieurs vaisseaux envoyés à Madagascar pour traiter des vivres (p. 216). 

 « Mettez‐moi en état de faire traiter 2,000 noirs par année (…) pour distribuer aux 
habitants (…) vous verrez votre colonie devenir florissante (p. 218). Les idées de 
Desforges Boucher pour développer la colonie (p. 218).        

 Extrait des instructions données à M. le Comte d’Arché chef d’Escadre daté de 
Versailles le 23 janvier 1757 (pp. 223‐224) 

 Compte rendu d’un officier pointeur de la Compagnie d’artillerie chargé de la 
conduite de l’école établie à la batterie royale de l’Isle de France‐ 30 août 1762 (pp. 
225‐226). 

 Etat Général  du Bataillon de l’Isle de France après le départ des vaisseaux de la 
présente expédition – 20 septembre 1762 (pp. 228‐231). 

 Etat des Chinois embarqués sur le Comte d’Artois pour passer à Batavia (pp. 232‐
233). 

 Etat des officiers de la marine de la Côte  reformé qui ont composé les états major 
des vaisseaux existants en cette  Île (pp. 234‐242). 

  Note général à quoi se monte la quantité de vivres et autres provisions pour la 
nourriture des troupes tant blanches que noires (pp. 243‐250). 

 Arrivées et départs des vaisseaux en 1761 avec les noms des capitaines, lieux d’où 
ils viennent ou lieux où ils vont et la date (pp. 251‐258). 

 Campagne de Jean Henry Lebrun aux Isle de France et de Bourbon de 1744‐1762 
(pp. 266‐272). 

 Etat des noirs Macoute tant en prix tant par les noirs de maréchaussée que par les 
noirs appartenant à différents particuliers depuis le 15 septembre 1759 à juillet 
1762 (p. 273). 

 Lettre de Desforges Boucher au Duc de Choiseul du 20 juillet 1762 sur la position de 
l’Isle de France et des évènements qui se sont passés dans ces mers l’année 
dernière (pp. 274‐279). 

 Instruction pou M. de Maudave 28 février 1762 concernant la guerre (pp. 280‐286). 
 Copie de la lettre de M. de Maudave  à M. Desforges Boucher du 20 avril 1762 (pp. 

287‐297). 
 Copie de la lettre en chiffre écrite par M. Desforges Boucher  à M. de Maudave  à la 

Côte de Coromandel  en date du 4 août 1762 (pp. 298‐305). 
 Lettre de M. Desforges Boucher à MM.  Les Syndics et Directeurs de la Compagnie  

des Indes du 20 juillet 1762 sur la guerre aux Indes (pp. 306‐307). 

   1762 ‐ Le Conseil Supérieur  
 Délibération du comité du 11 janvier 1762 sur la quantité actuelle de vivres de la 

colonie et la destination des vaisseaux qu’on doit employer (pp. 309‐316). 
 Le comité s’en remet à M. Desforges pour donner à M. de Maudave une instruction 

générale pour la conduite des opérations à faire, les partis à prendre dan les affaires 
majeurs concernant la guerre – 28 janvier 1762 (pp. 317‐319).   

 Etat des hommes effectifs à nourrir en pain et riz à l’Isle de France au 1er janvier 
1762 (pp. 320‐326). 

 Lettre de Desforges Boucher du 13 mai 1762 concernant un mémoire daté du 28 
avril 1762 qu’il a adressé à la Compagnie sur un projet de croisière pour se procurer 
des denrées et marchandises de nécessité dans la colonie (pp. 327‐330). 

 1er juin 1762 : Lecture prise du plan d’opération proposé définitivement par M. le 
Chevalier de St Georges chef s’escadre, d’après le mémoire qu’il a fait le 2 mai 1762 
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(pp. 331‐337).
 Liste des vaisseaux sortis du port de l’Isle de France depuis le 24 juin 1762 jour de 

l’arrivée du Chevalier de St Georges (pp. 338‐342). 
 Arrivée des  vaisseaux dans le port de l’Isle de France depuis le 24 juin 1761, jour de 

celle du Chevalier de St Georges (pp. 343‐345). 
 Règlement provisoire du 29 juillet 1762 pour l’exploitation des bois tant de ceux de 

construction indispensables aux travaux de marine, de fortifications et autres 
relatifs au service du Roi et de la Compagnie, que de ceux qui sont nécessaires aux 
habitants qui en font la coupe sur leurs terrains (pp. 348‐356). 

 De par le Roi : défenses d’exploitation de bois de toutes espèces – 29 juillet 1762 
(pp. 357‐359). 

 Instructions pour M. de Sallieze Christy capitaine des vaisseaux du Roi, commandant 
le vaisseau de Guerre Le Vaugue  et le Condé et de la frégate la Fidèle (pp. 360‐363). 

 « Il se rendra à Foulpointe où il prendra des salaisons et des bœufs en vie, ce dont il 
en convient ici, comme aussi des noirs pour fortifier son équipage» (p. 360)  

 Instructions pour M. de Joannir capitaine de frégate chevalier de l’ordre royale et 
militaire de St Louis commandant les vaisseaux de Guerre Le Comte d’Artois, le 
Fortuné et le Darguenon et de la flute le Massiac  et chef de l’expédition de Batavia 
– 27 juin 1762 (pp. 364‐365). 

 Lettre de Desforges Boucher à la Compagnie des Indes du 4 aout 1762 

 Le vaisseau particulier Le Cigne est allé en traite à Madagascar pour le compte de 
ses armateurs (pp. 371‐372). 

 Le vaisseau Le Lys a mis à la vo Île pour  d’où il doit rapporter une cargaison de 
bœufs (p. 372). 

 Le vaisseau le Choiseul est arrivé avec 400 bœufs vivants de 440 qu’il a embarqués à 
Foulpointe (p. 372). 

     Instruction envoyée à M. de Surville, capitaine de St. Louis, capitaine de frégate 
commandant le vaisseau le Fortuné (pp. 374‐375). 

 Force de l’escadre anglaise arrivé par division à l’Isle de Rodrigue le 19 juillet 
1761 (pp. 376‐377).   

   1762, Desforges Boucher, gouverneur 
 Lettre du 20 Septembre 1762  à Messieurs les Syndics et Directeurs de la Compagnie 
des Indes à Paris 
 Chasse au noir marrons : « la quantité de noirs marrons qui sont détruits et pris par la 
maréchaussée noire que j’ai remis sur pied prouve qu’elle suffit pour le moment présent 
pour leur destruction » 

   Etat des noirs marron tués et pris tant par les noirs de la Maréchaussée que par les 
noirs appartenant à différents particuliers depuis le 15 Novembre 1759jusqu’en 
Septembre 1762 
 234 tués par les  noirs de la Maréchaussée 
 429 tués par les noirs des particuliers 

COL –C4‐14‐2 
1762 
Correspondances 
générales, M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur 

 1762, Mémoires et projets, renseignements divers 

 Mémoire du Comte d’Estaing : Notes sur l’île de France, 11 Mars 1762 
 Il devrait y avoir des détachements composés de 50 européens et 50 noirs 
perpétuellement occupés à parcourir la côte […] pour observer la flotte ennemie 
 Plus de 4500 noirs tirés de Madagascar en 3 ans, dont plus de 1000 devenus marrons. 
 «pour faire faire à près de 500 nègres l’apprentissage de tous les métiers qu’exige le 
travail du fer ou le service d’une forge où ils sont parvenus par nos soins à égaler leurs 
maitres » 

 Etat actuel de l’établissement  de M. de Rostaing et Hermans dans lequel M. de la 
Tour de S. Igest est associé de tiers depuis le mois de Janvier de la présente année 1762  
 Messieurs de Rostaing et Hermans  furent obligés de louer des nègres et charretiers à 
différents  particuliers 
 « On tirera seulement et à perpétuité de l’établissement la nourriture de 1800 à 2000 
noirs sans aucun préjudice à la subsistance de tout le peuple qui y est attaché » 

 Estimation de la valeur intrinsèque  de tout ce qui compose l’établissement 
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 800 esclaves dont environ 720 d’Inde, dont 2/3 de mâles, tous ouvriers tels que 
forgerons, taillandiers, cloutiers, serruriers, charbonniers, charpentiers, menuisiers, 
tonneliers, scieurs, bourreliers, tailleurs de pierre, maçons, charretiers. Tous ont un 
emplacement où ils sont logés dans des maisons alignées ayant chacune leur jardin ; le 
tout faisant un bourg divisé par quartiers surveillés par des commandants nègres.  

   Frais de régie actuelle, engage d’européens et autres dépenses 
 To Île pour l’habillement des nègres y compris les sarots à 2 chemises, 2 mouchoirs et 
2 caleçons par nègre ou 2 jupes par négresses et 2 sarots pour les nègres  fondeurs ou 
forgerons ;  évalués à 6000 piastres 
 Gratifications aux commandants nègres et noirs ouvriers : 6000 piastres 

   Mémoires sur les  Îles  de France et de Bourbon à la paix de 1762‐ Plan de défense 
proposé pour ces deux  Îles  

 «  les noirs de la côte de Guinée et les Mozambique sont ceux sur lesquels on compte 
le plus ainsi que les créoles des deux colonies. Il y en a assez dan les deux  Îles  pour en 
faire une troupe qu’on porterait à 1000 au bout de quelques années […] » 

COL –C4‐15 
1763‐1765 
Correspondances 
générales, M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur 

 Mémoire de M. Godeheu, 1763 

 Mémoire sur la défense des  Îles  de France et de Bourbon, Paris, le 20 Mai 1763 
 La maréchaussée de noirs‐2 brigades de 16 noirs domestiques parmi les plus braves et 
les plus fidèles que M. de la Bourdonnais avait établie pour donner la chasse aux noirs 
marron a été abandonnée‐ pourtant efficace‐ récompense pour chaque prise‐ faveur 
pour les maitres qui donnent un noir à ce corps  par des préférences sur les traites des 
noirs. 
 « On pourrait encore former comme  autrefois  500 à 600 noirs à marcher ensemble à 
tirer et à servir le canon » 

 Mémoire sur les colons blancs 

 Nombre des noirs peu proportionnel à celui des colons 
 En 1735 : 69 colons et 332 noirs‐ 290 négresses‐194 négrillons‐ 124 négresses‐total : 
940 
 En 1739 : 107 colons et 409 noirs‐377 négresses‐ 280 négrillons‐ 183 negresses ‐ total : 
1249  
 5 habitants sur 107 possèdent plus du 6e des noirs existants dans la colonie 

   Mémoire sur les noirs 

 La Compagnie vend des noirs à prix plus bas que les particuliers 

 La compagnie peut se procurer des noirs par la traite à Madagascar, Mozambique‐
valent 25 à 30 piastres et Goa‐valent 40 à 45 piastres 

   Dépouillement du recensement général de l’Isle de France, 20 Mai 1763 

 Nombre de noirs par catégories et quartiers 

   Mémoire sur les travaux Civils, Militaire et de la Marine 

 Article 1 : des ouvriers 
 Nombre d’ouvriers en 1754 : 1872 dont 880 noirs esclaves‐ 558 négresses 
 Nombre de noirs de la Compagnie selon le recensement du 24 novembre 1762 : 1929 
dont  1083 noirs‐ 581 négresses‐ 265 négrillons et négrittes 
 Travaux des noirs 
 Article 2 : des matériaux 
 La pierre : atelier composé de 10 tailleurs de pierre européens et de 90 noirs 
 La brique : 2 briquetiers blancs et 10 noirs sont suffisant pour la brique ordinaire grâce 
au moulin à réduire 

   Travaux de marine 
 La Compagnie a besoin d’un grand vaisseau de 6 à 700 tonneaux et de 2 frégates  de 4 
à 500 tonneaux pour les traites de noirs, de bœufs et de grains 

   Récapitulation de l’Etat Général de la dépense de l’Île de France, 20 Mai 1763 

 1929 esclaves de  la Compagnie: 119544 piastres 

 50 m. piastres (? pour achat d’esclaves à Goa et Mozambique  

 Vente d’esclaves 
 1600 V ? achetée à Goa réduite à 1400 à 540 piastres: 756000 piastres 
 1200 V ? à Madagascar réduite à 1000 à 360 : 360000 piastres 
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   Mémoire relatif à l’Isle de France 

 La population de l’Isle de France 
 « La population de noirs a toujours été négligée. On aurait du traiter différemment 
ceux qui sont nés dans l’Isle de ceux qu’on y amène. Ces derniers perdent difficilement 
le souvenir de leur pays. Ils savent que les vents sont généraux pour Madagascar, que 
quelques uns de leur compatriote y sont retournés sur des chaloupes, aussi cherchent‐
ils la plupart à s’évader par la même voye » 
 Le peu de vêtements des noirs conduit à l’adolescence au libertinage 
 « la pernicieuse habitude des femmes de Madagascar de détruire leur enfant avant 
terme ou en bas‐âge » 
 Nombre trop modique de négresses Mozambique ou Bengalie – chaque vaisseau en 
apporte 12 ou 15.  «  elles peuplent plus et sont moins débauchées » 

 Les militaires 
 Sur l’emploi des noirs à la défense de l’Île 

   Réflexions et Idées Générales, depuis le mois de Novembre 1759 sous le 
gouvernement de M. Boucher, 1764 

 De la traite des noirs à Madagascar dont la Compagnie a le privilège exclusif 
 Commerce frauduleux pour le compte de particuliers sur les vaisseaux de la 
Compagnie 
 Ente 1760 et 1763, il a été introduit au moins 2000 esclaves par an sur l’Île de France 
et Bourbon 
 Tarif et valeur des noirs en 1760 et 1763 
 Traite frauduleuse du Sieur Laval, habitant aux Plaines Wilhems et du nommé La 
Bigorne, interprète de la langue malgache et habitant à la Rivière des Créoles du Port 
Sud‐est 

   1764, Desforges Boucher, gouverneur 
 les soldats chasseurs forment une compagnie de garde chasse qui veillent à la 
conservation du gibier tout en écartant  les noirs marrons 

 « les esclaves contenus par des actes de religion sont beaucoup plus doc Îles  et 
moins sujets au marronnage » 

 chemins réparés cette année grâce aux corvées de noirs mais insuffisant : « il faudrait 
200 à 300 noirs employés uniquement à ce travail » 

   1764, Mémoires et projets ; Renseignements divers‐  

 Réflexions sur  les  Îles  de France et Bourbon ainsi que sur la constitution de la 
Compagnie des Indes 

 Première partie 
 Le manioc jugé nécessaire par Mahé de la Bourdonnais « à la subsistance des nègres 
de l’Isle de France‐ source d’économie parce que « la culture est  aisée et le produit 
considérable » 
 Emploie des noirs pour le curage des ports et les corvées qu’exigent les travaux 
publics 

 Deuxième partie 
 Mentionne la possibilité de les remplacer par une chiourme de 2500 ou 3000 forçats 
car il faut beaucoup de noirs et ils coutent cher 
 Article 37 : « la valeur de toutes les choses apportées d’Europe, de le Chine, de l’Inde 
ou de Madagascar seront payées à la Compagnie par les habitants […] à l’exception 
néanmoins des noirs de Madagascar que le‐ ? se réserve de fournir aux habitants de 
façon que leur nombre soit toujours suffisant et ne devienne jamais trop fort en 
proportion de celui des blancs » 

    Mémoire, M. Amat, 31 Octobre 1764 

 Projet d’une nouvelle forme d’administration aux  Îles  de France et de Bourbon 
 Compensation en cas de perte de nègre : tué ou estropié en travaillant pour le compte 
du roi, il en sera tenu compte à l’habitant, soit en lui donnant un en remplacement soit 
en lui payant la somme de 150 piastres. 
 Les troupes :   deux détachement chaque semaine composé de 40 hommes et 2 
officiers auxquels le gouverneur donnera une route pour chasser noirs déserteurs ou 
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marrons. Chaque nègre pris vivant vaudra 10 piastres de gratification au détachement 
qui s’en sera emparé‐chaque nègre tué ne vaudra que 2 piastres de gratifications 
 Tout nègre déserteur ou marron sera remis à son propriétaire moyennant la somme 
de 25 piastres qu’il paiera comptant au Roi 
 Habitants : « chaque vaisseau chargé de nègres sera annoncé par une affiche ou avis 
général et les noirs seront distribués à chaque habitant sans préférence, à raison de ses 
besoins ou de ses forces au prix dont on conviendra » 

   1764, Projet de secours pour les  Îles  de France et Bourbon 
 Réflexions sur le retard des constructions et fortifications 
 «  en partant au mois de mars on arrivera en juillet. On trouvera alors les nègres de la 
Compagnie dispersés et vendus parce qu’ils lui sont inutiles  n’étant plus chargés de 
l’entretien de la colonie ni des travaux auxquels ils étaient destinés […] » 
 «  Si au contraire on part dans le mois d’octobre ou novembre , on pourra en arrivant 
choisir sur les nègres de la Compagnie 5 ou 600 nègres dressés, exercés au travail, 
habitués au pays, qui dès le mois de mars 1765 pourront travailler avec célérité aux 
ouvrages […] » 

   Essai d’un projet pour les  Îles  de France et Bourbon, 26 Juin 1764 
 besoin de noirs en quantité pour être vendus aux habitants, pour les ouvrages, pour 
la défense de l’Ile et en temps de guerre 

   Observations sur les  Îles  de France et Bourbon, Octobre 1760 
 Dénombrement : 1400 à 1500 noirs  l’île de France 

 Garde de l’Île: environ 3000 habitants et noirs capables de prendre les armes en cas 
de nécessité 

   Extraits de lettres, 1765 
 31 Juillet 1765 
 La Compagnie envoie chaque année à peine un vaisseau pour la traite de noirs à 
Madagascar 

COL –C4‐16 
1766 
Correspondances 
générales, M. 
Desforges Boucher, 
Gouverneur 

 1766, Desforges Boucher, gouverneur 
 Lettre du 1er Avril 1766 à Monseigneur le Duc de Choiseul‐ ? 
 Concernant le renvoie en France du nègre nommé Charles Auguste, appartenant à M. 
de la Verdière  

 1766, Conseil Supérieur 
 Lettre du 29 Mars 1766 
 Concernant le renvoie en France du nègre nommé Charles Auguste, appartenant à M. 
de la Verdière  

   1766, Mémoires divers des Directeurs de la Compagnie des Indes 

 Montants de la dépense générale en noirs 

   1766, M. de la Palière, capitaine de vaisseau de la Compagnie des Indes 

 Comment les  Îles  de France et Bourbon peuvent devenir en quatre ans de bonne 
administration, le grenier et le boulevard des Indes 
 La Compagnie a 1400 noirs et 600 négresses tant pour le Port que pour les Marins et 
divers ateliers 
 3 grands vaisseaux pour Madagascar‐ 2 pours les noirs‐1 pour le riz 

   Extrait du voyage du tour de l’Île de France fait au mois de septembre 1766 

 Sur le haut du Morne qui était autrefois l’as Île des noirs marrons‐ ce morne a 
communication à la grande terre par une coupée de montagnes  sur laquelle ils avaient 
établis un pont levis‐ ils y avaient formé un établissement 

   1766, M. de Landivisian 

 Lettre du mois d’Avril 1766 
 La compagnie a dans l’Île2000 esclaves ouvriers 
 Les habitants ont environ 15 000  esclaves sur leurs habitations 

   1766, M. Anthoine 

 Lettre au Conseil Supérieur, 3 Décembre 1765 
 « les secours spirituels sont nécessaires pour les noirs dont l’esclavage n’est toléré 
dans la religion chrétienne que sur le principe de la propagation de cette religion » 
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   Législations pour les colonies des  Îles  de France et Bourbon 
 Ordonnance du Roi concernant les affranchissements des nègres esclaves aux  Îles  de 
France et Bourbon, 20 Août 1766 
 Adopter  les mêmes dispositions que pour les colonies françaises de l’Amérique 
 Article 1re : une permission d’affranchir doit être obtenue préalablement auprès du 
Gouverneur, Lieutenant général et de l’Intendant 
 Article 2 : tout affranchissement sans cette permission est considéré comme nul‐ les 
maitres seront privés de leur esclaves qui seront vendus au profit de Sa Majesté 
 Article 3 : Ne sont autorisés à être baptisés comme libres que les enfants de gens de 
couleurs ou de sang mêlé dont la mère est reconnue affranchie 
 Article 4 : les enfants baptisés comme libres ayant une mère esclave sont considérés 
comme esclaves‐ les maitres en seront privés et condamnés à une amende‐ les esclaves 
vendus au profit de Sa Majesté 

   1766, Mémoire sur la position actuelle des établissements français au Cap de la Bonne 
Espérance et sur celle de la Compagnie des Indes 

 Le recensement général des noirs n’excède pas 40 000 têtes dans les deux îles 

 Commerce particulier d’Inde en Inde 
 Les portugais auront seuls la permission de commercer dans les deux  Îles  : ils 
pourront exporter des noirs de leurs établissements d’Afrique à condition que les 
vaisseaux français jouissent de la même liberté à Mozambique, Quérimbe et autres 
comptoirs portugais. 

COL –C4‐17 
1767 
Correspondance 
Générale, M. Dumas, 
Commandant Général 
 

 1767, MM. Dumas et Poivre, Lettres communes 

 Ordonnance concernant le prix provisoire du pain 
 Défense de vendre du pain aux noirs 
 Ordonnance concernant la police des nègres, 29 Septembre 1767 
 Article 1 : devoir de faire instruire et baptiser les esclaves dans les 3ans suivant leur 
acquisition 
 Article 2 : devoir des maitres de rapporter au Syndic le certificat du curé attestant  que 
leurs esclaves non baptisés ont été envoyés au catéchisme 
 Article 3 : en cas de vente d’un esclave non chrétien, le propriétaire doit fournir à 
l’acheteur le certificat du curé attestant l’instruction au catéchisme 
 Article 4 : ne peut être commandeur noir à la direction des nègres qu’un noir de 
religion catholique apostolique et romaine 
 Article 5 : il est interdit de faire travailler les nègres les dimanche et jours de fêtes 
 Article 6 : il est interdit aux particuliers de vendre un esclave chrétien à un gentil ou 
mahométan 
 Article 7 : il est défendu à tout  sujet  du Roy de contracter mariage avec un noir ou 
pour les sujets blancs, noirs affranchis ou nés libres de vivre en concubinage avec un 
esclave‐ s’ils sont maitres et esclave, les enfants ne pourront être affranchis ‐ s’il s’agit 
d’un noir affranchi ou libre en concubinage, il épousera son esclave  qui sera alors 
affranchie et les enfants  rendus libres et légitimes. 
 Article 8 : défense à tout noir, malabar, lascar, noir libre ou noir esclave de jouer ou de 
s’assembler pour jouer de l’argent ou des bardes 
 Article 9 : il est interdit au noir de porter une arme offensive, ou gros bâtons ou 
couteaux flamand sauf au noir munis d’un billet de leur maitre expliquant le motif du 
port d’arme 
 Article 11 : il est interdit aux noirs de vendre des marchandises sans billet 
mentionnant la permission de leur maitre 
 Article 12 : il est interdit d’acheter aux esclaves non porteurs de billet de leur maitre 
des marchandises telles que bardes, nippes ou meuble 
 Article 13 : il est interdit aux noirs du Roy et de la Compagnie qui auront élevé volaille 
ou cabris de les vendre sans permission du conseiller chargé de la police 
 Article 14 : il est ordonné au maitre de  fournir 2 livres de mahis ou autre denrée 
équivalente par jour à leurs esclaves ainsi que l’habillement nécessaire par année. 
 Article 15 : les esclaves infirmes par vieillesse, malades ou autres doivent être nourris 
et entretenus par leur maitre‐ s’ils doivent être admis à l’hôpital, les maitres devront 
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payer 6 sols par jour pour la nourriture et entretien de chaque esclave 
 Article16 : les esclaves non nourris et entretenus par leur maitre pourront se plaindre 
auprès du Procureur Général de sa Majesté 
 Article 17 : il est interdit de donner plus de 30 coups de fouets à son esclave 
 Article 18 : les esclaves qui partent en commission pour leurs maitres sans billet en 
marque de reconnaissance et sans lumière seront condamnés au fouet et aux travaux 
publics pendant un mois 
 Article 19 : il est interdit à tout habitant, malabar, lascar, noir libre de donner retraite 
ou d’attirer à leur service un noir ne leur appartenant pas 
 Article 20 : tout lascar, malabar indien, et autres noirs cesseront leurs danses et 
tamtam à onze heures du soir, rentreront chez eux sous peine de punition exemplaire 

   Nombre de laboureurs 

  par quartier 
 Quartiers en général : 2270 esclaves dont 1206 laboureurs 
 La montagne longue : 1525 esclaves dont 806 laboureurs 
 La rivière du rempart : 775 esclaves dont 413 laboureurs 
 Flacq : 2050 esclaves dont 1092 laboureurs 
 Le Port Bourbon : 550 esclaves dont 293 laboureurs 
 Moka : 1700 esclaves dont 905 laboureurs 
 Plaines de Wilhems  déduction faite des  noirs de M. de Maudave : 3000 esclaves dont 
1597 laboureur 

   Les esclaves du Roi de la Compagnie sont au nombre de 2400, aucun d’eux ne sont 
occupés à la culture 

 Autres esclaves résidant au port : 2000 
 Ceux de l’établissement des forges : 800 

 Ceux de la sucrerie : 530 
 Ceux de l’entreprise de M. Maudave : 400 

 Ceux des particuliers entrepreneurs ou habitants qui s’occupent à construire, à faire 
des bois : 1000 

 Total : 7130 
 population totale d’esclaves est d’environ 19 000 dont à peine 6000 ou 7000 
laboureurs 

   Dépenses annuelles 
 mortalité sur les esclaves à raison de 5% : 1500 piastres 

 traitement du chirurgien et frais d’hôpital à raison de 12 piastres par tête de noir : 
720 

 pour habillement de 60 noirs dont 15 piastres par tête : 900 

   Tableau raisonné des avances et produits pour une habitation de 312 arpents 
 « on fait un noir bon scieur en 3 jours, bon équarrisseur en 15 jours » 
 « 60 têtes de noirs bien assortis par castes peuvent couter  lorsque le commerce 
particulier est un peu florissant 500 piastres l’un dans l’autre, soit 30000 » 

   Copie du Réquisitoire de M. le Procureur Général à Messieurs du Conseil Supérieur de 
l’Île de France, 22 Octobre 1767 

 évasion de l’esclave nommé Jolicoeur appartenant au sieur Mangeot,  prêté pour le 
corps de garde 

   Etat des ouvriers 
 Dépenses pour les noirs 

   « Nous avons 5 à 600 noirs  guinées‐ il serait fac Île de s’en pourvoir si on ordonnait au 
commandant de Gorée d’en avoir toujours 100 à prêts à embarquer‐ sans cela 
obligation de traiter à Mozambique ; traite couteuse et toujours incertaine selon la 
disposition du gouverneur portugais‐ on ne peut employer les noirs de Madagascar dans 
le port à cause de la proximité avec leur patrie et danger qu’il y  a à ce qu’ils enlèvent les 
embarcations‐ on peut les confier aux Mozambique mais ceux de Guinée valent 
infiniment mieux et couteront bien moins au Roi » 
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   Instructions pour les commandants de quartier de l’Île de France et Bourbon, 27 
Octobre 1767 

 La culture de la terre est livrée aux mains des esclaves et la population blanche est 
trop peu nombreuse 

 L’esclavage à l’Île de France est « doux » : laborieux et fidèle, l’esclave peut toujours 
espérer sa liberté de la bonté de ses maitres 

 Un noir qui fera une bonne action à la guerre doit espérer la récompense de sa 
valeur : celui qui sauve la patrie ne doit pas demeurer esclave 

COL –C4‐18 
1767 
Correspondance 
Générale, M. Poivre, 
intendant 

 Détails relatifs à la prise de possession de l’Île de France par le Roi 
 ouvriers 
 « La compagnie a beaucoup de noirs ouvriers, il conviendra au Roy d’en acheter 
environ cinq ou six cents, choisis pour les différents travaux » 

   Discours prononcé par M. Poivre aux habitants de l’Île de France à son arrivée dans 
l’Île 
 Sur l’humanité des esclaves et la nécessiter de bien les traiter 

   Etat des objets nécessaires pour former une traite de 2400 noirs à la côte de 
Mozambique avec leur prix 

   Tableau raisonné des avances et des produits d’une habitation de 312 arpents 

   Traite de Madagascar, 30 Novembre 1767 
  Sur les impositions sur les esclaves et les bœufs à Foulpointe 

   Etat des ouvrier blancs et noirs esclaves arrêtés pour le compte du Roi en 1767 pour 
les travaux de l’atelier des bois établi au port du sud‐est, et du montant de la dépense 
qu’ils coutent au Roi, relevé sur les deux états généraux, 10 Novembre 1767 

 86 noirs esclaves, 38 négresses, 18 négrillons, 15 négrittes, en tout 157 têtes 
d’esclave,  à raison de 60’ de mahis chacun 

   30 Novembre 1767, M. Poivre 

 Prix courant de la compagnie pour un noir 
 Pièce d’Inde et de Guinée : 720 
 Mozambique : 540 
 Madécasse : 360 
 Indien : 300 

 Ces esclaves sont partagés sur différents travaux : four à chaux, briqueterie, 
charronnerie, moulin à poudre,  

 Plusieurs sont ouvriers mais la plupart sont manœuvres 

   Etat des ouvriers blancs et noirs esclaves arrêtés pour le compte du Roi en 1767 pour 
les travaux de la Marine 

 337 noirs esclaves ouvriers, matelots, calfats, voiliers ; 121 femmes négresses, 69 
négrillons, 79 négrittes, en tout 606 têtes d’esclaves 

   Etat des ouvriers blancs et noirs esclaves arrêtés pour le compte du Roi en 1767 pour 
les travaux de la Marine au port du Sud est, 10 Novembre 1767 

 11 noirs esclaves, 4 négresses, 3 négrillons, 1 négritte 

   Ordonnance concernant la police des nègres, 29 Septembre 1767 
Cf C4‐17 

   30 Novembre 1767, M. Poivre 

 Les noirs de la Maréchaussée : troupe composée de 89 nègres dont 18 seulement sont 
libres. Plusieurs de ces noirs sont mariés ou comme mariés et ont femmes et enfants 

   30 Novembre 1767, M. Poivre 

 Sur les esclaves du Roi 
 352 pour le service  
 265 attachés aux travaux 
 La maréchaussée noire est composée de 71 esclaves 
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   30 Novembre 1767, M. Poivre 

 La corvette du Roi l’étoile du matin a relâché à Mozambique  7 esclaves appartenant à 
des colons portugais pour être ramenés au Brésil: ils s’étaient échappés, avait enlevé 
des pirogues et avaient rejoints le bâtiment du Roi. 

 Besoin de traiter des esclaves à Mozambique 

   30 Novembre 1767, M. Poivre 

 Il y a onze ans, le nombre d’esclaves était d’environ 18 000 

 Il en a été apporté près de 8000 nouveaux tirés de Madagascar 

 « Les esclaves de Madagascar ne se multiplient point, leur femmes sont de l’usage 
affreux de détruire leur fruit » 

 Les indiens et les guinées se multiplient beaucoup, les Mozambique moins et les 
madécasses point du tout 

   Aperçu de la quantité de poudre de guerre nécessaire pour l’approvisionnement de l’Île 
de France, 10 Novembre 1767 

 « Chaque redoute sera garnie de 43 blancs habitants et de 95 noirs armés dont 60 
d’entre eux seront instruits à servir le canon des 6 redoutes » 

COL‐C4‐19 
 Mémoire à consulter 
pour les habitants de 
L’Isle de France  
1769 

 Requête des habitants de L’Isle de France qui a donné lieu au procès criminel poursuivi 
contre eux 

 Obstacles a l’accroissement de ces colonies : « Nous remplirons alors envers nos 
esclaves les devoirs que l’humanité et le Code Noir nous prescrivent pour leur 
nourriture et leur vêtement… » 

 Causes de l’insolvabilité de ces colonies  
 « Les créanciers font même dans l’impossibilité d’être jamais payés, vu la diminution 

de leurs biens, la non‐valeur des habitations, des noirs et de tous leurs effets 
mobiliers. »  

 « Le contrat de leurs dettes (les habitants) provient d’un monopole exercé sur les 
besoins physiques et le remplacement nécessaire de leurs noirs. Il est aisé de prouver 
qu’il est entré a l’Isle de France plus de dix mille esclaves de Madagascar depuis 1759. 
Ils ont été vendus l’un dans l’autre au moins mille livres faisant au total dix millions. 
S’ils eussent été traités  par la Compagnie et livrés aux colons à 360 livres suivant le 
traité de ses tarifs, L’Isle de France aurait sur ce seul article six millions quatre cent 
mille livres de moins en dettes passives ». 

 Désordres dans tous les genres d’administration de ces colonies depuis 1759 
 « On a fomenté des guerres à Madagascar pour y ruiner la culture, et y traiter depuis 

1759 plus de dix mille noirs au compte particulier avec les effets et les vaisseaux de la 
Compagnie. On a vendu ces esclaves aux habitants obligés de remplacer la mortalité 
de leurs noirs jusqu'à 2,000 livres quoique la Compagnie dut ou put les leur fournir 
comme par le passé a 360 livres : on a exporté et même vendu par cupidité au Cap de 
Bonne Esperance un grand nombre d’esclaves de Madagascar ou de ces colonies pour 
réaliser plus promptement et plus surement ses fonds ». 

 Isle de France carton 85, no. 44 
       Subsistance de première nécessité 
 « …cette  Île doit nourrir non seulement ses cultivateurs et leurs noirs mais aussi une 

garnison plus ou moins nombreuse (…) est‐il plus avantageux à la Compagnie que 
cette subsistance soit le fruit et produit de la culture des terrains de l’Île ou qu’elle 
soit une suite du transport s’en ferait de France et de Madagascar.» 

 « L’essentiel dans cette colonie est la nourriture du noir et dès  qu’on peut assurer 
intérieurement et pour toujours leurs subsistance qui est celle du plus grand nombre, 
il peut devenir fac Île de se procurer celle des Blancs par du secours étranger qui en 
parti est reconnu pour le plus avantageux à la Compagnie et à la colonie.  On fait 
compte dans l’Île de 6,000 noirs et de 2,500 blancs…» 

COL‐C4‐20 
 Île de France 
Correspondance 
Général M. Dumas 
Gouverneur Général  

 Extraits des registres du Conseil Supérieur de l’Isle de France 
 Recensement des Esclaves a l’Isle de France « Tout noir ou négresse esclave qui n’aura 

point été déclaré dans le recensement, sera confisque et vendu au profit de la 
Commune »   

 « Chaque habitant sera tenu de déclarer au Syndic de son quartier de son quartier 
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1768  ceux de ses noirs qui seraient marrons… »
 « Les Syndics écriront aussi sur leur registre les noms, âge et sexe des esclaves non 

chrétiens qui décéderont. » 

 Copie des Instructions données par M. Dumas aux Commandants des quartiers des 
Isle de France 
« Mais  tout pays ou la culture des terres est livré aux mains des esclaves comportent 
une population trop courte en blancs pour n’avoir pas besoins d’autres ressources, 
l’Isle de France surtout qui est encore dans son Berceau se trouve dans ce cas.  
Heureusement que l’humanité avec laquelle les esclaves sont traités… » 

 Lettre de M. Dumas sur les bénéfices de la traite à Madagascar, 1768 
 « Si la traite produit des esclaves il faut en compléter les ateliers du Roy et ce 

complet va au moins a 300, après quoi il faut encore les distribuer aux habitants a 
peu prés au prix qu’ils reviendront et recevoir en payement leurs denrées, de tout 
cela peut‐il entrer un sol dans la caisse ? » 

 Lettre à M. Poivre, Les Expéditions de traites de M. Dumas.  Au Port‐Louis, Isle de 
France le 27 Février 1768.       

 « La traite de Madagascar était fermée par la saison contraire, M. de Clouart me 
proposa un voyage à Mozambique ; mais j’avais si souvent entendu dire a M. Poivre 
qu’il n’y avait rien dans les magasins et je savais d’ailleurs que les traites de nègres à 
Mozambique exigeaient un tiers de la mise de hots en Piastres, au moins un  
quart… » 

 Nègres et négresses pris par M. Dumas pour le servir.  Au Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 
28 Février 1768 

 «  En conséquence je pris a mon arrivée vingt quatre noirs et négresses a la 
Compagnie des Indes dont le rôle ci‐joint, six des quatre ont été envoyés a Bourbon 
pour me procurer des chevaux en échange.  J’espère être en état de payer le prix de 
ces noirs au Bureau de Commerce…. » 

 Lettre de M. Dumas au Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 29 Février 1768. 
 Concernant la course des noirs marron. 
 La traite a Madagascar « La partie nord de Madagascar ne peut nous être ut Île ici 

pour la traite du Roi et des esclaves, que lorsque le Roi y aura fait un établissement 
exclusif… » 

 Traite de Madagascar, lettre de M. Dumas au Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 7 Juin 1768 
 «Foulpointe au contraire entre les bœufs et riz offre une ample traite d’esclaves, 

depuis l’établissement de cette colonie cette traite d’esclaves a été le grand objet de 
la cupidité.  Elle fit la fortune de Labourdonnais qui en abusa quelques fois… » 

 Traite de Madagascar, Copie d’une pièce justificative de la dépêche de l’expédition 
du Vaisseau le Laverdie 

 Copie de la Lettre de M. Poivre en réponse du 12 May 
 « Quand à Foulpointe il n’y a pas de doute que les noirs n’exigent des piastres pour la 

traite de leurs esclaves ainsi il est inutile d’y envoyer la Garonne si les esclaves sont 
l’objet principal de sa traite…. » 

 Copie présente à M. Poivre le 15 May 1768.  A Monsieur Poivre commissaire General 
de la Marine faisant fonction d’Intendant aux  Îles  de France et de Bourbon. 

 « L’exportation des piastres a l’Île de Madagascar, ils ont fait fabriquer dans les 
différentes parties de l’Inde des marchandises qu’ils connaissent propres a dégouter 
ces insulaires de ne consentir à traiter qu’en piastres les esclaves de cette Isle… » 

 Copie du 2 Placet présenté à M. Poivre pour les sieurs Laval et Pigeot de Carcy. 16 
May, traite a Madagascar. 

 «  6 particuliers quêtant seuls possesseurs des nègres ils seraient maitres de leurs 
prix, outre que cette opinion c’était celle de l’émigration de ces mêmes nègres … » 

 Copie des instructions données avec Glemet Régisseur en chef des traites du Roi sur 
la prise de possession du poste de Foulpointe. 

 « L’Isle de Madagascar peut fournir le plus abondement a cette colonie les vins, les 
bœufs et les esclaves… » 

 « Toutes les précautions seraient vaines si les vaisseaux particuliers étaient admis a 
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traité en concurrence avec le Roi.  Les armements particuliers ne pouvant le couvrir 
que par une traite abondante de noirs, et ils ne peuvent la rendre telle qu’en les 
achetant en piastres… » 

 Ordre donné au Sieur Glana et aux Commandant des Vaisseaux du Roi le 27 May 
1768. 

 Traite des particuliers inconciliables avec les traites du Roi à Madagascar. 

 Copie de la lettre de M. Dumas ay Sieur Glemet datée du 28 May 1768. 
 « Je vous prie d’acheter et de faire embarquer pour mon compte six bœufs pour la 

boucherie que vous marquerez, car la viande est trop chère à …. J’aurais aussi 
besoins de quatre petites négresses propres à élever au service de ma maison… » 

 Copie du mémoire du Sieur Glemet du 14 Avril 1768 
Traite à Madagascar 
 Esclaves à Foulpointe, Madagascar 
 « La Garonne pourra faire deux voyages d’esclaves… » 

 Lettre de M. Dumas au Port‐Louis Isle de France le 10 Juin 1768. Description des 
noirs libres par M. Dumas. 

 « Cela nous donne une petites peuplade de noirs libres qui je vous l’avoue ne me 
parait ut Île a rien, c’est un peuple timide et lâche, qui ne peut jamais être défenseur, 
ni cultivateur… » 

 Par le Vaisseau le Laverdy, ay Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 11 Juin 1768, de M. Dumas.
 Les frais des nègres 
 Frais reliés aux esclaves marron 

 Copie de la réponse de M. Poivre du 28  
 «  Vous me parlez dans votre lettre de vos projets sur les noirs de Maréchaussée 

depuis votre arrivée dans l’Isle, Il vous a plus de vous emparer de ces noirs qui en 
leur qualité d’esclaves du Roi … » 

 Lettre de M. Poivre sur les corvées des nègres destinés pour les travaux.  Au Port‐
Louis, Isle de France le 13 Juin 1768. 

 Lettre de M. Dumas par le Vaisseau le Laverdy au Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 23 Juin 
1768 

 « Car deux vaisseaux de plus de 50 canons, nous seraient ici fort ut Îles  pour la traite 
des bœufs et des esclaves. » 

 Lettre de M. Dumas, du Vaisseau au Port‐Louis Isle de France le 26 Juillet 1768 
 « Aux traites de bœufs et d’esclaves sur lesquelles il nous faut forcer si nous ne 

voulons périr faute de mains d’œuvre… » 

 Lettre de M. Dumas, au Port‐Louis le 31 Juillet 1768 
 « Mais quand serons nous pourvus de nombres d’esclaves qui nous est nécessaire 

pour le service du port … » 

 Lettre de N. Dumas au Port‐Louis, Isle de France le 2 Aout 1768 
 « des vaisseaux ayant la capacité, celui des bœufs et des esclaves en exige une plus 

grand3e encore des plus gros vaisseaux que les flutes nous seraient plus ut Îles … » 

 Lettre au Port‐Louis le 3 Aout 1768 de M. Dumas 
 « Sur toutes les acquisitions de biens fonds, têtes d’esclaves, marchandises, sommes 

prêtées par contrat, billets simples… » 

 Copie du Journal remis a M. Dumas pour M. de Clonart Commandant la flute 
l’Ambulante 

 Traite d’esclaves à Madagascar 
 Traite d’esclaves à Mozambique 

 Copie des observations de M.de Clonard sur la traite de Mozambique. 
 Il me semble que si le Ministre pouvait obtenir de la cour de Portugal la permission 

d’aller traiter des esclaves a Mozambique… » 

COL‐C4‐21 

 Île de France 

 Protestation 
 « Les noirs de détachement ou de maréchaussée comme on voudra les appeler sont 

par leur intuition et … » 
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Correspondance 
Générale, Journal de 
M. Dumas 
Commandant Général, 
1768  

 

 Difficulté d’aller conférer avec M. Poivre 
 « M. Poivre m’a dit qu’il n’avait pas même de quoi expédier l’ambulante qu’il ne 

pourrait lui donner de quoi faire une traite, c'est‐à‐dire de quoi rapporter 200 ou 250 
noirs… » 

 « Je crois que  le Manioc est une nourriture plus saine pour les esclaves que des 
viandes gâtées… » 

 « Copie du Procès verbal sur les aménagements à pratiquer pour rendre la flute 
Ambulante plus propre a la traite des noirs… » 

 « je ferai régler aujourd’hui ou demain la ration des noirs de détachement de  
manière qu’il n’y ait point de double emplois à faire… » 

 « En arrive le Navire le Prudent Bâtiment particulier appartenant au S. Neve 
Commander par les  S. Villeblanche …. Côte Ouest où il a traité quelques esclaves… » 

 « Le Navire le Prudent porte environ cent soixante millier de riz et 26 noirs ou 
négrillons….» 

 « l’objet des esclaves et du riz ne doit‐il être pris en aucune considération dans cette 
partie de Madagascar… » 

 « La Garonne pourra faire deux voyages d’esclaves et bœufs vivants en attendant le 
retour de l’Ambulante… » 

 Lettre du 22 Juin 
 « Avant que le Roi puisse fournir un noir aux habitants par le moyen de ses 

traites … » 
 Lettre du mois de Juillet « billet servi a l’achat des fonds ou d’esclaves… » 

 Lettre du 26 Juillet 
 Est arrivé le Senault le Bellecombe venant de Foulpointe ou il a traité des esclaves 

parti de Bourbon… » 

 Lettre du mois d’Aout 
 « Et si l’on parvenait à traiter à Foulpointe des esclaves en marchandises le succès de 

cette opération.. . » 

Vivres des noirs de détachement et travaux des noirs du Port. 

Lettre du mois de May faisait mention du commerce de la traite des noirs. 

Lettre du 13 May faisant mention de la traite  d’esclaves à Foulpointe. 

Lettre du mois d’Aout concernant les noirs de Foulpointe consentant à traiter leurs 
esclaves sans piastres. 

Lettre du 19 Septembre faisant mention d’esclaves Malgaches fugitifs qui ont enlevés 
une pirogue. 

Lettre du 20 Septembre, Le Navire Montmartel parti faire la traite d’esclaves a 
Mozambique et faisant aussi mentions de malades a bord. 

 Lettre du 23 Octobre 
 « Le salut de cette colonie dépendait peut être du succès de la première traite 

d’esclaves… » 

COL‐C4‐22 

 Île de France. 

Correspondance 

General, M. Poivre.  

Intendant Général, 

1768 

 

 Lettre de M. Poivre à l’Isle de France le 8 Janvier 1768. 
Habillement des noirs 

 Lettre de M. Poivre  l’Isle de France le 21 Février 1768. 
 Les noirs de Maréchaussée et la multiplication des noirs marron dans l’ Île. 

 Expédition, extrait de Madagascar 
 Traite d’esclaves à Foulpointe 
 Lettre  de M. Poivre du 16 Juin 1768 
 Voyage négrier de la flute la Garonne au  Fort‐Dauphin 

 Lettre de M. Poivre du 6 Aout 1768 
 Voyage négrier de la flute la Garonne à Madagascar 

 Lettre de M. Poivre du 6 Aout 1768 
 Prix des esclaves pour la traite a Mozambique et a Goa 
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 Lettre de M. Poivre du 25 8bre 1768 
 Voyage négrier de la flute du Roy l’Ambulante a Mozambique 

Voyage négrier de la flute du Roy l’Ambulante a Foulpointe, Glemet chargé des traites 

 Lettre de M. Poivre à l’Isle de France 
 Voyage négrier de la flute du Roy l’Ambulante a Mozambique, rapport de traite ; huit 

esclaves de Mozambique seulement. 

Voyage négrier de la flute du Roy l’Ambulante du 4 Avril 1768 a la cote d’Afrique 

 Lettre du Commissaire de la Marine faisant fonction de contrôleur aux Isle de France 
et Bourbon 

 La Flute l’Ambulante taxé pour avoir frauduleusement transportées des noirs de la 
Cote est de Madagascar. 

Lettre faisant mention de noir confisqués à bord de la flute l’Ambulante 

Lettre du 23 Octobre 1768 faisant mention d’esclaves de Madagascar égarés sur l’ Île 

Voyage négrier (de 6‐7 mois) de la flute du Roy l’Ambulante a Mozambique, rapport de 
traite ; huit esclaves de Mozambique seulement. 

 Lettre du lieutenant de la troupe nationale  
 Noirs de Maréchaussées 

 Lettre du 23 Octobre 1768 
 Noirs marron a la route du Tombeau, des noirs et négresses interrogés. 

 Lettre datée du 25 Octobre 1768 
 Lettre faisant mention des problèmes liés a la traite des noirs a Madagascar par la 

Cour du Portugal 

 Extrait de la lettre de M. Poivre du 30 9bre 1767 No. 20 
 Achat de 653 noirs par M. Poivre de la Compagnie des Indes pour le service du Roi 
 Prix détaillé des esclaves 

 Extrait de la lettre de M. Poivre du 30 9bre 1767 No 12 
 M. Dubreuil Ingénieur en Chef  en charge du recrutement des esclaves et leurs prix 

pour la réparation des bâtiments a l’Isle de France 

Lettre de M. Poivre pour la traite de 2400 noirs à Mozambique et Madagascar, pour les 
travaux de l’Isle de France 

Traite d’esclave à Mozambique pour les travaux du Roy, cette lettre fait aussi mention 
du fait que  Madagascar fournit très peu d’esclaves. 

 Extrait de la lettre de M. Poivre du 30bre 1767 
 Tentative de la Bourdonnais de mettre des noirs esclaves et libres sur des vaisseaux de 

guerre. 

 Extrait de la lettre de M. Poivre du 21 Février 1768 
 Multiplication des noirs marron et pillage des habitations 

COL‐C4‐23 

 Île de France 

Correspondance 

Générale, Conseil 

Supérieur.  

Fonctionnaires Divers. 

Mémoires et Projets. 

1768. M. Codere, 

Conseiller Rapporteur 

 Mémoires et projets renseignements divers 1768 
 « C’est au mois d’Octobre qu’il convient de prendre ces nègres à la Cote et de leur 

faire passer ensuite le Cap de Bonne Esperance… » 

 Copie de la lettre écrite à M. les Sieurs  Des Roches et Poivres, 15 aout 1768 
 Les noirs de Maréchaussée du Roi 

 Ordre Royal et Militaire du Sr. Louis Commandant en chef d’une légion, Colonel 
infanterie. 

 Nécessité d’un commandeur blanc ou noir  parmi les esclaves 

En ce qui concerne les esclaves qui proviennent de la traite. 
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  Les différents types de travaux effectués par les noirs 

COL‐C4‐24 
Correspondance de 
M. Poivre, Intendant, 
1769 

Compte de M. Dumas  1767 et 1768: Six négrillons provenant de la traite du Fort 
Dauphin à trois cent livres chaque. Port Louis Isle de France 14 décembre 1768. 

Lettre de M. Poivre – 12 janvier 1769. Etablissement de Madagascar : «(…) je prévois 
que la dépense de cette table sera très considérable et absorbera une grande partie 
des effets de traite qui étaient destinés à nous procurer des bestiaux et des 
esclaves. » 

 Lettre de M. Poivre du 1er avril 1769 
 Le gouverneur Portugais de Mozambique a porté plainte contre le capitaine de la flute 

L’Ambulante envoyé l’année dernière à Mozambique pour y tenter une traite 
d’esclaves qui n’a pas réussi. Ces derniers se sont adressés  au S. Gens pour se 
procurer secrètement des esclaves à la Baye de Fernand‐Valoze. 

   Lettre de M. Poivre du 2 juillet 1769

 Besoin d’esclaves pour les travaux de la colonie.  Plusieurs moyens proposés pour se 
procurer des esclaves : faire passer à la Cote de Guinée les vaisseaux expédiés ; 
solliciter à la cour de Portugal la permission de traiter à Mozambique 2000 noirs par 
année    

 4 juin 1769 : extrait de la lettre de M. Steinauer et Poivre du 13 janvier 1769

 « Les noirs de maréchaussée établis pour courir sur les nègres marrons et protéger  
les plantations transformés par M. Dumas en troupe réglée occupée à monter la 
garde ont entièrement oublié l’esprit de leur primitive instruction… » 

 3 février 1769 : extrait de la lettre de M. Poivre du 17 juin 1768 no. 70 sur les noirs de 
maréchaussée  

COL‐C4‐25 
Correspondance Îles 
de France et Bourbon, 
Conseil Supérieur, 
1769 

 Suite de l’information sur la gestion du S. Glenet 16 janvier 1769 
 « Le S. Olivier avait reçu du S. Glenet trois cent soixante piastres que M. de Clouard 

avait prêté au S. Glenet  qui avait chargé Olivier de lui acheter des noirs…il nous a 
déclaré ensuite que sur cette quantité de noir que l’on a débarqué sous son nom à 
l’Isle de France il ne lui appartient que 14 esclaves passés sur la Normande et deux 
négresses sur la Garonne, adressé au S. Merven…22  esclaves qui lui appartient et 
qu’il n’avait pas pu faire embarqué sur Le Postillon… » 

 Information faite par le Sr Audirac sous‐commissaire de la marine touchant la 
conduite du S. Glenet chef de traite pour le Roi à l’Isle de Madagascar 

 Concernant la traite frauduleuse dont le S. Glenet paraissait être accusé : « …le S. 
Leborgue qui nous a déclaré que lorsque le S. Glenet achetait des noirs le S. Leborgue 
faisait les prix des noirs…lorsque la flute La Garonne est venue a Foulpointe, il y avait 
soixante‐quatorze noirs traités en effets et enfermés dans la nègrerie  et qu’en outre 
de ceux là le S. Glenet en avait environ douze dans sa case et que de ces noirs il n’en 
a été embarqué à bord de la Garonne qu’environ trente huit a trente neuf… » 13 
janvier 1769. 

 M. Dumas commandant des Îles de France et de Bourbon 16 juillet 1769 
 « D’un  autre coté les frais énormes du fret journalier des petites embarcations du 

salaire des esclaves nécessaires a tous les travaux… l’entretien annuel de tous ces 
ateliers se borne à la nourriture des esclaves dont l'achat était prescrit par les 
instructions… » 

 Noirs en fraude saisis 

 Mémoire à consulter pour le Sieur Rivalz de Saint Antoine Conseiller  Supérieur de 
L’ile de France 1768. 

 Affranchissement des esclaves 
 Détachement de noirs pour la pêche de la tortue 

 Mémoires et projets – Renseignements divers 1769 
 « L’Afrique en deçà du Cap commençant à s’épuiser de nègres, l’occasion du 

commerce…les Indes en ouvrira une pour  fournir l l’Amérique avec les nègres de 
Madagascar… » 
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 Mémoire sur l’Isle de France 
 « C’est  Madagascar qui doit fournir des esclaves et des troupeaux à notre colonie … » 

Formation des esclaves du Roi en corps de troupe 

Mémoire sur la subsistance des troupes et des esclaves 

 Mémoire sur le moyen plus économe, le plus facile et le plus sur de faire les travaux 
du Roi a l’Isle de France  

 

A l’Isle de France le Roi possède environ 1,000 têtes d’esclaves. Avantages à retirer des 
esclaves. Mémoire sur l’Isle de France  

 « On ne peut parvenir à ce but que par le moyen d’un établissement à Madagascar qui 
peut seul augmenter promptement la population des nègres  dans l’Isle de France, 
qui peut se commencer avec une somme de 50 mille francs par an… » 

 Note sur M. A.  
 « Il faudrait donc par ce calcul trois arpents environ pour la nourriture de dix nègres 

pendant un an… En partant de cette supposition, le ministre pourrait ordonner que 
chaque colon entretient constamment sur son habitation deux arpents de terrain 
cultivé en manioc ou en camanioc  ou en patates ou en cambares suivant les 
différents quartiers par chaque dizaine d’esclaves» 

Mémoire :  
 « …le projet d’un établissement à Madagascar remplit parfaitement il procurera à l’Isle 

de France une importance considérable d’esclaves et de troupeaux annuellement et 
l’on doit être assuré que plus elle augmentera le nombre de ses esclaves, plus celui 
des colons Européens s’accroîtrera proportionnellement et plus l’agriculture prendra 
de vigueur… » 

Idée de l’Isle de France : Il est nécessaire pour l’entretien de l’artillerie de l’Isle de France 
2,000 nègres instruits au fusil, lance, sabre et javelots, 2,000 nègres pour servir 
l’artillerie, 2,000 nègres pour porter les vivres. 

 Observations sur l’Isle de France 
 « Il y a dans les deux Îles de France et de Bourbon  environ 45,000 esclaves dont le 

travail peut suffir à la subsistance de quelque population…l’abondance de ces 
colonies dépend principalement de la multiplicité des esclaves dont la population 
pourrait être portée jusqu’à soixante mille dans chaque ile…Le commerce des noirs à 
la Cote d’Afrique est encore plus essentiel à vivre que celui de Madagascar par la 
qualité des esclaves… Il y a quatre espèces d’esclaves à l’Isle de France dont la 
variété est nécessaire pour la division qui règne heureusement entre ces castes et 
qui empêche les conspirations  si dangereuses pour les colonies et leurs habitants… » 

 Règlement d’administration pour les Îles : « rendre les traites d’esclaves absolument 
libres à Madagascar sans s’embarrasser de la manière dont elles s’y feront 
…l’essentiel étant d’avoir des  noirs aux iles…détruire à l’Isle de France le 
marronnage par le rétablissement des noires de détachement qui est la seule milice 
en état de faire cette chasse…accorder aux castes libres la distinction qu’ils doivent 
avoir sur les esclaves et leur concéder cinquante gaulettes carrées de terrain par 
famille en état de les cultiver…» 

Subsistance de première nécessité : « …heureusement une seule subsistance est 
certaine, c’est celle des noirs, la racine de manioc…on fait compte dans l’ile de seize 
mille noirs et mille cent cinquante blancs… 

 Administration des Îles de France et de Bourbon pendant l’année mil cent soixante 
dix neuf communes avec M. de Steinhauer  

 Amnistie pour les noirs marron qui reviendraient chez leurs maitres ; la liberté à tous 
les esclaves du Roi qui formaient un corps de maréchaussée très utile contre les noirs 
marron. 

 Etat général des esclaves…remis dans les magasins du Roi a l’Isle de France de l’année 
1769 par les flutes de sa Majesté provenant des traites établies pour le compte du 
Roy au Fort Dauphin, Foulpointe et Manourou Isle de Madagascar… 

 Récapitulation des dépenses à faire dans la colonie : 500 noirs pour le Roi ; 100 noirs à 
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vendre aux particuliers a 200
 1769 ‐ hôpitaux : Dépenses de la Compagnie pour les malades blancs et noirs 

COL‐C4‐26 
Ile de France 
Correspondance 
Général 
M. des Roches  du 
Dresnay, 
Gouverneur Général, 
1770 

 Correspondance de M. des Roches faisant un état des lieux a la colonie, un décompte 
du nombre de personnes présents et des dépenses encourues pendant l’année. 

 « le nombre d’esclaves ouvrières et autres attachée est de 800 environs. » 

Résultat de l’opération de décompte faite. 

 Correspondance de M. des Roches datée du 20 Juillet 1770. 
 «  Si on en était la, il n’y aurait plus de marronnage de la part des noirs ni des 

baignades de la part des blancs à craindre » 

 Copie de la lettre annoncée, écrite par M. des Roches le 20 Juillet 1770. 
 « Je veux et j’entends que les noirs de l’habitation d’en bas, y fassent leur résidences 

et ne soient occupés sur le sol même que de l’habitation, ainsi je préviens…. »  
 « Je demande les placques a manioc, et j’avertis que désormais il ne sera plus fourni 

de vivres a d’autres qu’aux noirs dont la propriété départage entre…. » 
 « …j’irai moi‐même en personne chercher les noirs qui m’appartiennent… » 

 Relevée de M. des Roches sur la situation de la colonie datée du 21 Juillet 1770. 
(Section Ville de Port Louis) 

 « La Ville de Port Louis ne se ressemble plus depuis six mois ; les noirs y sont à 
découvert. » 

 Mémoire sur le nombre d’esclave présent sur l’Isle et d’autres choses émanant de 
Provost. 

 « Il leur demande s’ils peuvent cependant lui procurer la facilité d’introduire dans la 
colonie 50 à 60 esclaves sur le Bâtiment du Roi. » 

 « Sa situation après tout ce qu’il vient de faire se trouva par la perte d’une vingtaine 
d’esclaves et le dépérissement de son habitation… » 

 « Mais si le S. Provost a réussi en travaillant pour la propriété publique, il n’en a pas 
été de même de ses affaires particulières ; il a trouvé son habitation dans un état 
déplorable, le nombre de ses esclaves considérablement diminué en ayant perdu 
trente deux pendant ce dernier voyage. » 

 Correspondance de M. des Roches sur l’état de la colonie et sur les abus et 
dégénération à la colonie. 

  « Pendant l’absence de dix jours que j’ai fait pour aller a Bourbon et en revenir, un 
feu qui couvait parmi les esclaves a éclater tout d’un coup de manière alarmante. » 

 «On a appris  qu’il paraissait dans tout les coins de l’ile des troupes considérable de 
noirs marrons. » 

 « Ils ont attaqués ouvertement les passants dans les chemins, ils ont enlevés des 
Négresses de tout coté, ils ont assassinés des noirs et même un blanc a été victime 
de leur fureurs » 

 Correspondance de M. des Roches sur l’état de la colonie et sur les abus et 
dégénération à la colonie. 

 Esclaves fugitif. 
 Mémoire de M. de Saline. 
 «  les 2000 manœuvre doivent incontestablement être tous esclaves.. » 

COL‐C4‐27  

Ile de France 
Correspondance 
Général M. Poivre 
Intendant, Divers 
Mémoires et Projets, 
1770 

 

 Lettre de M. Poivre, Intendant, datée le 31 Mars 1770  
 « Il y a une somme d’environ 30 milles pour autres d’esclaves Mozambique 

nécessaires au service du roi » 

 Articles officielles écrite par François Julien Du Dresney et Pierre Poivre datée le 20 
Juillet 1770 

 « Nous avons défendu et défendons très‐expressément  a  tout Colon, Habitant, ainsi 
qu’a tout particulier de quelque état, condition et qualité qu’il faut a tous gens de 
couleur, libre, affranchi ou esclave de transporter hors de cette ile…. » 
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 Article 2 : Le Port et la Marine 
 « cet article est d’une très grande étendue.  Il faut d’y expliquer.  On doit d’abord 

chercher a employer aux service du port et de la Marine.  Le plus de noirs qu’on n’y 
pourra au lieu de matelots Européens… »  ‘’Il ne convienne point de se servir de noirs 
de Madagascar pour armer aucune embarcation… » 

 « Les noirs apprendront avec le temps leur métier, et remplaceront ceux qui 
viendront à marquer… » 

 Dépense du 2eme article : «  350 noirs pour les service du port de tous les ateliers à 
qui il faut donner pour les encourager… » 

 Article 3 : Les Magasins en travaux 
 « 100 noires a 2. par mois de gratification – Rs. 2,400… » 

 Article 4 : Militaire et travaux 
 «  Dépenses pour les travaux...30 noires manœuvre à proportion. 2 bons travailleurs 

de pierre blancs… » 
 « Marchandises nécessaire pour la consommation de Isle et résultat des dépenses : 

1000 noires a 600 ……Rs. 600, 000  

COL ‐C4‐28 
1771 
Correspondances 
générales 
Chevalier Desroches 
Gouverneur Général 
 

janvier février mars 
 résultats de mes observations sur notre établissement aux  Îles  de France et Bourbon 
1 o 3 millions piastres ou soi en roupies doivent suffire.. 
9 o Il y faut au moins 4000 hommes effectifs y compris 400 hommes d’Artillerie, J’y 

voudrais ajouter 400 noirs esclaves attaches a l’artillerie 
10oLe roi ne doit pas avoir d’autres esclaves…la vente du surplus donnera de grand 

moyens pour favoriser l’agriculture pour le défrichement des terres... 

COL ‐C4‐28‐3 
 

15 janvier 1771 Tournée a Bourbon 
 Des gens plonges dans une misère affreuse..familles de Bourbon n’ayant pas un seul 

esclave 

COL ‐C4‐28‐5 
 

 7 mars 1771 

 au sujet du préfet apostolique 
‐supplie au Monseigneur de donner un bénéfice simple au préfet, M Contenot  
‐nous avons déjà établi deux paroisses 
‐cette ville de Port Louis, comme une cloaque de vices..commence apprendre une forme 

inestimable.. les habitants devenus miliciens aiment et respectent leurs état, séparé 
des noirs dont la fréquentation les plongeant  dans le libertinage.. 

COL ‐C4‐28‐8 
 

 10 mars 1771 

 7000 noirs entrés en 1770 dans les deux  Îles  pour le compte de particuliers, du a ‘la 
police que j’ai établie dans les Bâtiments du Roy et a la faveur que j’ai accordé au 
commerce..’ 

   28 mars 1771 Mémoire –divers 

 inventaire après décès de Samocet 

 régiment de la Motte 

COL ‐C4‐28‐18 
 

 29 mars 1771 

  L’aventurier Sr Lubin 
COL ‐C4‐28  1771 
Correspondance 
générale Chevalier 
Desroches, 
Gouverneur Général 
 

 avril, mai, Juin conseil supérieur 

 cérémonie de Pâques 

 inventaire du Cailleau Garde Magasin Générale 

   7 avril 1771 

 milices 

 piastres 
 naufrage d’un bateau anglais 
 visite d’un bateau espagnol, boucherie 
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   27 avril 1771 

 Sr. Brayer 
   27 avril 1771 

 Approvisionnement, dépense du Génie 

 elles sont exorbitantes. Les journées d’ouvriers seules montent à 165,000 livres 
indépendamment de quelques 400 et quelques noirs 

COL ‐C4‐28‐37  28 avril 1771 
Giroflerie 

COL ‐C4‐28‐38  De Morigny – Affaire de femme

  24 juin 1771 Mission secrète pour se procurer des plantes

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐6 
Correspondance 
générale Chevalier 
Desroches, 
Gouverneur Général  
 

juillet aout septembre 

2 septembre 1771 
 vaisseau particulier le Télémaque envoyé l’année dernière par ses armateurs au 

Mozambique, Le Sr Berguet chef de traite sur ce navire  et le Sr Charpentier 
capitaine. Le Sieur Brayer et Regade ont porté plainte contre Charpentier, ils lui ont 
ôte le commandement de leur vaisseau 

2 septembre 1771 
 Rivaltz de St Antoine et Sr Chalan sont arrivés sur L’Actionnaire clandestinement ’sans 

ordre, sans lettres, sans aveu de vous’ et a répandu la terreur parmi les honnêtes 
gens 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐ 8   Génie de terre et de mer, travaux du port
‐Creusement des canaux et des mouillements, faire de Trou Fanfaron un port de sureté 

propre à recevoir une escadre pendant la mauvaise saison, relèvement des carcasses 
du port, 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐11   Poudre de guerre 
‘qu’entre autres choses la poudre de guerre a été délivrée sans mesure à qui voulait 

parce que c’est l’effet la plus sûre pour traiter des noirs au Mozambique  et à 
Madagascar‘. 

 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐13   Corvette à Rodrigues

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐21   le 3 septembre 
 Le navire particulier le St André armée par M de Verdière s’est perdu en arrivant a 

Mozambique ou il allait traiter 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐29  3 septembre 1771 
 Traite des noirs sur le vaisseau du Roy 
Desroches n’a pas signé une instruction pour la flute du Roy LA Normandie que M Poivre 

m’adressa pour le Capitaine de recevoir 8000 piastres a bord et d’en acheter des 
noirs pour le compte des particuliers nommément du Sr Amat qui était des lors parti 
pour Batavia 

‐concurrence des particuliers qui font la fraude ‘...qui ne paient ni frais d’armement, ni 
les autres charges des vaisseaux équipes aux frais et risques des particuliers’ 

‐‘le commerce a procuré 7 000 noirs à la Colonie depuis May 1770 jusqu'à May 1771. En 
cette année si la fraude reprend on en traitera peut être pas 700’ 

   Instructions donnes a Fournier – intérieur de l’ Île

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐28  3 septembre 1771 
 Abus dans la réception des grains‐ aujourd’hui on  est obligé d’aller à Madagascar 

acheter du riz des noirs de cette  Île... 
 je suis qu’il n’y a pas d’esclaves (hommes, femmes ou enfants) qui ne coute 20 sols par 

jour. On présentera la dessus de tableaux illusoires tant qu’on voudra main mon 
calcul n’est pas faux et c’est à peu près 1000 écus par jour qu’il en coute. La moitié 
de cette somme donnerait 1000 ouvriers blancs au service et 3000 bons noirs 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐31  4 septembre 1771 
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 Complot de désobéir les ordres Du Roy

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐ 43  Octobre Novembre Décembre 1771 

  2 octobre 1771 
 petite vérole : ‘elle a commencé à manifester vers le mois de M. Elle n’a point 

discontinue depuis… et un nombre prodigue de noirs, même quelques blancs y ont 
passé, et y passant journellement. Ce n’est pas étonnant puisque pendant le cours de 
l’année dernière, le  commerce particulier  a procuré plus de 7000 noirs nouveaux, et 
je crois qu’il avait pas encore eu d’’exemple d’une traite aussi forte...’ 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐56  le 6 Octobre 1771 
 Projet d’établissement pour le progrès de l’Île: 

une ville au centre de l’Ile favoriserait et protègerait les établissements qui se feraient 
de proche en proche 

 N’y ayant pas plus de maitres dans les villes qu’il y en a aujourd’hui dans une seule...il 
n’aura pas plus d’esclaves. Je suis même persuade que l’on verrait pas plus dans la 
ville militaire officiers de marine emmènent leurs domestiques blancs 
d »Europe…dans l’état actuel des choses, on ne peut parvenir à se faire servir des 
blancs parmi une multitude d’esclaves avec lesquels ils ne veulent..ne doivent être 
confondus.’ 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐57‐
61 

9 octobre 1771 
 petite vérole  

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐67  22 novembre 1771  
 Deux frégates …à Port Louis – chaloupe de guerre The Hawke and Lecerf 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐69  22 novembre 1771 
 subsistance et état des grains à Bourbon 
 le riz tiré de Madagascar pour aller faire la traite au Mozambique  

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐70  22 novembre 1771 
 Montée du piastre 
 La Normande revenue de Madagascar sans un seul bœuf, et seulement avec cent 

quatre‐vingt milliers de Riz. Mais elle a deux cent noirs pour le compte des 
particuliers’. 

 Le Commerce a traite 7,000 mille noirs et les bâtiments du Roy moins que je n’avais 
dit encore peut être aucun. 

 Le chef de traite du Roy est soupçonné de négliger les intérêts qui lui sont confiés 
pour faire ses affaires, celles de ses amis et de sa famille’ 

‐Arrivée du Jason et de L’Américaine 
‐Arrivée du navire espagnol  Le Tenerife 
‐départ de Desroches 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐74   23 novembre 1771 
 Traite de bœufs Madagascar 
 Nous n’avons tiré cette année que mille bêtes a corne tout au plus et en supposant 

que l’Africain, L’Ambulante, et Le Vaillant qui sont encore à Foulpointe nous en 
rapportent 600. 

 ‐le 25 novembre : l’Africain est revenu avec 318 bêtes 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐82  25 novembre 1771 
 Casernes évacués 
 casernes en palissade et couvertes de pailles – 24 cases pour loger 400 hommes 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐83  Traite des noirs pour compte des particuliers 
 L’Intendant lui donna une instruction pour livrer 8000 piastres au Capitaine, qu’il 

refusa. ..La Normande revenu, ‘elle rapporte seulement 180 milliers de ris, pas un 
bœuf, et environ 200 esclaves, on dit tout est pour Sr Amat. 

 Capitaine Sr Rosbo devait traiter des bœufs pour le Roy .. 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐90  26 novembre 1771 
 petite vérole 
 l’épidémie tend à se dissiper entièrement. Elle s’étend au contraire dans les 
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campagnes mais avec la même bénignité..
 ..les gens les plus prévenus sont forcés de reconnaitre combien il était important 

d’établir l’hôpital hors de la ville. 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771‐91  26 novembre 1771 
 L’Intendant lui reproche deux choses. Ne pas achever les routes de première 

nécessité. Je n’ai que vingt noirs à moi..comme je jouis d’environ deux mois de 12 
noirs que le Roy m’accordé 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771 ‐92  26 novembre 1771 
 Reproche de l’Intendant :,…il était nécessaire de détruire les noirs marrons établi dans 

le milieu de l’Isle, de rassurer les habitants qui y avaient des concessions, 
d ;encourager la culture dans cette partie important que j’ai place trois compagnies 
d’infrie . Liste détaillé des travaux de construction. 

 ‘les noirs libres et blancs étaient confondus. J’ai séparé les couleurs, j’ai attaqué le vice 
et les crimes et j’ai au moins détruit le scandale et le désordre.’ 

COL ‐C4‐28 1771  

Conseil Supérieur  

Première ‐61 

8 Décembre 1771 
 Mémoire présentée par L’Abbé Voysin 

COL‐C4‐28 1771 ‐93 

 

Etat des dépenses de l’année 1771 
 …on ne verra jamais clair dans les dépenses que lorsque tous les noirs du Roy seront 

vendus jusqu’au dernier. Le seul bon usage que l’on put faire c’est de former des 
matelots, mais les abus seront toujours plus grands que les avantages 

COL‐C4‐28  1771 ‐96 

 

18 Décembre 1771 
 Concessions retirées aux environs de la Baye aux Tortues 
 Les dévastations de Jacques Roux près de la Baye aux Tortues jusqu'au de la de la 

Grande Baye sous le prétexte de fournir du bois a pour le service du Roy 
 Etat de l’environnement a cet endroit : pas une goutte d’eau 
 Je viens d’apprendre qu’il a retiré tous les titres des concessions qu’il a pu surprendre 

aux habitants auxquels nous les avions accordés au nom du Roy. il a voulu rendre 
inutiles  des titres aussi légitimes et aussi respectables tels enfin que sans abusée de 
notre pouvoir, nous n’avons plus celui de les annuler – il a, contre les termes exprès 
de l’Ordonnance, donne des ordres arbitraires signes de lui seul et destructeurs de 
ceux que nous avions signés en commun. 

 … 
 le même abus d’autorité se commettait à l’égard de quelques pauvres habitants des 

trois ilots qui sur la foi des Ordonnances des concessions que nous leur avions 
accordées jouissaient paisiblement de leurs terrains, y avaient fait des plantations, 
même de café. On les leur arrachait contre tout droit pour favoriser les gens riches 
ou aimés…. 

 je les ai rétablis dans leurs propriétés par les ordres dont je joins ici copies.. 
 un de ces ordres était nécessaire pour arrêter l’indiscrétion  des arpenteurs et peut 

être de biens d’autres personnes. 

   no.2 Copie d’un ordre donné par M Poivre au Sr Merle arpenteur   le 13 novembre 
1771 – concernant terrain Grand mange a Trois Ilots 

 Copie d’un autre ordre donné par M Poivre au Sr Merle arpenteur  le 21 novembre 
1771 – concernant  

 Copie d’un Troisième ordre donné par M Poivre au Sr Merle arpenteur sans datte 
 Copie de l’ordre donné par le Chevalier Desrochers au Sr Merle arpenteur le 18 

décembre 1771 

COL–C4‐28‐98  18 Décembre 1771 

Mr Desvaux de Marigny 

Recommandation de Monseigneur 

COL ‐C4‐29 
1771 Correspondance 
générale, M. Poivre, 
Intendant  

Divers Mémoires et projets
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C4‐29‐3 
 

 4 janvier 1771 
 ouragan 

   6 janvier 1771 
vaisseau le Massiac 

C4‐29‐12 
 

 2 avril 1771 
 épiceries – cultivassions des plantes au jardin Mon Plaisir 
 ‘nos colons ne sont pas asses agriculteurs pour avoir donné à des plants aussi précieux 

les soins qu’ils exigeaient’ 

C4‐29‐14 
 

 19 avril 1771 

 Cantonnement des troupes ‐ a Petite Rivière, la Caze Noyal, Bell Ombre ou le Poste 
Jacotet, l’extrémité des Plaines Wilhems, la baraque du gouverneur, le Grand port, 
les Quatre Cocos, Flacq, la Poudre d’Or, la Rivière du milieu de l’ Île. 

Mais Desroches a diminué le nombre des cantonnements. 

C4‐29‐3‐4   22 aout 1771 

 épiceries 

 seconde expédition aux  Îles  Philippines et aux Mollusques 

C4‐29‐4   Ternay 15 May 1772 et 25 aout 1771 

 Papier monnaie 

C4‐29‐5 
 

 23 aout 1771 

 approvisionnement 
‘les huit bâtiments arrives n’avaient apportés. Point ou presque point de provisions. ‘je 

vous supplie qu’il nous soit portes de France des ??…de viande salée dont moitié en 
lard et moitie en bœuf 

C4‐29‐6   23 aout 1771 

 Port nord‐ouest ‐ opération de Curement 

 le port a toujours manque de  matelots, d’officiers et surtout de charpentiers… 

C4‐29‐7   23 aout 1771 
 Hôpital –la règle était parfaitement établi dans les deux hôpitaux lorsque M le 

Chevalier Desroches est arrivé en Juin 1769..depuis cette époque les dépenses de 
nouvel hôpital ont été considérables… » 

 le transport journalier des vivres nécessaires aux malades détournent beaucoup des 
autres travaux... » 

C4‐29‐8   23 aout 1771 
 fortification –‘la partie militaire ne me regarde point » 
 ‘anciennes batteries tombent en ruine’ 

C4‐29‐9   24 aout 1771 

 concession – ‘les concessions avaient en général été faites sans discernement, sans 
économie, sans un plan, bien détermine’. 

C4‐29‐10   24 aout 1771 
 Projet d’une ville au milieu d’une ville à la mare du Boucan‐ 
 ‘C’est de la ville de Port Louis que tous les transports de vivres doivent être faits. Les 

chemins qui y conduisent sont montueux et  difficiles . Les transports ne peuvent s’y 
faire qu’a tête d’esclaves… » 

C4‐29‐11   24 aout 1771 
 Organisation intérieure 
 ordonnance du roi pour créer  des milices nationales 
 L’Intendant n’a plus eu aucune correspondance dans l’intérieur de l’Île 
 la nouvelle organisation introduite par M Desroches est défectueuse qu’elle ne 

convient pas à  une colonie agricole… » 

C4‐29‐12   24 aout 1771 
 Chemins 
 les habitants doivent fournir quatre journées de corvée par tête d’esclaves. Pour 

exiger ces corvées il faut avoir un recensement fidèle de tous les esclaves de la 
colonie 
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 depuis 1769 à ce jour, Mrs les commandants de quartiers ont disposé des corvées 
suivant les ordres  de M Le Gouverneur General sans que j’aye eu la moindre 
connaissance… » 

C4‐29‐14   26 aout 1771 
 épiceries 

C4‐29‐30   30 aout 1771 
 Curement du port 

C4‐29‐32   31 aout 1771 
 Lettres de change 

C4‐29‐33   31 aout 1771 
 Traite du Cap de Bonne Esperance 
 employé Périchon : il nous a envoyé pour plus de cent mille écus de provisions 

C4‐29‐36   1 Septembre 1771 
 Envois à faire de France ‐ Etats général des Besoins 

C4‐29‐38   24 Septembre 1771 
 Approvisionnement de France 
 le vaisseau ‘Berryer’ n’a apporté que 95 au lieu de 407 tonneaux de comestibles.’’ il ne 

trouve pas une seule quart de viande salée’ 

 liste des vaisseaux du Roy et bâtiments particuliers. 

C4‐29‐43   23 octobre 1771 

 Milice nationale 

 Sont ‘des cultivateurs métamorphosés en officiers …ont changé leurs pioches contre 
des épaulettes’ 

C4‐29‐44   24 octobre 1771 

 Affaire particulier troubles 
 abus d’autorité dans le cas de M Rivaltz de St Antoine 

 Lettre e St Antoine Conseiller au Conseil Supérieur à M Maissin et Colonel d’Infanterie 
et Commandant des Milices Nationales 

C4‐29‐47   24 octobre 1771 

 imposition sur le café 

C4‐29   31 octobre 1771   de carton 161 6 no 13 
 Liquidation de la compagnie 

C4‐29‐53   9 novembre 1771 

 approvisionnement par le Drago 450 tonneaux 
épidémie de petite vérole, le v aisseau n’a pu atterrir avec des bleds 
Bourbon regorge de bleds achetés, ‘famine a Isle de France’ 

C4‐29‐48   14 novembre 1771 

 Maladie endémique 

 petite vérole apporte par le navire le florentin armateur le Sr Brayeur venant de 
Mozambique avec une traite d ; environ 300 esclaves on assure que les officiers de 
ce bâtiment  ont commis la faute de cacher dans leur navire 4 esclaves attaques pas 
cette maladie 

 il en meure douze par jour dans la  même ville de port louis 

 comme je n’ai aucune espèce de correspondance de l’intérieur  je ne peux savoir rien 
vous dire  de certain 

 jusqu’ici la maladie n’a emporté que fort peu de blancs. elle a fait ses ravages parmi 
les noirs 

 J’ai fait établir sous  le vent du port un petit hôpital isole uniquement destine de 
recevoir les malades attaques de la petite vérole. Cet hôpital contient deux cent lits. 

   27 novembre 1771  

 Voyage de Gouverneur Desroches aux  Îles  Amirantes 

COL ‐C4‐29‐48 
1771 Ordonnateur 

 1771 Correspondance Courcy 
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COL ‐C4‐29 
1771, 
Conseil supérieur 

 6 octobre 1771‐1772  Conseil Supérieur  
 Mémoire du Conseil sur des points ‘obscurs’ de la législation 

 signataires ; Delandes, De Chazal, Codere, L’Abbe Gallois, Denis de la Coudray, 
Dalencon…Anthoine,  

 arrivée de bateaux, suppression de papier monnaie etc.’ 

   Procès‐verbal septembre 1771 

 contre la suppression papier monnaie 

 En ce que l’un des motifs de la suppression du papier monnaye, semblerait devoir 
interdire à ces  Îles  tout le commerce avec les adjacentes les Indes et la chine qui 
n’est envisagé que comme de luxe, Tandis qu’ils…. des premier  nécessités, pour 
l’importation des noirs, leurs vivres et de leurs vêtements 

COL ‐C4‐29 
1771 
Divers  
Le Ministre à 
Desroches et Poivre 

 4 avril 1771copie de la dépêche à Desroches et Poivre 
 Tromelin pour aider dans le curage du Port 

 situation actuelle des finances 

 travaux au port, envoie de Brest des ustensiles de feu et de fonte nécessaires pour le 
cure molle 

COL ‐C4‐29 
1771 
Chevalier de Ternay, 
Commandant Général 

 23 octobre 1771 

 entre de la Belle Poule en armement 

 Lettre du Conseil supérieur de Pondichéry à Desroches et Poivre 

 les vaisseaux et les dépenses 

 Rivaltz de St Antoine 

 M. Heugel 

 L’Abbe Gallois 

 Marion Dufresne 

 Cossigny 

 Comte de Lamerville 

 Monteil 

   divers projets – Mozambique – Kilwa – 

 lettre en arabe 
 Brayeur de Barre – 
  esclaves du Roy‐ cout détaillé de la traite a Mozambique et projets au Mozambique 

 sur les 3866 esclaves qu’il proposa d’exporter de Mozambique, il estime qu’il y aurait 
480 morts dans les traversées 

ni date ni auteur   1771 Mémoires et projets – renseignements divers 

 sur le commerce des indes  

 plan de l’entrepôt 

 légion africaine 

 commerce de l’inde 

   Prospectus et résultat d’une expédition de commerce aux indes, à la Chine et aux  Îles  
de France et des Bourbon 

   renseignements divers  

 copie d’un extrait de L’abbé Rochon  

 Janvier 1771 
 observations de Chevreau 

 nourriture pour invalides 

   Instructions secrètes pour M Corde Commandant La Corvette du Roy Le Nécessaire 
au cas de séparation l’expédition pour prendre des plantes de girofliers 

 vocabulaire malais‐les nombres, conversation sur les plantes 

 préparation de caisses de terre 

C4‐29‐9 
 

 Mémoires relatif à l’approvisionnement 

 pour les 2 900 noirs dans les deux  Îles  – nourris avec du mais et du riz 

 pour la traite à Madagascar il est indispensable d’envoyer les articles nécessaires : 
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eau de vie  fusils a baguette, poudre, balles,… ( ? carre, ceinte) 

C4‐29‐10 
 

 avril 1771 – Isle de France ‐ Poivre et Desroches 

 la traite de Madagascar n’est pas abondante : les nègres qui en proviennent sont 
paresseux, méchants et toujours prêt à s’échapper’ 

 pensaient qu’il serait ‘avantageux pour nous d’obtenir de la cour de Portugal la 
permission d’avoir …une certaine quantité d’esclaves  

 Poivre voulait 2000 esclaves de la cote d’Afrique 

 Malgache ne pouvait travailler dans le port: ‘ils sont si jaloux de leur liberté que pour 
s’évader ils enlèvent ; les bateaux qu’on leur confiés’. 

 Il est de principe que rien ne serait plus avantageux aux Portugais que de nous 
vendre des esclaves. Ils en ont une grande quantité qu’ils leur deviennent à charge 
par les frais de nourriture.  D’ailleurs ils ne peuvent en égard a la religion, en vendre 
a aucune autre nation étrangère, et ce qu’ils en fournissent..à Goa qu’au Brésil n’ont 
pas un débouché suffisant pour la quantité qu’ils en entretiennent. 

C4‐29‐1 
 

 28 avril 1771 de Versailles 
 Copie de la lettre à M Desroches à Poivre  

mémoire non daté 
1770‐1771 ? 

 Mémoire apostille  sur toutes les parties de l’administration des  Îles  de F et B après 
la remise faites de cette administration par la compagnie des indes au gouvernement 
français 

 Articles 1‐68 dont no. 5 bâtiments civils, no10 boulangerie ; no.11 bois, no.12 bray ou 
goudron, no.20 communes, no.22 concessions, no.31 filles à marier, no.44 
Madagascar et Mozambique, no.47 malabares, no.52 noirs, no. 54 ouvriers, no. 68 
viandes salées etc. 

‘..19 a 20 mille noirs dont 6 000 seulement employés a la culture de la terre, , il nous 
faudrait 20 000 noirs cultivateurs..’ 

COL ‐C4‐29‐1 
1771 
 Îles  de France et 
Bourbon  
Fonds 

 Fonds 
 Etat des bâtiments a Bourbon 

 De Bellecombe et Cremont 

 Observation important sur la nécessite indispensable du paiement en piastres pour 
l’appointement des officiers 

 dépenses faites 1771 

   Juillet 1775 Mémoire sur la manière de pourvoir aux dépenses du Roy dans l’Inde 

   Dette du Roi aux  Îles  de France et Bourbon – Papier a M Poivre 

 Liquidation des Créanciers de la Cie des Indes 

 Etat des ‘lettres de change ‘extraits correspondance Maillard  

 liquidation 

   bureau de l’Inde 1778 

 Création d’une nouvelle monnaie  de papier pour la somme d’un million de livres 

   Etat des dépenses pour 1770 
COL ‐C4‐30 
Correspondance 
Desroches, 
Copies de  lettres de 
M Desroches a M 
Poivre, 
Agriculture, 1772 
 
 

 4 mars 1772  

 Liste de Bâtiments Particuliers 
      Le Bruny, Le Boynes, Le Chevalier Desroches, Le Bertin, L’Aigle, L’Athalante, Le 

Desforges, La Concorde 
        La Garonne, Le Mrq de Narbonne, La Louise. L’Union, La Curieuse, 2 de M Marion, La 

Créole, Goélette de M Desribes, Le Thetis, L’Heure du Berger, Le Curieux, L’Africain, 
L’Ambulante, La Corizante, Le Prudent, Le Vert Galant, Le Vigilant, Le Comte de 
Menou, Les 2 Goélettes du Roi, le Grand Bourbon, Le Coureur. 

 18 avril 1772  

 Second ouragan 
Et délai dans le départ de La Normande 
Échoue sur le sable 
Trop d’hommes 

 20 juillet 1772   
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 Dauphin frégate  
‘les anglais ont une croisière continuelle établie sur nos  Îles  Rodrigues et Madagascar…’ 

 Aux Seigneurs du Conseil Supérieur De Pierre Rio Capitaine de l’Athalante 
 Le Sr Voisin Sous Commissaire de la Marine  monta  à bord ‘pour faire son choix pour 

les besoins du service du Roy de la quantité de 64 têtes d’esclaves 
Quarante noires pièces d’inde à 1000 # 40,000 
Douze femmes pièces d’Inde  10,800 
Et douze capors à  9,600 
Total 60,400 
15 des noirs furent enlevés en présence de M Maingard Capitaine du Port 

 Quelques jours après, Voisin lui demanda de reprendre les noirs. 

 Le Ministère leur demande de réduire les dépenses 

 3 mars 1772  
  Noirs employés aux travaux du Pouce 

 Etat d’abandon de l’Île en 1767

 Distribution des noirs esclaves

 Expédie la flute La Garonne à Madagascar pour commencer nos exportations 
d’esclaves 

 Problèmes  avec le commandant 

 Culture des terres  

 Création d’une milice 

 Port et armement 

 Etat de l’Île en 1767: 

 ‘des ateliers mal montées et tout au plus six cent esclaves.  J’ai remis à mon 
successeur seize cent quarante esclaves repartie sur les différents travaux… » 

 Liste de tous les ouvrages rendus 

 Articles magasins du Roy 
a augmente le nombre d’esclaves attache aux magasins de 7‐8 a ‘de cents esclaves’ 
‘augmentation a été nécessaire’ ‘pour la conservation des effets du Roy et surtout des 

grains qui demandent à être remues continuellement mais encore pour les 
transports considérables nécessités par les établissements de M Desroches 

 Article 10 
L’Hôpital  je l’avais reçu avec vingt‐ vingt‐cinq esclaves, je l’ai remise avec cent 

 Article 11 Connaissance des produits naturelles 

 J’ai trouvé les deux colonies dans l‘ignorance la plus profonde sue toutes les 
productions naturelles de leur sol’..les médecins eux mêmes, au milieu des plantes 
les plus salutaires n’employaient pour le traitement des malades que des herbes, des 
racines, des écorées desséchées, transportes de France et qui avait perdu toute 
propriété  par un si long transport’… 

 les coulons‐Colons  voyaient perire sous leurs yeux, faute de remède, de 
malheureuse esclave.. 

 article 12 navigation 

 le 7 février 1772 
 lettre de Poivre  à Monseigneur 

 culture de grains 

 cause de la décadence 

 7 avril 1772 
 Lettre de Poivre  
 Noirs fugitifs avant l’arrivée de Desroches 

 ‘Lorsque M Desroches est arrive ici, on n’entendait point parler de ces noirs marron.  
Nous avions un e marechaussée.  Composée d’environ quatre vingt hommes, partie 
libres, parties esclaves du Roy... .’ 
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 M Desroches... l’ordre de donner la liberté a toute cette marechaussée’ ainsi a leurs 
femmes et enfants 

 les a disperses en petites peuplades dans différents quartiers de l’Île ou il leur a 
partage des terres à cultiver’ 

 quelques petits détachements de cinq ou six hommes qui ayant perdu (? leur vie 
casanière l’habitude des courses dans les forets ont eu peur eux mêmes des noirs 
marrons 

COL ‐C4‐30 
Correspondance 
Desroches 1772 

 Lettre de 20 juillet 1772 

  Curement du Port 

   1772 

 Etat des dépenses à faire aux Îles de France et de Bourbon pour le Service du Roy 
pendant l’année 1772 
à l’île de France    3 235 441 
à l’Île de Bourbon    367 890 
Total                        3 603 231 

COL C4‐32‐20 
Correspondance 
Générale, 
Maillart  
1772  

 4 Octobre 1772 
 Liquidation de la Cie des Indes 
 Conditions difficile: deux ouragans, sécheresse, petite vérole et ayant enlevé aussi 

beaucoup d’esclaves. » 

 La plus part des habitants n’ayant pas même de quoi se nourrir aujourd’hui, n’y eux 
n’y les esclaves… » 

 Le 10 aout 1772 
 Suppression de papier et monnaie pas enregistré 

 Etat des finances 

 Le 13 Octobre 1772 

 Poivre arrangement avec Verdiere pour procurer des esclaves pour le service du Roy 

 Le dixième des esclaves traits iront pour le Roy 

 Vaisseau Le fort fait naufrage à la cote de Mozambique 

 36 esclaves embarqués sur un navire portugais pour Bourbon. Il en est mort 16 
pendant le voyage et 20 qui coutent avec le vaisseau etc. 630 piastres. 

 Le 19 novembre 1772 

 Travaux du Génie – réparations des bâtiments du Roy tant civils que militaires 
occasionner des débats et un excès de dépenses du Chevalier Tromelin sur le curage 
du port par ouvriers blancs et noirs, manouvres esclaves etc. 

 Le 18 décembre 1772 

 M Codere désire vendre une habitation et des esclaves: Mde de Modave la Cadette 
manqué de ressources 

 Le 23 décembre  1772 
 Etat des vaisseaux et allégés coules été échoués dans le port nord ouest 
 Relevés des sentences qui ont…été rendus par Maillart 

 Etat des vaisseaux coulés dans le port 

 le 7 octobre 1770 

 Extraits des lettres écrits a Versailles par le Duc de Praslin  
 28 Aout 1767 
 Etat des noirs et négresses esclaves remis par la Cie des Indes à Monsieur Dumas 

pour son compte...liste de 24 noms, castes et âges 

COL ‐C4‐41 
Correspondance 
Générale Maillart, 
Intendant ; 
Correspondance 
Générale, Maillart, 
Intendant. 

 Le 16 janvier 1776 
 Précision concernant a une affaire d’eau Tribunal Terrier 
Certains  particuliers  ont  besoin  de  faire  passer  l’eau  dans  leur  terrain  et  on  fait  une 

requête au Tribunal Terrier.  
 Les esclaves des propriétaires qui saignent la rivière  
Mais à qui doit l’entrepreneur il s’adresser: à l’Intendant ou au Tribunal terrier pour 

ériger une action 
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Relation entre 
Pondichéry et les  Îles  
1776 

 Mémoire de Sr. Bruneau à M Maillart, Intendant concernant Benyowski et le 
comptoir de Madagascar 

 4 avril 1776  

 concernant les opérations de curage au port 

 21 juillet 1776 

 Disette de gens de mer, inconvénient 

 ‘’nous n’avons plus un homme à donner’. 

 En vain parleront‐on de lascards….a peine arrives ils ne songent qu’une occasion de 
retourner dans l’Inde, et ne rendent que de médiocre services.. 

 J’ai, pour le cabotage du Roy mis ... des noirs esclaves du Roy 

 17 aout 1776 

 Réponse a la lettre de Monseigneur concernant la nomination de Berguet au grade 
de Chef de traite à Madagascar 

 M Benyowski prétend avoir ‘un privilège exclusive  de toute l’Isle.. 

 On ne peut pas envoyer un chef de traite à Madagascar que lorsque sera …..sur cet 
établissement... 

 8 septembre 1776 

 Au sujet des girofliers du Jardin du Roy 

 Visite de Ternay et La Brillane au jardin de Monplaisir pour voir des girofliers en fruit 

 ‘On en a cueilli un bouquet de 27 clous 

 Nous avons cru dans cette occasion de vous donner au jardinière noir esclave du Roy 
a Mon Plaisir une marque de satisfaction en lui accordant sa liberté…Charles Rama, a sa 
femme, légitime nommée Catherine et a leurs filles Créole nomme Marie, âgée de sept 
ans ..confie a ce noir deux jeunes esclaves du Roy créole ‘ 

 A donne du mahis a un navire particulier La Nathalie partie sur la cote de 
Mozambique faire une traite en 8bre 1775 

 1776  
 Achats d’esclaves et marchandises 

 Liste des esclaves du Roy, nom, âge, caste, occupation – etc. 

 Exemple: Raphael, noir Mozambique forgeron âgé de 21 ans pour  1830 –10‐1 

 Lettre du 9 septembre 1776  

 de Maillart Dumesle répondant au Monseigneur  

 tirer directement de Pondichéry les to Îles  nécessaires a l’habillement des esclaves 
du Roy 

 Pense que Pondichéry ne pourra payer la dette de 124 305 .. 

 9 septembre 1776 

 Lettre concernant Les dépenses faites pour le  vaisseau Le Brillant 

 Bordereau des traites 

 Réponse a la Lettre concernant les dépenses qui entrainent l’entretien des noirs du 
Roy 

 Compte détaillé concernant habillement nourriture, accessoires‐chapeau mouchoir 

 3000 noirs l’Isle de France et 889 à Bourbon 

 6 sols par jour par noir 

 Atelier de noirs du port, de l’artillerie  

 Plusieurs avaient pris gout parce que je ne les avais pas forces a choisir‐leur métier  

 ‘C’est avec douleur que je vois sortir 72 jeunes beaux noirs pour faire de tambours’ 

 ‘On sentira la différence. IL faudra prendre des blancs très chers..’ 

 16 décembre 1776 
Lettre concernant naufrage de l’Ut Île 

COL C4‐43 
Correspondance 

 1 Aout 1775 
 Lettre du Chevalier de Ternay 
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Générale, Le 
Chevalier de Ternay 
1775 
 

 Concernant le Commerce particulier  
Elle ne sera jamais une colonie de commerce 
L’introduction des noirs est peut être un des plus grands fautes qu’ait jamais fait la 
Compagnie; il ne fallait que pour son service.il ne fallait que de petits habitants 
cultivateurs comme je l’ai souvent répété’ 
L’Isle de France se soutient ‘grâce à de dépenses énormes’  

Extraits des lettres du 
Chevalier de la 
Brillane 

 Le 22 juin 1777 no. 81 
 La Dauphine commande par M De Tromelin le Cadet a amène de l’Île de Sable 7 
régresses qui avaient été laisse depuis 15 ans et un négrillons ne depuis le naufrage 

COL C4‐ 44  
 
 
 
 

 Lettre du 30 juin 1777  

 Mariage secret de Chevalier de Lort avec Melle Meriniac, fille d’un soldat qui s’est 
marie a une négresse en inde. Demande opposition dans le future à ces mariages  

  Dessin d’une pompe de navire janvier 1777 

   Informant le monseigneur que le mulâtre Hector a été pendu. 

 Hector ne savait pas qu’il était Intendant et qu’il avait l’habit d’un bourgeois quand il 
l’a insulte. 

 Recommande que l’administration doive avoir un uniforme pour se distinguer des 
autres. ‘les rues sont continuellement pleines d’esclaves, de noirs ou mulâtres libres, de 
soldats, de matelots, d’ouvriers...d’arsenal et d’étrangers qui sous prétexte qu’ils ne 
reconnaissent pas un chef se croient tout permis’.  

COL C4‐ 45 
 

 8 février 1777 
 Correspondances relative au naufrage du Bricole 

 Rapport sur un coup de vent violent le 27 et 28 janvier 1777. La flute La Bricole a 
échoué. Il revenait de Goa avec une cargaison de noirs qui avaient la petite vérole. 
Équipage était en quarantaine. 

   12 avril 1778 
 Lettre concernant l’Insuffisance des fonds pour les  Îles   

 La peur de la disette a encourage la culture et le nombre d’esclaves augmentes  

 Passe de l’embarras à l’abondance 

   Mémoires et rapports sur le plan de Morice et Kilwa 

 Plan d’opérations pour le commerce de la cote orientale d’Afrique 

 Estime qu’il peur traiter 3000 esclaves 1er année et 2000 la 2e année  

 Kilwa Mozambique et Quérimbe 

 Base a Surat pour les marchandises se vendre moins cher que les arabes 

 3‐4,00 esclaves suffiront pour  Île de France, sans y comprendre bourbon 

 Un voyage en Amérique est égale a ‘peut être trois voyages de l’Île de France a la 
cote d’Afrique’  

 Morice a besoin de poudre de guerre, baïonnettes fusils, etc. Morice estime que les 
nègres couteront 25 piastres par tête a Kilwa et plus cher a Quérimbe et Mozambique 

 Mise hors 170 000 piastres 1ères année et 70,000 2 e années 

 Projet d’un établissement a la cote orientale d’Afrique 

 Mémoire sur la cote d’Afrique 

 1779 ? 

COL C4‐ 46   
1777 Extrait des 
registres du Conseil 
Supérieur  
 
 
 

 Procès criminel contre le nomme Benoit Giraud Mulâtre et le nomme César, noir 
esclave du nomme Deslandes habitant  

 Convaincu d’injures et d’attentat prémédite en la personne de M Foucault Intendant  

 Condamne à être pendu et étranglé a la potence dresse a la place des exécutions, ses 
biens, si aucun sont,  confisques au profit de Sa Majesté,  

 Renvoyé le nomme esclave absous de l’accusation 

   Juin 1777  Réflexion sur la surabondance des grains aux  Îles  d de France et de 
Bourbon 

 Surabondance ‘embarrassante’ de blé et les magasins sur remplis. 
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 Le Ministère ne s’attendait pas a cette surabondance…Il recevait sans inconvénient 
dans les magasins du Roi tout le blé et le riz 

 Au magasin: L 1, 600,000  de blé …. Des récoltes de 1774, 1775 indépendant de la 
consommation journalière 

 Tableau par Ternay pour IIe de F et B montre: 
1772   411,000 
1773   1, 278,037 
1774   1, 202,237 
1775   3,004, 812 
1776   5, 004,812 

 Ministère ne comprend pas comment il peut avoir autant quand l intendant disait en 
1774 qu’’il ne voyait point arrive la récolte de 1774’ 

 Essayer de diversifier: essai de coton, café, indigo mais pas fac Île à trouver. Ministère 
propose  
1. d’exporter à Pondichéry‐pas praticable 
2.établir des porcheries pour consommer les criblures en blé échauffé‐vu débouche, pas 
sensible?? 
3. convertir en eau de vie une partie du blé‐le cout? Difficile Île de calculer la dépense 

 M Maillart propose de réduire le prix du blé qui est actuellement 17 sols? A 2 piastres 
le % pesant reviendra a 12 “ 

 Discussion sur le papier monnaie et lettres de change donc proposition de réduire 
n’est pas accepte 

 Peur que le colon ne soit dégouté 

   1777 
 Projet de dépenses pour les  Îles  de France Bourbon Rodrigues etc.  
Très détaillé 

COL C4‐ 47 suite  
1778 
 Îles  de France et 
Bourbon La Brillane 
et Foucault 

 3 avril 1778  
 Donnent avis que la goélette, la Pourvoyeuse a essuyé …qui l’amis en Expédie pour 
Rodrigues  des ‘subsistances et rafraichissements nécessaire au Poste’ 

 A subi un ’coup’? en mer qui a emporte 6 hommes de l’équipage et 5 noirs du Roy. 

 Nous ne pouvons néanmoins leur faire parvenir qu’âpres les révolutions 

COL C4‐ 47 
1778 

 20 avril 1778 
 Les naufrages du navire Maurepas   

 Arrive d’un navire particulier la St Anne venant de cap Esperance  
 Apportant détails des passagers du Maurepas naufrages à la cote de Madagascar sur 
le banc des tertres?? Le 19 juillet, suaves par un navire hollandaise 
Vaisseaux qui ont mouille dans ce port:  
Le St Anne venant du cap le 16 
Fitzjames du cap le 18 
Le Deodat venant du cap le 19 
Le Pondicherry venant de Chine 
Le Modeste le 20  
Les 3 Amis le 20 

COL C4‐ 47 
Naufrage du navire 
particulier la Cérès 
1777 

 1777 
 Rapport suivant lettre de M Gonet sur le naufrage. Sauve du naufrage: 60 balles de to 
Îles  de l’inde 

 L’armateur du navire; Salomon  réclame le passage de 2 officiers et 12 hommes  

Lettre de Billy 3 
février 1778 du Cap 
de Bonne Espérance 
au Monseigneur 
 

 3 février 1778  
 Naufrage du Maurepas 

 du Navire hollandaise le Bagt Krust Captain le Sr Andries expédie pour compte de la 
Cie pour faire une traite à Zanzibar et de retour le 25 janvier, pris à son bord 24 
passagers du naufrage Maurepas 

 Sur la cote de Madagascar arme par M.M Bernier et Gourlade a Lorient, en état parti 
le 10 May dernier ayant 108 hommes de l’équipage et 6 passagers… 

 85 hommes ont péri, , est reste un matelot qui n’a pas pu s’embarquer pour cause 
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maladie,  

 Reste dans la baie St Augustin, un noir libre aussi matelot, que des noirs du pays, ont 
fait esclave. 

   Extrait de la déclaration qu’a fait au Cap de Bonne Esperance devant le sieur Billy Pr 
Mulerre capitaine du Maurepas 

 État du vaisseau, liste des officiers et passagers décèdes etc. 
   Déclaration du Sr Beaulieu chirurgien major sur le comte de Maurepas naufrage à la 

cote de Madagascar, Port Louis  28 aout 1778 

 Maurepas a pointe Ste Marie sur les brisants, détails sur le naufrage 

 Dans la crainte d’être attaques par les ‘nègres qu’on voyait déjà s’attrouper en grand 
nombre.  

 Après quelques jours, ‘force par la faim et soif’,  Île furent forces de descendre a terre: 
‘il n’y avait que deux noirs sur le rivage’ conduisirent ces français a un village ou on 
leur donna quelques peu de vivres Le chef fit faire une tente pour les coucher mais 
dans la nuit, deux ou trois cents nègres investirent cette tente, dépouillèrent les 
français et leur laissèrent ensuite la liberté’ 

Port‐Louis le 23 avril 
1778 no. 20 

 27 aout 1778  
Bureau L’Inde  
Naufrage du Maurepas avec liste des homes naufrages 

 8 septembre 1778  

 Bureau L’Inde Naufrage du Maurepas  
Soupçon sur M Canaple d’avoir contribue a la perte des 72 hommes abandonne sur le 

Maurepas 

COL C4‐ 47 
1778 

Mémoire relative au procès criminels des esclaves aux  Îles  de France et de Bourbon par 
Delaleu 

 Désire que le roi faire une loi pour la police générale des esclaves et particulièrement 
par la manière de juger et de punir les délits et les crimes qu’ils peuvent commettre 

 Le code noir continent tout mais les lois ont été faits pour le régime de la compagnie 
des  indes,  mais  ‘la  localité  et  l’expérience  semble  indiquer  qu’il  serait  ut  Île  de 
simplifier  les  procédures  a  faire  pour  constater  les  vols  faits  par  les  esclaves    et  a 
mitiger même, par rapport a eux, les peines prononcées par les ordonnances, contre 
les voleurs avec effraction et autres vols qualifies 

 En effet  la plupart des vols de cette espèce commis par  les esclaves sont de peu de 
conséquence et  la peine de mort parfois autant plus  rigoureuse qu’elle ne  remédie 
pas au mal malgré des exemples réitérés,  

 L’on  sera peu étonne que  ces  tristes exemples produisent  si peu d’effet, quand on 
considérera,  d’une  que  ces  Îles,  et  principalement  cette  Isle  de  France  reçoivent 
annuellement un très grand nombre d’esclaves nouveaux de toutes sortes de pays et 
de castes par lesquels les exemples parles sont absolument  inutiles  et d’un cote que 
la plupart des esclaves poursuivis pour des vols qualifies et autres, ont commis  leurs 
crimes  loin de  la ville ou  ils sont  ..et exécutés; d’ou  ils relatent que  leurs camarades 
voyant pas la punition sont beaucoup moins intimides. 

 L’on peut encore ajouter   a ces considérations que    les travaux en tous genres ne se 
font dans  ces    Îles   qu’avec  les bras des  esclaves; que  la mort naturelle  en  enlevé 
annuellement  un  grand  nombre  que  le  série  conséquemment  opérer  un  bien  de 
ménager la vie des esclaves criminels et de les employer aux travaux publics. 

 Sa Majesté a déjà adopte ces vues dictes par ? l’humanité en autorisant le règlement 
de..1775. Il serait fac Île de faire une chaise??   distincte et séparée pour  les esclaves 
coupables de vols qualifies ou autres crimes de cette époque même??  la mort, et de 
leur appliquer une marque qu’?? Fit reconnaitre afin qu’en cas d’évasion il sera puni??

 confondus avec  les esclaves mis a  la chaine sois pour marronnage au troisième chef 
soit pour tout autre cause 

COL C4‐ 47‐72 
1778 

 3 mai 1778 
Complot d’empoisonnement Port Louis  
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 No 224 lettre au Monseigneur 
‘Cette colonie trop fertile en événements tragiques, viens encore d’offrir une  
nouvelle fois..on vient d’exécuter 4 noirs et 3 négresses appartenant a M de Sarny 
habitant de cette Isle, accuse d’avoir forme le complot de l’empoisonner les 4 noirs es 
2 des négresses ont été brules vifs la 3ème a été fouettée et marquée et condamne a 
la chaine perpétuelle.. 

      Sarny a échappé a l’effet du poison a pris qu’une petite...que le chirurgien chez lequel 
il avait préparé,  

      Après des interrogations et des menaces la négresses qui servait la liqueur a avoue 
avoir ajoute une substance donne par un autre esclave, compose de racines 

COL C4‐ 47 
1778 
 
 

 Port Louis 12 juin  
 Réponse la lettre du 9 février 1777 concernant la précision demandes a de la Brillane 

et Maillart  concernant les mesures prises pour  recensement des  Îles  

COL C4‐ 47 
Lettre à Brillane et 
Foucault 
1779 

 7 février 1779 
 Réception du recensement des  Îles   le 12 juin 1778 no 84. il approuve que ce sera fait 

tout les 4 ans .difficile Île d’en faire tout les ans.  

 Il y eu un accroissement depuis les révolutions 

COL C4‐ 47‐110 
1778 

 12 janvier 1778 
État général des esclaves du Roy existant et réflexions a cet égard 

 Port Louis Recensement des esclaves du Roy et aussi détails sur chacun des chefs des 
services qui leur et confie 3,084 esclaves dont: 

 1732 noirs 
765 négresses 
349 négrillons 
238 négrittes 

Importants de monter la juste valeur de ce qu’on peut tirer en quantité de bras 

 Sur les 3084 tètes de noirs, il y a 381 qui sont infirmes ou hors de service, soit parce 
que les uns sont dans un état d’épuisement ou.  Caducité  qui ne permet plus de les 
employer aux travaux qui exigent de la force ou de la rigueur, soit pare que les autres 
parvenus a l âge de décrépitude, sont accables d’infirmités qui exigent les plus grands 
ménagements pour ne pas hâter la destruction. ON est oblige par conséquent de les 
abandonner les ¾ du temps aux soins de leurs propres conservation, et ceux qui sont 
encore susceptible de faire quelque services  ne peuvent être employés qu’a des 
travaux d’enfants qui comme vous le …bien, ne sont pas une grande sensation dans 
les mouvements ou il faut des tempéraments robustes et rigoureux… 

 349 négrillons et 238 négrittes également jusqu’a 9 à 10 ans ne sont pas employés 

 Les 765 négresses sont a peu près en état de travailler mais s’occupent de leurs 
enfants 

   1732 noirs: sur eux reposent ‘tous les peines, toutes les fatigues, l’exécution enfin de 
tous les travaux mais ils osant aussi a ; hôpital, sont marrons  

 Nous avons recours aux noirs des particuliers ‐ Avons acheté donc 180 noirs pour le 
curage du Port‐lettre commune du 28 avril no. 65 

 Les noirs du roi étant sujets a toutes les révolutions de l’humanité : la mort, les 
maladies, la caducité, la vieillesse, les mères d’allaiter les enfants, les femmes de faire 
des enfants, 

COL C4‐ 47 
Correspondance  
 

 1er Septembre 1777  
concernant la déclaration du Roi des noirs introduits  

 1777 Concernant la lettre reçu le 12 mai du monseigneur‐1er Septembre sur 
‘l’introduction dans le Royaume, des noirs, mulâtres et autre gens de couleur libre ou 
escales de l’un ou de l’autre sexe; ensemble les modèles d’état qui doivent vous être 
remis chaque mois les noms des gens de couleur ou autre qui ont été embarque pour 
France pendant les mois précédents et ceux venant de France qui auront été 
débarques dans la colonie pendant le même temps..’ 

 Imprime en affiche dans tous les quartiers,  dans la gazette, 
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 Accuse réception de lettre de Mgr 30 septembre dernier et jointe  avec  conseil par le 
Roi sur la déclaration conçu. la police des noirs 

       Pièce ci joint: 

COL C4‐ 47‐  
Arrêt du Conseil 
Supérieur 
1778 

 12 juin 1778 
 qui oblige tout ceux qui postulant dans la colonie sous le nom d’avocats procureurs ou 

praticiens postulants à justifier leur qualités titres capacité et bonnes mœurs 

   Arrêt du conseil supérieur 

 Casse deux actes émanes du juge  royale sous le nom d’ordonnance de la police, fais 
défenses abus officiers de la juridiction de faire des règlements etc. 

COL C4‐ 47‐ 
Arrêt du Conseil 
Supérieur 
1778 

 7 juillet 1778 
 Qui ordonne que l’édit du roi henry II du mois de février 1556  concernant les femmes 

grosses et le recèles de grossesse sera lu et publie de trios en trios mois  aux prônes 
des messes paroissiales  

 Pg 6  

 Mesures prises pour la sureté des enfants conçus par des moyens déshonnêtes … 

 Ces lois ne doivent plus être négligées 

 Grossesses due au crime de la débauche, femmes devenue mère savant une union 
légitime 

 Pg 7 

 Edit de 1556 Peine de mort pour une femme qui serait convaincue de cesser la 
grossesse de son enfant 

 C’est un parricide, elle prive à la fois le religion d’un chrétien  et l’état d’un citoyen 

COL C4‐ 47‐  
Arrêt du conseil 

 défend de percevoir les droits dont ces officiers ont ordonne l’imposition que les 
praticiens avaient introduits Contrôle des actes et des exploits 

COL C4‐ 47‐  
Arrêt de règlement 
du Conseil Supérieur 
18 novembre 1778 
 

 16 novembre 1778  

 Concernant la forme de tenir les registres des baptêmes, mariages et sépultures et 
les formalités à observer pour la rédaction et la validité de ces actes Etat de la 
situation actuelle: J’ai examine moi même plusieurs registres des paroisses de la 
colonie  et j’ai eu le déplaisir de voir les contraventions y multiplies a l’infini, qu’ 

 Il y a plusieurs actes nuls ou vicieux et que quelques uns des desservants...paroisses se 
sont rendus coupable  d’une infraction d’autant plus répréhensible, que les effets 
portent préjudice irréparable aux citoyens... 

 Oubli des règles: 

 Les gens ne présentent leurs enfants que 2‐3 ans après le baptême 

 Le jour de la naissance est omis ou était âge environ 

 L’excuse donne est que les enfants sont proie a une maladie les 9 premiers jours‐ 2 

 Les parrains ont signe au lieu du père‐qui rend l’acte absolument nul’ 

 Article VIII les cures ou prêtres desservants feront tenus d’écrire sur trios registres 
durement .paragraphes les actes de baptêmes mariages et sépultures des blancs, un 
des registres à être envoyés au dépôt des colonies 

 Art IX Actes de baptêmes mariages et sépultures des noirs libres ou esclaves tenu 
seulement deux registres l’un déposé au greffe, l’autre demeurera en la possession du 
cure 

 Art X Fait la cour inhibition et défenses aux dits cures ou prêtres desservants de 
donner lesdits actes la qualité de Monsieur ni Madame… 

 aux parties qui ne seront pourvus d’office honorable, ou reconnus nobles et surtout 
aux gens de couleur et aux gens de métiers 

COL C4‐ 47 
1778 

 27 avril 1778 
 Mémoire Port Louis  

 Sur le commerce les  Îles  peuples par de gens ‘que la misère a chasse de leur patrie, 
dans l’espoir de trouver les moyens de réparer dans les colonies les…de la fortune, Ils 
y arrivent la plupart sans argent, sans talent, sans métier ut Île, et sans envie de se 
livrer aux travaux champêtres’  

 Font de petit commerce qui nuit aux négociants et aux détaillants 
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 La moitie de Port Louis est occupe que par des boutiques 

 Boutique de premier ordre: au nombre de 12 ‐ Alimentent des boutiques du 2e ordre: 
qui fournissent a des boutiques de 3e ordre: 

No. 209 duplicata 20 
juillet 1778 

Embarquement des soldats pour former les équipages  des traits à Madagascar, au 
cabotage, et même aux voyages 

COL C4‐ 47‐ 
suite Lettre à Mgr  
1778  

 31 mars 1778 

 Port Louis Lettre à Mgr conçu...Les Deux Amis etc. 
Sr Hertel capitaine du régiment de l’île de France se marier avec demoiselle Panon  fille 

d’un habitant de Bourbon, lui a donne une habitation avec 30 noirs, donne sa 
démission 

Port‐Louis no. 284 
1778 
Brillane à 
Monseigneur 

1 octobre 1778 
Fournitures pour le Brillant 
Choisir cent homes de bonne volonté parmi les noirs 
Pour la guerre 

 

COL C4‐48 
1778 
Correspondance 
Générale, 
M. de la Brillanne, 
Maillard, Foucault 

 25 Octobre 1778, Foucault 

 Concernant les dépenses en consommation des esclaves 
 Faute de maïs, les noirs du roi ont été nourris avec du biscuit pendant plus de quatre 

mois 

COL C4‐49‐1 
1779 
Corr. Gén. M. de la 
Brillanne et  Souillac, 
Gouverneurs 

 Etat des serviteurs noirs embarqués à bord du vaisseau de Cartet Le Marin pour l’Île 
de France, Mars 1777 

COL C4‐49‐2 
1779 
Corr. Gén. M. de la 
Brillanne et  Souillac,  

 Note sur la défense et travaux de fortifications, 1er Septembre 1779 

 les travaux vont reprendre avec plus de vigueur par le moyen de 500 noirs environ 
qu'on a obligé aux habitants de l'Isle de France de fournir 

 sur la dépense en noirs pour les fortifications 
COL C4‐50‐1 
1779 
Corr. Gén. Foucault  et 
Chevreau 

Pas d'information relative à l'esclavage dans ce registre

COL C4‐50‐2 
1779 
Corr. Gén. Foucault  et 
Chevreau 

Pas d'information relative à l'esclavage dans ce registre

COL C4‐51 
1779 
Correspondance 
Générale, 
fonctionnaires divers, 
mémoires et projets 

 Le Chevalier des Rosy, chargé des travaux pour fortifier cette colonie 
 12 Septembre 1779, à M. Masse 
 "si vous me permettez de faire venir mille noirs Mozambique, en 4 ou 5 années, nous 

auront fait une enceinte [...]" 
 

   Projet d'instructions pour le Chevalier de Ternay, chef d'escadre des armées navales, 
1er Mars 1779 

 des noirs libres ou esclaves pour renforcer l'armement des vaisseaux 

COL C4‐52‐1 
1780 
Correspondance 
Générale, le Vte de 
Souillac 

 11 Juillet 1780 
 recensement des esclaves du Roi au 1er Mai 1780 
 total de 3206 esclaves 
 perte de  58 esclaves en 2 ans 

COL C4‐52‐2 
1780 
Correspondance 

 13 Octobre 1780 
 "les troubles qui ont agité l'Isle de Madagascar ont fait renchérir les esclaves à un 

taux excessif de sorte que M. de Cossigny n'a pu faire traiter qu'un très petit nombre 
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Générale, le Vte de 
Souillac 

d'esclaves pour son compte [...]"

COL C4‐53 
1780 
Correspondance 
Générale, Foucault, 
Intendant   

 Remarques et observations sur le projet de dépenses à faire pour les établissements 
situés au‐delà du cap de Bonne Espérance, pendant l'année 1781; 3 Décembre 1780 

 habillement, armement,  équipement, fourniture pour les troupes et les esclaves du 
Roi 

 recrutement‐troupes novices matelots noirs du Roi 

COL C4‐54 
1780 
Correspondance 
Générale, Mémoires 
et projets, 
renseignements divers   

 Annonces, Affiches et avis divers, 29 Novembre 1780 
 Entrée des Noirs Marrons en prison de la Commune depuis le 23 jusqu'au 29 

novembre 

 Annonces, Affiches et avis divers, 6 Décembre 1780 
 absences de noirs (avis de recherche) 
 entrée des Noirs Marrons en prison de la Commune depuis le 30  Novembre jusqu'au 

6 Décembre  

 1er Décembre 1780, Observations générales sur les diverses dépenses faites pour le 
compte du Roi 

 l'emploi des noirs du Roi et leur utilité 

 Aperçu de ce que le département de la Marine aura à payer en France pour solder 
les dépenses de l'administration des îles de France et Bourbon faites pendant les 
exercices 1780 et 1781 

 Noirs du Roi 
 "il y en a actuellement environ 4000 dont on suppose toujours 400 à l'hôpital" 

COL C4‐55‐1 
1781 
Correspondance 
Générale, 
M. le Vicomte de 
Souillac, Gouverneur 

 3 Octobre 1781 
 "l'un de nous ayant déterminé d'envoyer   dans l'Inde avec l'escadre de M. le comte 

Dirvés la quantité de 1000 noirs dont partie est nécessaire au service de l'artillerie et 
dont le surplus doit former un corps pour le commandement d'un officier supérieur, 
nous avons pris le parti d'en acheter 600 et de compléter els 400 restants [...] 

 Achat de Noirs pour l'expédition de l'Inde 
 les administrations des Îles de France et Bourbon sont déterminés à acheter 1000 

noirs pour l'expédition de l'Inde 

 Matricule des Noirs achetés pour l'expédition de l'Inde à compter du 24 Septembre 
1781 

 noms des vendeurs, dates, prix, noms des esclaves 

 Noirs du Roy 
 ordre de réduire le nombre des Noirs du Roy, de ne conserver que les Noirs ouvriers 

avec leur femme et leurs enfants; et ceux attachés au service des hôpitaux 

 10 Octobre 1781 
 "un objet de dépense très (?) que nous avons été obligés de faire: l'achat de 230 

noirs esclaves que nous avons jugé qu'il était indispensable d'attacher au service de 
la Marine et celui de l'artillerie" 

 Expédition de l'Inde 
 Armées du roi 

nombre de noirs dans l'artillerie par vaisseau; total : 378 

 Ordonnance pour la formation du détachement de l'artillerie destinés à partir dans 
l'Inde 

 Formation de deux compagnies pour le service du Parc 
"tous les noirs ouvriers ou qui auront quelque talent seront mis par préférence dans 
les deux compagnies attachées au parc". 

COL C4‐56‐1 
Correspondance 
Générale, 
M. Foucault et 
Chevreau, Intendant, 
1781 
 

 Etat des personnes employées au service des hôpitaux du Roy au 1er Janvier 1781 
 Hôpital du Port‐Louis 
 Charles Renaud, chargé de l'hôpital des noirs, entrée à l'hôpital le 1er avril 1780 
 Asime, interprète des noirs, entrée à l'hôpital le 1er Juillet 1779 

 Etat de comparaison du prix des journées de malades évalué sur les dépenses des 
dits hôpitaux pendant les mois d'avril à septembre 1781 

 journées de malades des noirs 
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prix des journées du noir

 Hôpital Royal du Port‐Louis, Extrait des registres des procès verbaux, 1er Aout 1781, 
 Infirmiers noirs 
 depuis 1777 certains noirs du Roy "en qualité d'infirmiers puis on en a loué aux 

particuliers suite à la hausse du nombre de malades" 
 Hôpital des esclaves malades 
 "le local était trop resserré. pas assez de place pour séparer lés différents genre de 

maladies et les maladies contagieuses" 
 "confusion pour les remèdes car les esclaves ne retiennent pas leur nom ni celui de 

leur maitres et changent de place" 
 les noirs créoles et ouvriers  répugnent à venir à l'hôpital et préfèrent rester chez 

eux 
 défaut de salle pour les noirs vénériens. murs en palissades pourries 
 selon les ordres de M. l'Intendant on a séparé les esclaves malades dans le bâtiment 

qui servit avant de Magasin à l'artillerie, plus spacieux, plus sain mais pas entouré, 
plein d'ouvertures, certains noirs s'échappent 

 "nécessité d'un  hôpital bien entouré où l'on peut maintenir les esclaves comme 
l'ancien l'hôpital avec distribution par salles,  une salle pour les négresses 
enceintes pour y venir faire leurs couches au lieu d'accoucher dans leur paillottes 
où elles perdent presque tous leurs enfants, une salle pour les lascars avec une 
petite cuisine séparée pour eux attendu qu'il ne prennent absolument d'autres 
aliments que ceux préparés par les gens de leur caste et de leur religion 

 Prospectus de la dépense concernant les esclaves du roi, 1er aout 1781 
 nourriture: mahis 
 habillement 
 "celui de chaque noir est composé de toile bleue, un chapeau, un mouchoir gris ‐ 

1865 noirs" 
 "celui de chaque négresse est composée de toile bleue, d'un chapeau et de deux 

mouchoirs ‐ 883 négresses" 
 "celui de chaque négrillon est composé de toile bleue et de deux mouchoirs‐ 317 

négrillons jusqu'à 7 ans" 
 "celui de chaque négritte est composé de toile bleue et de deux mouchoirs‐ 248 

négrittes depuis 10 jours jusqu'à 7 à 8 ans" 
 total de 3263 esclaves 
 mortalité des esclaves 
 119 en 1779 
 149 en 1780 

COL C4‐58‐1 
1782 
Correspondance 
Générale, le Vicomte 
de Souillac 

 lettre du 3 novembre 1782 du Vicomte de Souillac 
 "la 12ème [lettre adressée] du 1er Novembre est l'état des noirs et négresses morts 

pendant les mois de juillet, aout septembre et octobre, au nombre de 106" 

 Mémoire présenté à M. le Vicomte de Souillac et à M. Chevreau, sur la nécessité 
absolue d'un bâtiment en pierre  pour y établir l'hôpital des esclaves malades par le 
commissaire préposé au détail des hôpitaux Le Chanvalon, le 16 Octobre 1782 

 Le 1er hôpital avant l'arrivée de M. Chevreau était de 20 toises de long, sur 17 pieds 
de large et 6 pieds de hauteur, ayant du jour d'un seul côté. aucun moyen de 
renouveler l'air‐obscurité 

 M. Chevreau a accordé pour l'hôpital des noirs une salle qui servait autrefois de 
magasin à l'artillerie qui a 18 toises de longueur, toises de largeur et 9 pieds de 
hauteur, elle laisse passer l'air des deux côtés, elle est par conséquence mal faite 

 ce local est hors de l'enceinte de l'hôpital, ce qui apporte des difficultés 
 il n'est pas entouré:" la vigilance ne peut empêcher que chaque malade reçoivent du 

dehors par les fenêtres des aliments, des fruits et même des boissons" 
 il ne présente aucun moyen de séparer les différentes maladies 
 les noirs évitent donc l'hôpital et cachent leurs maladies autant qu'ils le peuvent." 

Ils se font traiter en secret par des malabars ou se traitent entre eux" 
 "la population des négresses du roi diminue à cause de l'augmentation du 
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libertinage et n'ont pas même un asile pour faire leurs couches. Elles perdent 
presque tous leurs enfants" 

 "on peut sur l'emplacement qui servait avant d'hôpital de blancs  élever un bâtiment 
en pierre qui servira d'hôpital pour les noirs. Ce sera en quelques sortes une 
dépendance de l'hôpital des blancs et avoir un lieu en commun, les secours seront 
plus  faciles, plus prompts et moins dispendieux." 

   Plan du cimetière du Port‐Louis 
 cimetière pour les blancs attenant au cimetière pour les noirs 

COL C4‐58‐2 
1782 
Correspondance 
Générale, le Vicomte 
de Souillac 

Pas d'information relative à l'esclavage dans ce registre

COL C4‐59‐1 

1782 

COL C4‐59‐2 
1782 
Correspondance 

Générale, M. 

Chevreau, Intendant 

Pas d'information relative à l'esclavage dans ce registre

COL C4‐60 
1782 
Mémoires de M. le 
Vicomte de Souillac et 
de M. Chevreau 

 Nottes sur l'administration des Isle de France et de Bourbon 
 destination générique qu'il faudrait donner aux esclaves 
 il en existe à peu près dans les deux iles 3600 
 à conserver pour le port: 500 
 infirmes, estropiés ou vieillards: 400 
 en remplacement des pions indiens:  40 
 au moulin à poudre: 60 
 à donner au compte du munitionnaire (hôpitaux, magasins, boucherie, boulangerie, 
gardiens de troupeaux, moulins, équipage de canots et chaloupes, ateliers des 
forges, menuiserie, maçonnerie, briqueterie : 600  

 Tableau général et abrégé de la population de l'Isle de France , suivant les 
recensements de Janvier 1785 

 total noirs libres: 363 dont 
 Port Bourbon: 16 
 Flacq: 12 
 Rivière basse du Rempart: 16 
 Pamplemousses: 16 
 Rivière Noire: 13 
 Moka: 9 
 Plaines de Wilhems: 4 
 Ville de Port‐Louis: 277 
 total noirs esclaves: 31908 dont 
 Port Bourbon: 2619 
 Flacq: 3537 
 Rivière basse du Rempart: 2668 
 Pamplemousses: 6140 
 Rivière Noire: 3157 
 Moka: 2372 
 Plaines de Wilhems: 2843 
 Ville de Port‐Louis: 5446 
 Sa Majesté le Roi de France: 3126 

 Noirs du Roy 
 nécessité d'en diminuer le nombre en temps de guerre 
 plus de 1900 noirs ont été achetés ou loués pour le service de l'Expédition de l'Inde. 

Il n'en est pas revenu 400 à l'Isle de France 
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 694 sont morts dans les hôpitaux du Port Louis entre le 1er juillet 1781  jusqu'au 15 
septembre 

 Noirs du Roi 
 Mémoires du Roi 
 l'intention de Sa Majesté est que le nombre total soit fixé à 1200 

 Réponses et observations de MM. les administrateurs 
 en temps de paix, une réduction du nombre des noirs du roi sera très avantageuse 

 Etat Général des noirs et négresses, négrillons et négrittes appartenant au Roi  qui 
se sont trouvés à l'Isle de France en 1783‐ tableau avec:  

 noms 

 désignation des castes 
 âge 
 numéros des médailles dont ils sont porteurs 

 métiers 

 endroits où ils sont détachés pour les noirs qui ont une destination fixe 
 observations (mariés en face d'Eglise ou non, marrons, décès) 

 Noirs du Roy‐ fourniture en subsistance, Juillets 1783 

 Etat des vivres qui doivent être fournis des magasins du roi pour la subsistance des 
noirs ci après, 1783 

 commandeur:  1/4 de livre de viande salée, 2 livres de riz ou mahis par jour et 3 de 
sel par mois 

 noirs ou négresse: 2 livres de riz en paille ou de mahis par jour  et 2 de sel par mois  

   Noirs du Roy‐ fourniture en effets d'entretien, Juillet 1783 

 Etat des effets qui doivent être fournis des magasins du roi pour l'entretien des 
noirs  et négresses 

 1 mouchoir,  1 chapeau, 6 toile bleue 

 Noirs du Roy‐ fourniture en effets et ustensiles, Juillets 1783 
 Etat des divers ustensiles à délivrer des magasins du Roi à l'usage des noirs et 

négresses du roi  
 pour 1 commandeur: 1 moulin à mahis, 1 pilon pour le riz en paille, 1 marmite de 

dimension 4 pts, 2 cuillers de bois, 2 couteau flamand, 2 nattes pour couchette des 
noirs 

 pour 2 sous  commandeurs: 1 moulin à mahis, 1 pilon pour le riz en paille, 1 
marmite de dimension 4 pts, 2 cuillers de bois, 2 couteau flamand, 4 nattes pour 
couchette des noirs 

 pour 100 noirs ou négresses :10 moulins à mahis, 10 pilons pour le riz en paille, 10 
marmites de dimension 10 pts, 100 cuillers de bois, 100 couteaux flamands, 100 
nattes pour couchette des noirs 

   Rôle des noirs Forgerons du Roi attachés aux ateliers couverts d sa Majesté et qui  
se sont trouvés y exister le 1er Juillet 1783 

 noms 
 numéro de médaille dont ils sont porteurs 
 même rôle pout les charpentiers, menuisiers et autres ouvriers du port ainsi que 

pour les ouvriers du Génie, de l'artillerie 

 Mémoire relatif au noirs  et négresses du Roy aux iles de France et de Bourbon, 1er 
aout 1782 

 nécessité de choisir un officier d'administration chargé spécialement et 
exclusivement des noirs 

 il devra constaté le nombre de ces esclaves, désignés par leur noms, âge, sexe et 
talents divers 

 il devra fixer invariablement la manière dont ces esclaves doivent être nourris et 
entretenus pour calculer le montant des dépenses 

 l'usage de médailles continuera d'avoir lieu, numéro noté à coté du nom de 
l'esclave 

 proposition de faire tous les 2 mois la revue de ces noirs, assisté d'un chirurgien 
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pour examiner les esclaves
 emploi et distribution des noirs 
 loyer des noirs et bénéfices que l'on peut en tirer 

   Feuille d'observation au sujet de la Nègrière du Roi aux Isles de France et de 
Bourbon 

 inconvénients d'avoir des noirs et négresses enfants et invalides 
 "l'humanité s'oppose à  vendre des invalides dont presque tout le temps de la vie  a 

été employés aux travaux les plus pénibles" 
 "les femmes, dont l'utilité pour la plus grande partie se réduit à porter des pierres 

sur leur tête pour les travaux [...] 
 "il y a celles qui sont enceintes ou nourrices , lesquelles ne rendent aucun service 

tout une partie de l'année, il ne faut as moins les loger, les nourrir, les habiller et 
leur donner des ustensiles 

 nécessité de vendre certains noirs aux habitants‐ garder les noirs mâles les plus 
robustes 

COL C4‐61 
1782 
Mémoires de M. le 
Vicomte de Souillac et 
de M. Chevreau 

Pas d'information relative à l'esclavage dans ce registre 

COL C4‐62 
1783 
M. le Vicomte de 
Souillac et de M. 
Chevreau 

 Lettre du 26 Mars 1783, Port‐Louis 
 "le seul canal qui conduise l'eau à la ville est dans un état de dépériement [...] les 

nègres et négresse du voisinage viennent y laver leur linge et ceux de leurs enfants, 
d'autres s'y baignent et même des libertins y jettent des charognes et y font 
d'autres ordures  pour le seul plaisir de faire le mal 

 Lettre du 18 Aout 1780 
 Sieur Weller de Wallems, bourgeois du Port‐Louis a été embarqué sur la frégate la 

Silphide‐ la voix publique lui reproche des massacres d’esclaves 

COL C4‐63‐1 
1783 
M. Chevreau, Intendant 

Mémoires et projets, 
renseignements divers 

 Lettre du 30 Mai 1783 
 Article sur les esclaves du Roi 
 mortalité qu’a engendrée en grande partie le vaisseau L’Alexandre 
 les cultivateurs ont fournis tout ce qu’ils ont pu d’esclaves  
 dépenses qu’occasionnent les esclaves 

 Etat  nominatif des noirs de loyer employés dans le détail des constructions et 
ateliers couverts pendant le premier quartier de l’année 1783, 3 Avril 1783 

 Constructions en radoubs 
 Charpentiers 
 Calfats 
 Ateliers couverts 
 Forgerons 
 Cloutiers 
 Chaudronniers et ferblantiers 
 Goulieurs 
 Tourneurs 
 Charrons 
 Menuisiers 
 Tonneliers 
 Bourliers 

COL C4‐63‐2 
1783 
M. Chevreau, Intendant 
Mémoires et projets, 
renseignements divers 

 Affiches et avis divers 
 Entrée des noirs marrons en prison de la commune depuis le 11 jusqu’au 17 

septembre 
 Noms des noirs, des maitres, date 
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1 On trouvera un bref aperçu, d’une utilité limité, dans A. Lougnon, A. Documents concernant les Iles de 
Bourbon et de France pendant la régie de la Compagnie des Indes […], Nérac, Archives Départementales de 
la Réunion, 1953. 
2 Dépôt des papiers publics des colonies. 
3 Guide, p. 192.  
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1. PURPOSE 
In order to arrive at an improved assessment of the volume of the slave trade to Mauritius, and the 
actual number of slaves having been disembarked in Mauritius, it has been thought necessary to 
start an inventory of all ship arrivals, using a variety of sources located in several countries. For 
various reasons, many ships do not list the number of slaves whom they are carrying and, therefore, 
this information has to be gleaned from other sources and all the ‘snippets’  of information 
correlated.   
 
As most sources are to be found for the period 1767 onwards, when the Royal Government took 
over the island, this period has also been the focus of historians. This information is readily 
available through the works of Toussaint, Filliot and Allen. It was important, therefore, for the 
Commission to collate data for lesser-known periods: pre-1767 for the French East Indies Company 
period and post-1815, which was the period of the illegal slave trade. Also, since many Mauritians 
were anxious to know ‘where slaves landed’ for memorial purposes, it was thought necessary to 
delve into these periods.  
 
It is also necessary to include in the calculations, those ships/persons/slaves destined for Mauritius, 
but who never arrived. A preliminary study has been undertaken with the assistance of Thomas 
Vernet who has provided the Commission with all the references relating to the slave trade to 
Mauritius from the East African coast, from his personal research. This includes, not only those who 
arrived, but also those who were embarked but never arrived, due to revolt, shipwreck, diseased 
etc. This information will be inserted in the database. Information is being compiled by Benigna 
Zimba from Mozambique to supplement this data from Mozambican Archives and, hopefully, in the 
future from Portuguese Archives. 
 
A simple slave-trade database has being created which lists all ships arriving in Mauritius. This 
endeavour is similar to that compiled by Toussaint and, later, by Allen where all details of ship 
voyages are listed. All possible details have been listed about the voyages. The database has so far 
inputted information from the Déclaration d’arrivées found in the Mauritius National Archives, the 
Affiches, Annonces et Avis Divers. To complement this, the Amirauté, the déclarations diverses and 
the registres de congé de navigation has given additional information on tonnage, ship crews and 
owners. This was followed by selective searches in France which need to be continued. The 
Commission has also tapped into the work of numerous associations in France who are compiling 
data from French Departmental Archives on Mauritius. We have taken into consideration that some 
of this is the work of amateur historians and that much of the work is not referenced. Great care 
has been taken to verify the information provided by these associations.1  
 
The database will serve the needs of future scholars, individuals and institutions as a reference 
tool. The database may be added to by scholars doing future searches in notarial deeds, inventories 
of possessions, Civil Status lists etc. for various studies.   
 
We have taken into consideration changes in the names of ships, changes in tonnage, especially 
when primes were offered per tonneau jauge in 1784. 
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2. ANALYSIS OF DATA 
 
There are many issues to consider, when inputting and analyzing the information compiled, and to 
be taken into consideration at the start of the study: 
 

Changes in the type of information supplied: 

 
It has been observed that the first volumes indicate the number of slaves but cease to do so in 
subsequent volumes.2  
 
Ships from Madagascar are treated as suspect:  
Ships from Madagascar needed to be all recorded. Although the number of slaves carried on board 
were also small, the voyages were frequent and numerous.  Most carried beef and cattle, but slaves 
were often part of this cargo. Thus, all ships from Madagascar were listed, unless it was expressly 
stated that they were not carrying slaves. Will all these small but frequent voyages amount to a lot? 
We shall see. 
 
Ships trading during prohibition are treated as suspect: 
Furthermore, ships arriving from slave trading areas during periods of prohibition i.e., before 1802 
and after 1815, should all be treated as ‘suspect’, and as possibly carrying slaves but listed, for 
example, as ‘200 tortues’.  A classic example of this is the Sans Culotte which, during the period of 
prohibition, could not officially carry slaves; thus officially it went to Madagascar to purchase rice:  

“Le traite des noirs étant interdite, nous prîmes des expéditions, pour Madagascar 
où nous devions charger du riz […]” 

They did not go to Madagascar and went instead to Mozambique: “[…] nous fîmes dans cette île en 
très peu de temps et a beau compte une forte belle traite […] Le 20 mai nous appareillâmes, ayant 
à bord 340 noirs.”3 
 

Duplication: 

When all the ships’ lists consulted have been compiled, duplicates will be removed, as often the 
same ship had different names and so was listed twice. Records will be combined, when it is found 
that the same ship is listed twice.  
 

Changes in names: 

The same ship changed names when it was sold. For example, Mesle de Grandclos from St. Malo 
sold several of his ships to the French Navy or to corsairs: the Baron Binder became Duguay Trouin, 
the Sénégalien became the Allègre and the Américain became the Républicain.4 
 

Confusing terminologies: 

Some terminologies were confusing or were too general to be useful; i.e., the location African 
Coast or "Côte d'Afrique" did not indicate whether it was from East Africa or more South-Eastern 
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Africa.  
 
Once this data is compiled, it can be scrutinised by statisticians, and an idea formed of how many 
came as slaves to Mauritius, and of their value. Added to this compilation will be those who were 
embarked in their country of origin but who never arrived for various reasons.  
 
This will allow scholars to make the following statistical analysis: 
 
Number of voyages towards slave trading zones of which: 

  x% of voyages sure to have embarked slaves 
  x% of voyages for which there is a strong possibility of slaves on board. 

 
 
If it is not possible to estimate, with greater accuracy, the number of slaves, one can at least find 
the number of ships that arrived with slaves.  
 

3. THE 'VOYAGES DATABASE' 
 
The 'Voyages Database' aims at helping researchers to analyse the slave trade happenings for the 
period 1715-1848. The database keeps data about the ships involved in the slave trade. Ship data, 
such as the length, depth, draught are recorded. Information about the different ports where slave 
trade occurred are also recorded. The database also allows to keep track of the different voyages 
happening during that period in time. Details of events occurring during the voyage are also 
recorded, for example, dates of departure, date of arrival, the different stops made along the 
journey, and any trade happening during those stops. We also keep track of the status of voyages.  
 
The database generates dynamic summary reports such as:  
 

1. The number of voyages during a specific period of time; 
2. The number of slaves on board at Port Louis for different years;  
3. The number of stops for a particular voyage; 
4. The number of voyages undertaken by a specific ship;  
5. The number of voyages undertaken by specific year and ship; and 
6. The outcome of different voyages (e.g. completed as intended, wrecked, captured by the 

British). 
 
Many of these reports are accompanied with graphs (line charts, pie charts) which allow the large 
amount of data to be interpreted through a visual interface. This will enable easy analysis and 
interpretation of results. Such graphs will also highlight trends during specific periods in time.  
 
The database has been designed in such a way that it provides a user-friendly interface for both 
data entry and analysis of data. The database is secured and requires user authentication. It also 
provides different levels of access. It has been developed over a web-based architecture, so that 
maintenance is easy. The database is deployed using Open Source Software such as Apache, MySql 
and PHP.   
 
In order to save on the amount of data entry to be done into the database, the data from the Excel 
sheets available were imported into MySQL and an interface created to sanitise the data. A PHP 
script was then written to transfer the relevant voyage records to the voyages database. Ships are 
given a sequence number, since different ships can have the same name and flag. The script written 
causes any repeating ship’s name to have a sequence number higher than the last encountered one. 
It will be up to the researchers to determine, based on the voyage details, whether they consider 
these to be the same ship and make necessary updates.  
 
Subsequent entries into the database will have to be done via the user interface forms provided 
with the system. The system allows for details that can be re-used to be selected from drop-down 
lists, and these lists can be dynamically populated. 
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The database has been designed in such a way that it allows flexibility – for example, if a new 
outcome for ships is encountered, this can be easily added to the system and the reports will 
reflect the new changes. The design of the database is such that it can be easily upgraded to cater 
for other periods of time and other types of voyages in the future. The different entities involved in 
the voyages database are shown in the UML class (fig. 1).  Some sample input screen and sample 
report for the database (figs. 2-7).  These are based on sample data entered into the system and do 
not reflect actual data. 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Different entities of the database 
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Figure 2: Screenshot for allowing capture of voyage details 
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Figure 3: Screenshot for displaying voyage details captured 

Figure 4: Screenshot of report - Summary of status of voyages over 
different years 
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Figure 6: Screenshot of report - Summary of number of voyages by ship with data 
filtered 

Figure 5: Screenshot of report - Summary of status of voyages 
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4. LIST OF FIELDS AND THEIR EXPLANATION  
 
 

Name of ship According to Toussaint, this appears generally accurate, although 
sometimes names are misspelt. Many are names of females, of places 
with freemason connotations (Deux Amis, Trois Frères etc.) 

 
Name of ship master Mortality being high on board, often the name appearing at beginning 

of the voyage is different from that at destination, as the person may 
have died during the voyage 

 
Name of owner This is obtained from the congés de navigation or private papers. 
 
Type of ship This is either a bâtiment, a navire or a vaisseau. According to 

Toussaint, all of these could include large and small ships. However, 
Toussaint recorded at least 24 different types of ships. There were also 
privateers (corsairs), semi-privateers and Company ships most of which 
would be armed.  

 
Nationality Private merchant ships would rarely be armed. 

 
Port of registry Many ships were registered in France, but once here, they were 

commissioned for shorter local trips, such as the slave trade and were 
involved in the quadrangular trade. So they are also listed as registered 
in Mauritius. Those built in Mauritius and moving solely between 
Mauritius and Bourbon are ‘Creole’ ships but do not sail on other longer 
routes. 

 
Tonnage This was generally calculated in French tonneaux, while for foreign 

ships, it is not possible to state according to Toussaint whether foreign 
measurements of tonnage were used. The French tonneau de jauge 
corresponds to 42 cubic feet or 1.44 cubic metres. The British freight 
ton is 40 cubic feet or 1.132m. 

 
Armament/Artillery This refers to arms and ammunition carried by ships, usually carried by 

slaving ships (négriers), corsair ships, Company ships (Indiamen). 
Information on this is derived from the congés de navigation. 

 
Crew The crew consisted of roughly one man per 10 tonneaux, according to 

Toussaint. Therefore, any ship which was not a military or corsair, 
carrying more than this, would be considered as carrying more than the 
cargo stated, i.e.,  slaves. 

 
 Crew would often consist of Europeans/Americans, lascars, African 

slaves etc.  
 
Passengers Information may not be complete for this as ships were not required to 

state the number of passengers. However, the Affiches, Annonces et 
Avis divers, déclarations d’arrivées, would have this information. 

 
Cargo The part that interests us most is the slave cargo which normally should 

be recorded by the Customs Department, but no records are found for 
this for early years. The slave cargo is to be inferred from the 
destinations and arrivals. Wine, foodstuffs, textiles, domestic products 
and manufactured goods, in order of priority, would be listed as well as 
slaves and animals. The provenance of a ship, as well as large amounts 
of food and water on board, can help us determine whether slaves 
would have been on board or not. 
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Destination Almost all long-distance trading ships came to Isle de France, not 
Bourbon, which had no facilities for repair and no safe harbour. Even 
short-distance trading ships came to Mauritius on their way to, or 
from, Bourbon. It is important to know for our purposes if a ship was in 
transit (en relâche) or if the final destination was Mauritius as this 
would determine whether the final destination of the slaves was 
Mauritius or not. 

 
Ship details  This includes ship’s name, nationality, type (legal/illegal) or type of 

boat, date and place of construction, length, width, depth, draught, 
tonnage, guns and weapons, port of armament, Armateur/owner, 
Insurer, name of Captain, Crew, No. of crew, Cargo, death of crew, the 
voyage. 

 
Origin        Means the country of origin or seaport from which the ships came to 

Port-Louis. This information is not always available in the different 
sources studied, especially for triangular slave trade voyages, but 
nevertheless, according to Toussaint,5 most of the voyages had their 
starting point in Isle de France. 

 
Date of Sailing      The date of sailing is very often not complete; for example, in some 

cases, the year might be missing. This information is available in the 
Aamirauté and Police Records. 

 
Ports of Call or Stops Ports of calls were more present during triangular trade voyages, also 

known as long cours trade.  We can guess that it was for supplying 
needs.  We have many examples of stops throughout the various 
sources, and we can also examine the ships of different nationalities 
that came to Isle de France. 

 
Accidents and Incidents Accidents during voyages vary, from hurricanes, diseases on board and 

slaves revolts; these cases are available in the Amirauté Records and 
Sous-Série Colonie C4. 

 
Date of Arrival We agree with Toussaint’s observation that we can never know 

accurately whether the date of arrival stated in the Amirauté Records 
is the actual date of arrival of these ships.  It is difficult to determine 
whether the ships have spent one day or more in the port, before the 
entry was made in the Amirauté Records. Nevertheless, the duration 
of voyage is available for some ships. 

 
First stop Fields would include the several stops made by the ship by numbering 

the stops e.g., stop1: no. of slaves, no. of men, no. of women, no. of 
boys, no. of girls/stop no. 2 would include similar details thus, stop2, 
totalslave2, men2, women2, boys2, girls2. The date of return (Port 
return), date of return (Date return), no. of Men, Women, Girls, Boys.  

 
Observation Fields are left also for ‘observations under’.  
 
Results of voyage  This includes the number of ship again, the principal country behind 

the trade (country principal), the location of the principal, 
Circumstances of any interruption, the event, its date, place of 
interruption of the voyage , wreckage, prize, fire, mutiny, Port of 
return, date of return and observations. 
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5. USER MANUAL 
 

Slave Trade Database User Manual 
 

The Slave Trade Database contains details about voyages dealing with slave trade. The Slave Trade 
Database has been built around Open Source Technologies, namely Apache [2], MySQL [3] and PHP 
[4].  
 
To deploy the application, MoWeS Portable II [1], has been used and provides for set-up of WAMP on 
any Windows system. To launch the database, open the contents on the pen-drive provided and 
double-click on “TJC-DoubleClickMe”. This will launch the different services (Apache and MySQL) 
and the application will start, as shown in Figure 1 below.  
 

 
 

Figure 1: Slave Trade Database Launched 
 
 
 
The User Name “tjc” and Password “tjc” gives full access to the system, as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Slave Trade Database 
 

The menu on the left allows the users to navigate to different pages of the system. All the pages, 
except for report, are modeled in a consistent way: the user is presented with a list of existing 
entries and he/she can view, edit or delete the entry, while he/she can also add a new entry. The 
different categories are for example ships, captain, armateur/owner ports and voyages. The 
purpose of each of these is summarized as follows: 

1. StopType: Defines the different types of stops made by the ship during the voyage 
(examples could be traite, ravitaillement) 

2. Ship Type: Defined the type of ship (examples are Vaisseau, Navire) 
3. Armateur/Owner: Define the Armateur and owners of the ship for the voyage 
4. Captain: Defines the captain for the voyage 
5. Flag: Defines the countries the ships were listed with 
6. Operation Type: Defines the different types of operation that can happen (armement, 

désarmement) 
7. Port Place: Defines the different ports 
8. Ship: Defines the details of the ship 
9. Voyage Type: Defines the types of voyages (négrier, unknown) 
10. Voyage Status: Defines the outcome of the voyage (completed as intended etc) 
11. Voyage: Defines details about the voyage. 

 
The main page for the database is the Voyage link, while the other pages are used so that the 
different values can be viewed as drop down lists when entering voyage details, as shown in Figure 
3 below, where the Type field is showing values entered in the Voyage Type: 
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Figure 3: Entering Voyage details 
 
The above mechanism allows the system to be extensible in the future, by allowing new parameters 
to be entered into the system. The different reports created for the system will be automatically 
modified accordingly. 
 
Once basic details about a voyage is entered, other parameters like the VoyageCaptain, 
VoyageArmateurOwner, VoyageStops, VoyageOperations, VoyageTonnages can be filled in by 
scrolling to the right of the document and clicking on the relevant links. These options are kept 
separate from the main entry page, since there can exist more than one of each of them. The 
model adopted is that of the master-detail pages, where the master can have many related detail 
records. For example, on clicking on the VoyageOperations link for a voyage, the following page is 
displayed, as shown in Figure 4: 
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Figure 4: Page allowing Voyage Operations to be added 
 
On clicking on Add or InlineAdd, the operations for that voyage can be added. 
 
 
The raw data link contains all data that had been entered into an Excel sheet and has been 
imported into the system, although they are not sanitized data. 
 
Different reports have been created to represent the patterns of the voyages. These can be 
accessed by clicking on the Reports link in the menu, and clicking on the drop down list “Reports”, 
where the different reports available in the database will be shown. This is illustrated in Figure 5 
below. 
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Figure 5: Accessing reports in database 

 
The data accessed via the different reports can be exported to Excel, Word or HTML with the menu 
removed, by clicking on the Export to Excel, Export to Word, Printer Friendly links respectively. This 
allows the data to be easily extracted from the system. The reports also contain diagrammatic 
representations of the data (line charts and pie charts), as shown in Figure 6: 
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Figure 6: Showing sample Pie Chart 
 
All the reports created in the system are dynamic. That is, they reflect the actual content of the 
database. If new data is added, the reports will change accordingly.  
 
 
 
Technical notes: 

The overall system can be modelled, using the following class diagrams: 
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A voyage is composed of the following entities: Ship, PortArmement, PortArrival, PortDeparture, 
Stops, Armateur/Owner, Captain and the Tonnage listed. The voyage can consist of more than one 
Captain (following death of the first Captain for example), many stops, and can have different 
Tonnages as reported from different sources. 
 

 Although the database has been distributed via MoWeS, the different services (Apache, 
MySQL, PHP) can be installed on a computer and the relevant files restored as appropriate. 
This can give better performance. 

 The port on which the Apache within MoWes is listening is port 8085. If this port is already 
in use in your system, modify the configuration for Apache to listen to a different port. 

 
References: 
[1]: http://www.chsoftware.net/en/mowes/mowesportable/mowes.htm  (last accessed 19th 
September 2011) 
[2]: http://www.apache.org (last accessed 19th September 2011) 
[3]: http://www.mysql.com/ (last accessed 19th September 2011) 
[4]: http://www.php.net/ (last accessed 19th September 2011) 
 
 
                                                 

1 Data sheets of Jean Yves Le Lan for example. 
2 Email from Thomas Vernet to Vijaya Teelock, Friday, January 8, 2010 9:52 AM. 
3 Quoted from the memoirs of Angenard, in Roman, St Malo au temps des Négriers, 251. 
4 Roman, St Malo au temps des Négriers, 247. 
5 Toussaint Auguste, La Route des Iles. Contribution à l'histoire maritime des Mascareignes. Paris: 

S.E.V.P.E.N., 1967. p. 119. 
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INTRODUCTION   
In our Mozambican pre-colonial history, the period between 1790/95 and 1842 is important 

to slave trade to Mauritius, the Mascarenes and Réunion.  Around 1815-20, in the Zambeze Valley 
the annual export of slaves reached 2,500 to 4,000.  The first official Portuguese abolition of slave 
trade in 1836, did not result in the substantial reduction of these numbers of slaves traded to the 
ports of the Indian Ocean.   

 

Main agents involved in the process of capture and internal selling, before slaves embarked in the 
ports of the exportation.   

 African Agents:  Yao, Xeiques from Afro-Islamic kingdoms such as Quitangonha, 
Sancul, Sangage and Angoche), prazeiros from the Zambeze Valley, Portuguese 
colonialists from Inhambane, Nguni groups that dominated in Delagoa Bay and Barra 
do Limpopo in Gaza.  

 Foreign Agents: Xeiques from Afro-Islamic territories such Zanzibar, East Africa, 
Kenya, Somalia, French, Portuguese and Indians.   

 

Main ports for export of slaves:   

 Ilha de Moçambique, Ilha do Ibo, Tungué, Angoche, Quelimane, Sofala, Inhambane, 
and Delagoa.  In other words, exports occurred from practically all over the coast.   

 It is always important to distinguish between place of capture and ports of selling.  
Again, from North to South, in this period, slaves came mainly from:  

 Niassa, regions inhabited by the Macua – Lomué, Xeicados of Sancul, Sangage, 
Quitangonha, and Angoche, Inhambane, Delagoa.   
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE YAO STATES 

The importance of the Yao States to the volume of slave exports from Northern Mozambique to 
the Indian Ocean 

Figure 1:  The Yao States during the second half of the nineteenth century 

 
 
Source: História de Moçambique: Primeiras sociedades sedentárias e impacto dos mercadores (200/300-1886), 2nd ed., vol. I 
(Maputo: Departamento de História da Universidade Eduardo Mondlane, 1988:123).   
 
 
In Northern Mozambique, Mataca and Makanjila were two of the most important African States 
which played a crucial role in the enslavement of the local population.   

The Mataca State was founded by Mataca I, Che Nyambi (governed between ca. 1850 to 1878-79) 
was the brother of Aku Azitini (Ms.) and for most of his government Che Mataca I lived in Muembe, 



VOL 4: PART VI – SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY – SLAVE TRADE TO MAURITIUS AND THE MASCARENES 

Truth and Justice Commission  169 

formerly also known as Nove.  Mataca I might have ascended to the power around the 1850s, which 
is when the Portuguese presence in the Niassa territories, occupied by the Yao, was very weak.  It 
is interesting to note that a “Mataca” Chief/King is always chosen among a council of women of the 
Mataca family.  The women must be the sisters of Mataca main rulers, and so the elected people 
are actually the nephews of the Mataca.   

According to David Livingstone and other sources in 1866, Mataca I lived in Muembe or Mwembe, 
which is a region that is still located in today’s District of Muembe; at that time, about 1000 people 
inhabited Muembe, the capital of the Mataca State.1  In the 1860s, Mataca I, Che Nyambi, was a 
powerful statesman and well-connected to the commercial routes that linked the interior of Niassa 
with the Indian Ocean.2  Because of a strong wave of Ngoni invasions, Mataca I moved out of 
Muembe in 1878-1879 and resided, for a time, on the Eastern side of the Luângua River.  He died 
there in 1878-1879 and he is buried in Mkonde.3  

The State of Makanjila emerged around 1870-71 and, together with Mataca, was an indispensable 
source of slave trade to the Islands of the Indian Ocean including Mauritius.  Yao Chiefs bearing this 
name usually belonged to the Phiri clan.  They inhabited regions of the Masaninga territory.  In 
1866, when Livingstone traveled through this region, the Makanjila lived in M’sawize, which is 
located Eastwards of Mavago.4   

In the following table, one aspect that should attract our attention is the port where slaves 
departed to the Indian Ocean.  A significant number of slaves were exported from Ilha do Ibo 
(Northern province of Cabo Delgado) and were part of the slave caravans coming from the Yao 
States, particularly those under the leadership of Mataca in Makanjila.   
 

During the period between the late 18th and first two decades of the 19th century, Ilha do Ibo was 
negatively affected by frequent attacks of the Sakalavas and the Makhuwa resistance against trade 
and enslavement of the local population.  This situation changed from 1820 onwards, when Ilha do 
Ibo became an important port of slave exports.  Until circa 1830, Yao merchants traded exclusively 
with French slave traders.  After 1830, the Yao slave trade from Ilha do Ibo extended to the 
Americas.5   

 

Table 1:  Ships traveling from Mozambique on the route to Mauritius, 1857 to 1865 

Year Ship Trip known or 
port of 

departure 

Observations Destination 

1857  
 
 

Portuguese Lancha: 
Azem de Janga. 

Ibo - Zanzibar Some Slaves, 12 members of 
the crew, 4 passengers, 2 
Bathias (1 melitane & the 
other baizano).   

Zanzibar  

1857 Portuguese Lancha:  
Boa Noticia. 

Ibo - 
Moçambique 

Some Slaves, 14 members of 
the crew e 1 passenger 
(Baneane)  

Moçambique 

1857 Bate Portuguese 
Palmeira. 

Ibo - Zanzibar Merchandise and slaves, 12 
members of the crew e 1 
passengers Portuguese. 

Zanzibar 

1857 Portuguese Lancha: 
Tejara. 

Ibo - Zanzibar Diverse merchandise including 
slaves, 11 members of the 
crew. 

Zanzibar 

1857 Portuguese Lancha: “20 
de Novembro”. 

Ibo - Zanzibar Left with few slaves 14 
members of the crew. 

Zanzibar 

1857 French Barca:  Maris 
Stelle Aigle. 

Bourbon - Ibo - 
Madagascar. 

Left with slaves including 19 
members of the crew e 2 
French passengers  

Madagascar 

1857 Pangaio Arabe: 
Jacimini Parfaite. 

Moçambique - 
Madagascar 

Few slaves, 17 members of 
the crew & 1 French 
passenger  

Madagascar 

1857 Pangaio: Dungomora. Ibo – Zanzibar. Left with slaves including 20 
members of the crew & 4 
passengers (Mujojos). 
 

Zanzibar 
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1857 Patacho Amburguer. Zanzibar – Ibo – 
Moçambique. 

Diverse merchandise, few 
slaves, 8 members of the 
crew, 1 Portuguese passenger 
and 1 passenger (mujojo). 

Moçambique 

1750 Pangaio árabe: 
Fatather. 

Madagascar – 
Ibo. 

Captain Abdala Arribado, 40 
members of the crew. 

Ibo 

1857 Lancha Portuguesea: 
Cosinga Maji. 

Ibo – 
Moçambique. 

Left with few slaves, 8 
members of the crew e 4 
Portuguese passengers. 

Moçambique 

1857 French Barca: Maris 
Sletle. 

Ibo – 
Moçambique - 
Madagascar 

It took slaves from Ibo Island 
to Moçambique, 19 members 
of the crew, 4 French & 
Portuguese passengers 

Comores 

1857 Pangaio árabe: Massa 
Panga. 

Ibo - Zanzibar 17 members of the crew & 
slaves 

Zanzibar 

1857 Brieu Frances: 
Alirendrs. 

Ibo - Nocibes 15 members of the crew &  
slaves 

Nocibes 

1857 Arabic Pangaio: 
Ambucange. 

Ibo – Madagascar   Taking 1 Captain, Sahide, & 
10 members of the crew. 

Madagascar 

1857 Pangaio: Filmote.  Ibo – Madagascar  14 members of the crew,1 
Captain, Amicu. 

Madagascar 

1857 Arabic Pangaio: 
Fatlather. 

Ibo – Madagascar 
– Mauritius. 

Left with a few salves 
including 21 members of the 
crew. 

Anjo & 
Mauritius 

1857 Arabic Pangaio: Parate. Ibo – Madagascar  18 members the crew, 1 
Captain Assene and 3 
passangers Bathias. 

Madagascar 

1860 Portuguese Lancha: 
Novidade. 

Ibo - Quiloa Merchandise, 6 members of 
the crew and 1 passenger 

Quiloa 

1865 English Lancha. 
Situation.  

Ibo - Cruzeiro Merchandise and more than 16 
slaves. 

Cruzeiro 

     
Documentary Source:  Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado: Movimento do Porto da Ilha do Ibo, 1857. 

 

 

Table 2:  Ships traveling from Mozambique on the route to the Mascarenes, 1857 to 1867 

Year Ship Trip known or 
port of 

departure 
 

Observations Destination 

1857  
 
 

6 Arabic Pangaios. Mocímboa – 
Moçambique – 
Mauritius & 
Reunion  

All Pangaios carried 
unspecified number of slaves 
& members of the crew  

Mauritius & 
Reunion  

1857 French ship Alphonsino 
& Nantes. 

O’Amira Island 
(Cabo-Delgado) - 
Reunion 

Loaded exclusively with slaves  
 
Members of the crew  

Reunion – 
Seychelles  

1857 French Ship:  Maris 
Stelle.  

O’Amira (Cabo-
Delgado) - 
Madagascar  

Left only with unspecified 
number of slaves  
 
19 members of the crew   

Madagascar  

1860 Pangaio Arabe: Jacimini. It took slaves, varied 
merchandise, & 17 members 
of the crew   

Madagascar   

1853 Ship Amburguer. Ibo – 
Moçambique 
(Island) 

The ship took slaves to 
Moçambique (Island)   

Mascarenes   

1750 Pangaio árabe:  
Fatather. 

Madagascar – Ibo 
- Moçambique 

Merchandise that included 
slaves   

Mauritius   

1857 Ship French: Maris 
Stelle. 

O’Amira (Cabo-
Delgado) – 
Moçambique  

It took slaves from O’Amira 
(Cabo Delgado) to 
Moçambique (Island), 19 
members of the crew, & 4 

Comores  
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passengers 
 

1866 Ship French: Alirendrs. Moçambiqu& 
Seychelles 

Transported slaves brought to 
Moçambique (Island) by 6 
Arabic pangaios   

Seychelles 

1867 Arabic Lancha: 
Fatlather. 

O’Amira (Cabo-
Delgado) – 
Madagascar   

This lancha left with slaves & 
21 members of the crew   

Anjo  

Documentary Source:  Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado: Movimento do Porto da Island de Ibo, 1857; Vila do 
Ibo: Comunicado. In: Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado: Movimento do Porto da Ilha do Ibo; Fundo do distrito 
de Cabo Delgado: Movimento do Porto da Ilha de Ibo, 1860; Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado: Mov. Port. Ibo, 
1853; Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado: Movimento do Porto da Ilha do Ibo, 1850; Fundo do distrito de Cabo 
Delgado:  Movimento do Porto da Ilha do Ibo, 1866; Fundo do distrito de Cabo Delgado:  Movimento do Porto 
da Ilha do Ibo, 1867.   
 

The majority of ships that came to do the traffic, were under disguise and had a number of small 
pangaios (small boats) which used to collect slaves within satellite ports and/or other far away 
located points of concentration.  It is important to note that they first gathered slaves and then 
transported them to bigger ports, to be transported in big ships.   

In the case of French merchants, they always had 6 to 10 pangaios responsible for bringing slaves in 
small numbers from satellite ports.  From these, slaves were then transported in bigger ships 
towards the Comores, Nocibes, Anjo, Mauritius, Réunion and Seychelles.  Local merchants known as 
Mujojo (or Ajojo) were responsible for the capture and sale of the slaves transported in pangaios, 
in small numbers.   

The Mujojo were merchants, mainly inhabiting Cabo Delgado, and specialized in the sale of slaves 
and cloth known as fazenda and fazenda cafreal (Kaffir cloth).  The Mujojo also used to steal slaves 
from one place to another and redirect the trade of slaves according to the needs of the merchants 
of ships that transported the slaves to the Mascarenes.  These Mozambican archival sources do not 
clarify precisely, why the Mujojo often formed part of the passengers in the trips to the Islands.  It 
is also unclear if they returned to Mozambican territory for further transactions.6   

Another concept that deserves our attention is “Baneane.”  Baneane were Hindu merchants coming 
originally from Surate and Cambaya, who had settled in Diu and Damao.  They first started 
commercial transactions with Eastern Africa, from the beginning of the 16th century.7   

By all means, and to a certain extent, both Mujojo and Baneane are definitely part of Mozambicans 
who are now part of the Mauritius population.   
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CONNECTIONS BETWEEN SOUTHERN MOZAMBIQUE AND THE INDIAN 
OCEAN   

Figure 2:  Southern Mozambique and Delagoa Bay, c. 1798 to 1823 

 
Documentary source:  Benigna Zimba.  "Overseas Trade, Regional Politics, and Gender Roles: 

Southern Mozambique, Ca. 1720 to Ca. 1830." Ph.D. Michigan, 1999, p. 43. 
 
 
In terms of the population size, although the following sample illustrates the South, the situation in 
the North was very similar.   
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Table 3:  Approximate Numbers of inhabitants, Southern Mozambique, 1823 

Kingdoms  Approximate number of inhabitants 
Maputo  Ca. 20,000  
Inhaca  10,000  
Matola, Moamba, Mpfumu, Mabote, 
Mamalong, and Maghoy.  

Ca. 100,000  

Areas extending from the Cape Correntes to 
the Inhambane  

Ca. 100,000 

Documentary source:  Benigna Zimba.  "Overseas Trade, Regional Politics, and Gender 
Roles […]” p. 242. 

 

From the 18th through a larger part of the 19th century, American and English whaling ships 
frequently visited Delagoa Bay.  This business was not necessarily associated with additional 
exports out of the Bay, but these ships carried large quantities of tin ware, soap, tobacco, muskets, 
gunpowder, and other items, to exchange for local products.8  As in many other places of Africa, 
agricultural production was the basis of subsistence in these territories.  There was active 
production of rice, which was consumed locally and then transported from Delagoa Bay port to Ilha 
de Moçambique.  Between 1784 and 1838, such territories as Delagoa Bay, Inhaca, Mabote, 
Manhiça, Mpfumu, Maputo, Moamba, Mamalong, Maghoy, and Tembe produced:  rice, various sorts 
of grains, beans, peas, cabbage, lettuce, onions, Indian corn and maize, oily seeds (gergelim, 
mafurra), millet, sweet potatoes, pineapples, pumpkins, plantains, tropical fruits, vegetables, 
sugar cane, indigo, oranges, lemons, pineapples, bananas, and cocoa tree.9  

 

According to the Cape Archives in this period, Asia, Africa, Europe, and America were connected 
because of shipping from Mauritius and Madagascar through Delagoa Bay, which involved, for 
example, the English ship Warrens that transported 120 tons of oil and elephant seals from Delagoa 
to London in 1819, and the freighters Orange Grove and Andromache, which travelled from Delagoa 
to Simons Bay in 1823.  This shipping, mainly between 1819 and 1823-25, was part of the export 
trade from Mauritius, Madagascar, Table Bay, Cape of Good Hope, Liverpool, Amsterdam, 
Bordeaux, Portsmouth, Boston, Copenhagen, and London.  Before arriving to their final 
destinations, the ships first travelled around Calcutta, Bombay, and Batavia, which is the reason 
why Delagoa Bay became one of the intermediate stations of this complex overseas shipment.10   

WHAT WERE THE BIRTH NAMES OF SLAVES EXPORTED FROM 
MOZAMBIQUE?  
While tracing the history of slavery and the slave trade, it is difficult to know the slaves’ original 
African names or surnames.  This situation applies particularly to the case of slaves exported from 
Inhambane and Ilha de Moçambique under the Portuguese administration.   

Because they travelled abroad already baptized, from the 1760s onwards, Inhambane slaves 
became known as the best of the Colony, and were sold in large numbers.11  Through baptism, 
slaves received European names, which are those in the Registers of Export and Immigration.  In a 
number of cases, baptized slaves did not know their birth names.  Despite this situation, we should 
mention that according to Mozambican tradition, the names of the regions were also very often the 
same as those of people.  In other words, it helps to emphasize that the names in Tables 3, 4, and 
5, for example, were certainly the original names of a number of slaves exported specifically from 
the ports of Inhambane, Delagoa Bay and also Ilha de Moçambique.   
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Table 4:  African proper and geographic names:  The kingdom of Inhambane in the 18th and 
early 19th centuries   

Names of Chiefs, sub-Chiefs, and common 
people in the Inhambane kingdom 

Names of the corresponding territories 

Injarra, Beo, Gembe., Mucouana, Baquene, 
Marranja, Machile, Gembe 

Regions inhabited by the Bittonga  

Bembe  Munhembe  
Chibanga Mullala (name of common person)  Bittonga territory  
Munhembe, Inhamposa, Inhamussa  Marranja, Machile, and Bittongas 
Muazambo, Manhepe and Tiane  Bittonga territory  

Documentary source:  Correspondência de Inhambane, 29 de Dezembro de 1760 

   
 

HOW DID THE TRAFFIC OCCUR?   

Examples of Inhambane, Southern Mozambique, 1720s to cc. 1830  

To a larger extent, the process of capturing slaves occurred first within the system of dependency 
created by tributary relations and hierarchic structure among the Kings, Chiefs, and other 
subordinated people.  In this first instance, we concentrate on the dynamics and consequences of 
the complexity of tributary relationships.   

Table 5:  Tributary relationships:  Southern Mozambique, 1727 to c. 1830 
 

Year Name of the 
Territory 

Name of the Ruler(s) To whom they were 
tributary 

1727 Dingadinge(?) Kambe, Jan Mosse, Jan Bidieme  Dingadinge 
1727 Tembe  Jan Mosse, Jan Bosse, Schambe, 

Jan Bisse, Mabote,  
Tembe  

1727 Soewaane(?)  Mahohe, Mawotje, Magombo  Soewaane  
1760 Marranja, and 

Machile (in the 
Inhambane area)  

Beo, Gembe, Mucouana, 
Baquene, Munhembe, 
Inhamposa, Muazambo, 
Manhepe, Tiane and Inhamussa  

In 1760, they were 
temporarily tributary to the 
Portuguese  

1784 Area of Mabote  Mabote  Matumbane and Grão Caixa  
ca. 1790 
to 1800 

Tembe  Joveh, Wangoveh, Mutwal, 
Mallambaneh, Wancome, 
Panelleh, Maputo, 
Machelembey, Corro, 
Chenandlo, Gomano, 
Machechewan, and Goumano  

Capela or Tembe  

ca. 1800  Modai(?) Modai  Moamba  
 

ca. 1820 Maputo  Maputo  Temporarily tributary to the 
Vatwah  

1823  Inhaca  Inhaca  Maputo  
1823  Panyelly (located 

southwest of the 
Tembe kingdom)  

 Independent  

1823  Maputo  Maputo Tembe  
 

ca. 1820 
to 1823-
24  

About 32 unspecified 
chiefdoms  

 Tembe  

1824 Mabote  Mabote  Maputo and Matola  
1824 Matola  Matola  Temporarily tributary to 
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Tembe  
1824-25 Maputo and Tembe  Maputo and Tembe  Temporarily tributary to the 

Portuguese  
1824-25  Maputo and 

undefined number of 
Maputo’s tributary 
chiefdoms  

 Temporarily tributary to 
Tembe and the Portuguese  
 

After 
1830  

Territories around 
Modai, Moamba, and 
Mpfumu  

 Temporarily tributary to 
Mpfumu and Modai  

    
Documentary source:  Benigna Zimba, "Overseas Trade, Regional Politics, and Gender Roles […]” 

pp. 129-131. 
 
Merchants gathered slaves gradually.  The ship Kaap reached Delagoa Bay on 19 April 1722, thus 
initiating the so-called Dutch period in Southern Mozambique.  Dutch shipment to Mozambique 
occurred as a part of Netherlands shipping to Asia between 1595-1795, which was organized by the 
so-called Voorcompagnieën (Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie or VOC).  This enterprise lasted 
until circa 1795, after the company’s final outward voyage on 26 December 1794.  Dutch hegemony 
over shipping lasted for a large part of the 18th century.  More importantly, Dutch merchants 
encouraged slave trade in the region, particularly in Inhambane and Delagoa Bay.  The Dutch used 
to gather slaves step by step in very small numbers of one, two, to four and five.  However, trade 
occurred daily, so that at the end of one or two months, kingdoms and chiefdoms involved in slave 
traffic, such as Dingadinge, Kambe, and Jan Mosse, sold a small number of slaves to Dutch 
merchants.12  For example, a description at the time, explains how transactions occurred:   

“Friday 26 September:  Captain [Chief] Dingadinge sold us slaves and elephant 
tusks, which we [paid] with some aracq [brandy.]  … Tuesday 30 September:  … we 
got 2 slaves.  … Wednesday [8] October:  Captain Kambe brought us two slaves 
whom we took on board, and some great corals”.13   

The hegemony of the Dutch faced Portuguese but, principally, French competition for slave 
trade.   

 

THE INVOLVEMENT OF THE MAFUTRES (FRENCH) IN THE SLAVES’ 
EXPORT FROM INHAMBANE TO THE MASCARENES   
In Inhambane, French slave-traders were known as Mafutres.   

From the 1720s to the first decade of the 19th century, there was no significant interruption of 
French slave trade with Eastern Africa.  Within the context of the so-called Western Indian Ocean 
System, between 1721 and 1810, there was no considerable demand for slaves from Portuguese 
East Africa.  Precisely for this reason, the Mozambique slave trade under French merchants, sailing 
from the Mascarene Islands, Ile de France and Bourbon, became relevant.  For example, in 1760, 
Mozambique’s Governor Pedro de Saldanha de Albuquerque granted a license to José Basílio Leitão 
to sail to Mauritius in order to deliver Frenchmen shipwrecked in the galley St. Tomé, and also to 
sell slaves there.14   

Luís Correia de Mattos, Inhambane’s Governor, wrote on 5 July 1788, an extensive document 
inculpating Muslim merchants, Portuguese, but, principally, African local merchants to sell slaves to 
the Mafutres (French).  Mattos accused Sir Baltasar Manuel Pereira de Lagos of allowing a French 
ship on the Inhambane shores and negotiated with them for a number of slaves.  For Mattos, this 
was a scandalous example to local Africans, considering that he warned and recommended avoiding 
the Mafutres in Inhambane.15   

Later on, an eight-point document, dated 4 May 1790 and signed by Manoel Galvão da Silva, 
formulated conditions what French ships should do about Mozambique slaves.  The item number 
two formulates that French ships were obliged to declare to port’s Customs Services all 
merchandise on board.  Ship-owner(s) should follow this procedure upon the freighter’s 
departure.16  Other similar references are very short texts that state, for instance, “[…] conditions 
for transporting slaves to the Mauritius” or, “[…] on the French ship, Coureur, and slave’s 
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shipment.”17  Altogether, these documents point to the importance of the French phase of slave 
trade in Mozambique.  In 1796, the French destroyed the Portuguese factory in Lourenço Marques; 
this event strongly impacted on the ongoing slave trade.18   

Generally, for the period 1800-1854 there was an active traffic among ports of Mozambique and 
plantations in the Islands of the Indian Ocean.   

Prices of slaves along the coast of Mozambique  

Prices varied in time and space.  Sales of female slaves in the division of Tete are an example of 
prices current in Northern Mozambique during the 18th century.  José Francisco de Oliveira, a 
notary working in Tete, elaborated a list of 64 female blacks who, in 1769, were sold to Portuguese 
slave-owners.19   

Many of these women were mothers of small babies and young children, but the list has names of 
old women, too.  Female slaves sold with their children were highly valued and in Tete, this 
pattern continued.  For instance,  

(1) Nhacudiva and her son cost 05” maticais and so did Vanderubzenhe with her baby.  
(2) Pande and her son cost 05” maticais and one tanga (piece of cloth).  
(3) Muera and her daughter were sold for 05” maticais and five tangas (piece of cloth).  
(4) On the contrary, women without children, like Capinda, Chinambene, or Quemberembe 

to mention a few, were sold for prices varying between 03 and 04” maticais, and one to 
two pieces of cloth.  An exception to this case is Chaco, who without children, costs 05” 
maticais.  

(5) Old women had very little value.  Such were the cases of Macassenhe, who cost 02” 
maticais and one tanga, and Tassarireona who was sold for only 1.05” matical.20   

 

By 1799, there were clear problems with the prices of slaves.  In that year, Francisco Guedes de 
Carvalho Menezes da Costa was the Governor of Mozambique, when he observed problems with 
shipping to the French Island of Mauritius.21  After finishing his mandate, da Costa wrote in 1804 a 
fifty-page document addressing the relationship between France and Portugal, and the shipment of 
merchandise, including slaves.  His manuscript focused on the “[…] external war between France 
and Portugal, whereas […] inside, Portugal dealt with the problems of the [Muslim merchants] … ”22  
Da Costa recalled problems that he faced when he was Governor, lamenting that in 1799, Diogo de 
Souza was in charge of the exportation of 6 French slave ships to Mauritius.  These ships travelled 
under Portuguese flags, thus bringing no particular benefits to the Colony.  Because of this and 
many other irregularities with the French shipping of slaves out of Mozambique, da Costa suggested 
new terms of trading between these two countries:   

[…] Slaves transported from Mozambique to the French islands [of the Indian 
Ocean] should pay proper rights as well as having the necessary authorization so 
that this export results in profits for the Portuguese Throne […]”23   

 

HOW MANY SLAVES MIGHT HAVE TRAVELLED TO MAURITIUS?  
Based on secondary sources that summarize a significant number of archival sources available 
mainly in Lisbon, Portugal, we finish this report with a rough idea of human beings who 
compulsorily left Mozambique for Mauritius.   
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Table 6: Ships travelling between Mozambique, Mauritius and other countries, 1670 to 1851 

Year Ship Trip known or port of 
departure 

Observations Destination 
Total 
per 
year 

Documentary Source 

1670 -
1769  

Mozambique – 
Mascarenes  Mascarenes 10,677 Alpers24 

1721 L’Indien Bourbon-Moz. Bourbon Some slaves Recueil  Capela25 

1733 
Vierge de 
Grâce Bourbon-Moz. Bourbon 

Went with 368 
slaves Recueil  

Ibid. 

1736 Légère 
Mascarenes Moz. 
Mascarenes  Filliot  

Ibid. 

1736 Jupiter 
Mascarenes Moz-
Mascarenes  Ibid.  

Ibid. 

1742 Aigle Bourbon-Moz. Moz.  Recueil  Ibid. 
1742 Parfaite Bourbon-Moz. Bourbon  Recueil  Ibid. 
1744 Parfaite Bourbon-Moz. Bourbon  Recueil  Ibid. 
1744 Jupiter Bourbon-Moz. Bourbon  Recueil  Ibid. 

1750 Gloriosa 
Mascarenes 
Madagascar Moz. 
Mascarenes 

Captain Lucas 
Duguily in Moç. 
with 300 to 400 
slaves 

  Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 13, No. 30 

1751 Gloriosa 
Mascarenes Moz. 
Mascarenes 

Went with 500 
slaves 

Ibid. 
 

Ibid. 

1751 
Chalupa de 
Mr. De Bosse Mauritius-Ibo-Mauritius 

Made slaves in Ibo 
Island 

Ibid. 
 

Ibid. 

1752 Gloriosa Mascarenes Moz. 
Mascarenes 

Captain, Ville 
Neuve, went with 
33 slaves 

Ibid. 
 

Ibid. 

1770-
1810 
 
 
1775 

 
 
 
Nª. Sª. da 
Conceição e 
Pérola 

Mozambique - 
Mascarenes 
Mozambique 
(15/11/1775)- 
 
Mauritius-Mozambique. 

Captain, Francisco 
 
 
Bertrand 

 
 

99,614 
Alpers26 
 
Capela 

1777 Aventurier Ibo-Mascarenes  Filliot  Ibid. 
1777 Diligent Ibo-Mascarenes  Ibid.  Ibid. 

1783 La Geneviève 

Nantes (28/11/1781)-
Moç.-Mascarenes Moç. 
(1784)-Martinica 
(30/8/1784) 

 
Mettas e 
Eltis  

Ibid. 

1789 Africana 
Mauritius-Madagascar  
-Moz. (15/8-
26/9/1789) Mauritius 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 59, No. 9, 52 

1790 Paquete de 
Bourbon 

Bourbon-Ilhas de Cabo 
Delgado 

It sank in Matundo 
Island 

  Ibid. based on AHU, 
cx. 61, No. 35 

1793 Situation 
Bourbon-
Moz.(12/5/1793)-
Bourbon 

   
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 64, No. 18 

1793 
Paquete de 
Azia 

Moz. (16/10/1793)-
Mauritius 

Senhorio, 
Francisco António 
Caminha 

  Capela 

1796 Activo Mauritius-Moz. 
(30/4/1796)-Mauritius Capitain, Rivalt   Ibid., based on AHU, 

sec.XVIII-VI.50 

1796 Leneguet Mauritius-Moz.  
(23/5/1796)-Trancabar Captain, Tardivet   Capela 

1796 Hoop Mauritius-
Moz.(25/5/1796)-Cabo    Ibid., based on AHM, 

sec. XVIII-VI. 52 

1797 
American 
ship 

Mauritius-Moç. 
(13/4/1747)-Mauritius Captain, Clark   

Ibid., based on AHM, 
sec. XVIII-VI. 54 

1797 
Nossa  
Senhora da 
Guia 

Buenos Aires-
Moç.(10/7/1797)-
Mauritius 

Captain, Demercio 
de Palácio 

  Ibid., based on AHM, 
sec. XVIII-VI. 56 

       

1798 S. Sebastião 
Moz. (23/5/1798)-
Madagascar and Ilhas 
de Leste 

Senhorio, José 
Guezze 

  Capela based on AHM, 
c.1365, fl. 89 

1799 Luiza 
Mauritius - Madagascar 
- Moz. (4/9/1799)    

Ibid., AHU, cx. 83, No. 
54 
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1800 Chalupa 
Chasse-Marée 

Moz. (1/10/1800)-
Seychelles 

Senhorio, Joaquim 
do Rosário 
Monteiro 

  Ibid., AHU, c.1365, 
fl.127 vs. 

1801 Diligente 
Moz. (17/71801)-
Bourbon-Goa 

Senhorios, Velgy 
Darcy, Giva 
Sancagi e Joaquim 
do Rosário 
Monteiro 

  
Ibid., AHU, c. 1365, fl. 
139 

1802 Pequeno 
Gustavo 

Seychelles - Moz. 
(14/2/1802)    Ibid., Based on AHU, 

cx. 96, No. 53 

1802 

Bergantim 
francês 
(French 
Bergantim) 

Mauritius (16/3/1802)-
Moç (14/4/1802)    Ibid. 

1802 Fanim 
Mauritius (28/3/1802)-
Moç. (12/4/1802)    Ibid. 

1802 L’Aurore 
Mauritius -Anjoane 
(6/3/1802)-Moç. 
(30/3/1802) 

   
Ibid.  AHU, cx.92, No. 
109 

1802 Pequeno 
Paulo 

Mauritius-Moç. 
(3/4/1802) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 93, No. 3 

1802 Indiano Nantes-Moç. 
(20/5/1802)-Mauritius    

Ibid., AHU, cx. 93, No. 
53 
 
 

1802 Simples 
Bourbon (8/5/1802)-
Moç. (22/5/1802)    

Ibid., AHU, cx.93, No. 
49 

1802 Ana Joaquina 

Quelimane-Moç. 
(23/7/1802)-Mauritius 
(8/12/1802)-Moç. 
(24/12/1802) 

Senhorio, Gabriel 
João dos Anjos e 
Cª.de Damão. Saiu 
de Quel. com 365 
slaves  . 

  
Ibid., AHU, cx. 93, No 
92; cx. 96, No. 34 and 
79 

1802 Le Jeune 
Mauritius 
(28/10/1802)- Moz. 
(9/11/1802) 

Senhorio, António 
da Cruz e Almeida   

Capela, based on AHU, 
cx. 96, No. 53 

1802 Bemvindo Bourbon-Seychelles  -
Moz. (4/2/1803)    Ibid., based on AHU, 

cx. 97, No. 53 

1803 Le Destin Mauricias (15/4/1803)-
Ibo-Moz. (13/5/1803)    Ibid., based on 

AHU,cx.97 

1803 General 
Izidro 

Moz. (13/5/1803)-
Mauritius  Bourbon    Ibid., AHU, c. 1365, fl. 

171 

1803 Bonesti Moz. (24/5/1803)    Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 97, No. 24 

1803 
Ilha de 
França 

Mauritius -Moz. 
(6/1803)    

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 104 

1803 Lamosse (?) 
Moz.(20/6/1803)-
Seychelles    Ibid., Cx. 97 

1803 La Jeuré (?) 
Mauritius  
(19/4/1803)-Moz. 
(12/71803) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 104, No. 50 

1803 Diligente 
Mauritius  
(24/6/1803)-Moz. 
(19/7/1803) 

   Ibid., based on,AHU, 
cx. 100, No. 86 

1803 Navegador 
Mauritius  
(26/7/1803)-Ibo-Moz. 
(13/8/1803) 

   
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 104 

1803 Baupten (?) 
Seychelles   
(6/10/1803)-Moz. 
(23/10/1803) 

   
Ibid., based, AHU, cx. 
97 

1803 Boa 
Esperança 

Rio da Prata-Moç.-
Mauritius-Moç. 
(6/12/1803) 

Espanhol   Ibid., based AHU, cx. 
97, No. 24 

1803 Louré Mauritius -Moz.    
Ibid., based AHU, cx. 
104, No. 50 

1804 Paralen (?) 
Seychelles   
(30/12/1803)-Moç. 
(24/1/1804) 

Passport of 
English surrender 

  Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 105, No. 41 

1804 Suzana 
Moç. (14/2/1804)-
Mauritius -
(31/3/1804)-Moç. 

Sebastião José 
Roiz bought with 
the French 

  

Ibid., based on, AHU, 
cx. 105, No. 56, cx. 
106, No. 37; cx. 107, 
No. 18; c. 1365, fl. 185 

1804 Expédition Mauritius (18/2/1804)-
Moç. (8/4/1804) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 106, No. 11 
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1804 
General 
Izidro 

Moz (15/4/1804) - 
Mauritius 

Proprietário, 
António Salvador 
Monteiro; Fretado 
por António da 
Cruz e Almeida e 
Eleutério José 
Delfim 

  
Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1365, fl.182,vs 

1804 Boa May 

Seychelles   
(24/5/1804)-
Madagascar  -Moç. 
(24/6/1804) 

French, 
apparently bough 
by Vicente Guedes 
da Silva e Sousa 

.  
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 106, No. 74 e c. 
1365, fl. 190 vs 

1804 Esperança 
Moç. (9/6/1804)-
Seychelles 

Senhorio, 
Sebastião José 
Rodriques 

  
Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1365, fl. 185 

1804 General 
Izidro 

Mauritius  
(23/5/1804)-Moç. 
(11/6-11/7/1804)-
Bourbon 

Bought by 
Sebastião José 
Rodrigues 

  
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 106, No. 90 e c. 
1365, fl. 186 

1804 Carlote 
Mauritius  
(26/5/1804)-Moç. 
(29/6/1804) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx.106, No. 115 

1804 Boyahia 
Seychelles   
(10/07/1804)-Moç. 
(4/8/1804) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 107, No. 56 

1804 Marjé Seychelles -Moç. 
(4/08/1804) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 107, No. 57 

1804 La Rochelle Bourbon (2/9/1804)-
Moç. (30/9/1804) 

   AHU, cx.108, No. 40 

1805 Águia 
Mauritius  
(4/12/1804)-Moç. 
(7/1/1805) 

   
Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1365, fl. No. 11 

1805 Duas Irmãs Mauritius  (1/3/1805)-
Moç. (11/3/1805) 

It is going to carry 
150 slaves, which 
merchants from 
Moçambique own 
him. 

  Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 110, No. 11 

1805 Aguia 
Mauritius  (1/3/1805)-
Moç. (11/3/1805)    Ibid., Ibid. 

1805 Papilon 
Mauritius  
(28/2/1805)-Moç. 
(11/3/1805) 

It was supposed to 
carry 
150 slaves. 
(Sold out) 

  
Ibid., based on 
AHU,cx. 110 e cx. 112, 
No. 68 

1805 Elisabet or 
Isabel 

Mauritius-Moz. 
(13/7/1805) Captain, Latiner   Ibid., based on AHU, 

cx. 112, No. 37 and 85 

1805 Duas Irmãs Boubon-Moz. 
(9/8/1805)    Ibid., based on AHU, 

cx. 112, No. 62 

1806 Eugénia 
Africana 

Moz. (12/2/1806)-
Bourbon 

Senhorio, Joaquim 
do Rosário 
Monteiro 

  Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1365, fl.206 

1806 ? Moz. (10/11/1806) 
Senhorio, António 
Salvador Monteiro   

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 117, No. 60 

1806 
General 
Isidro 

Moz (14/11/1806)-
Mauricias 

Senhorio, António 
Salvador Monteiro   

Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1365, fl. 218 

1807 
Eugénia  
Africana 

Moz. (28/4/1807)-
Quel.-Mauritius ou 
Bourbon 

Senhorio, Joaquim 
do Rosário 
Monteiro, slaves, 
193/130 

  
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 119, No. 82 e 
c.1365, fl. 1vs 

1804 Ninfa do Mar Moz. (14/12/1807)-
Mauritius 

Senhorio, Manuel 
António da 
Fonseca. Saiu com 
300 slaves, 
arribou a 
24/3/1808 desiste 
de ir ao Rio e 
pede para ir às 
Mauritius 

  

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 121, No. 92 e c. 
365, fl. 224; BNL, 
coleccção Tarouca, No 
53 

1808 Santa Delfina Moz. (27/2/1808)-
Inhambane-Mauritius 

Senhorio, 
Sebastião José 
Roiz 

  
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx.122, No. 61 e 
c.1376, fl.1vs 

1808 Adelle 
Moz. (21/3/1808)-
Mauritius    

Ibid., based on, AHU 
cx. 122, No. 84 

 
1811-

 
Passe-par-

 
Mozambique -   75,767 

Alpers 
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1848 
 
1813 

tout Mascarenes 
 
Seychelles   
(17/9/1813)-Moç. 
(2/10/1813) 

 
Ibid., based on 
AHU,cx.145, No. 10 

1813 Daphon( ?) Mauritius  
(27/09/1813) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 145, No. 15 

1813 Maria 
Seychelles   
(26/9/1813)-Moç. 
(13/10/1813) 

   
Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 145, No. 53 

1816 Trinfo da 
India 

Moç. (8/8/1816)-
Madagascar  -Boubon 

Senhorio, João 
Rebelo de 
Albuquerque 

  Ibid., based on AHU, c. 
1376, fl.138 

1824 Frondel (?) 
Moz. (27/9/1824)-
Bourbon    

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 192, No. 110 

1824 Angelica 
Moz.(27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went  with 253 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Zefir 
Bourbon-Inhambane-
Moz. (27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went with 234 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid.   

e cx. 199ª, No. 9 

1824 Dois Irmãos 
Bourbon-Inhambane-
Moz. (27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went with 243 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Maria 
Bourbon-Inhambane-
Moz. (27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went with  205 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Gustava Mauritius -Moz. 
(27/9/1824)Mauritius    Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Angelica Moz.(27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went with 278 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Luisa Moz.(27/9/1824)-
Bourbon 

Went with 111 
slaves   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1824 Zefir Inhambane-Bourbon Went with 179 
slaves   Ibid., based on AHU, 

cx. 199 a), No. 9 

1826 
La 
Clémentine 

Bourbon-Inhambane 
(30/3/1826)    

Ibid., based on BNL, 
reservados 

1826 Celestina 

Bourbon-Sofala-
Quelimane 
(21/6/1826)-Moç-
Bourbon 

   AHU, cx. 202, No. 38 

1826 Frederica Moz. (15/9/1826)-
Madagascar 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 203, No. 102 

1826 Paulina Moz.(?) (28/11/1826)-
Boubon 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx.206, No. 49 

1826 L’Espiegle Bourbon-Lourenço-
Marques (25/12/1826) 

   Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1827 Carolina Moz.(15/5/1827)-
Bourbon 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx.208, No. 102 

1827 Cosmopolite 
Inhambane 
(17/8/1827)    

Ibid., based on AHU, 
Ibid., based on cx.210, 
No. 67 

1827 Le Vieux 
Bellier 

Bourbon-Inhambane (?) 
(25/9/1827) 

   Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 211, No. 79 

1827 Zephire 
Bourbon-Madagascar  -
Inhambane 
(25/9/1827) 

   Ibid., based on Ibid.  , 
Ibid. 

1827 L’Evrier 
Bourbon-Inhambane (?) 
(25/9/1827)    Ibid., based on Ibid. 

1827 
Escuna 
francesa Madagascar 

This ship sank in 
Inhambane   

Ibid., based on BNL, 
reservados 

1828 Dois Irmãos 
Moz. (26/1/1828)-
Bourbon    

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 213, No. 40 

1829 
Les Deux 
Frères 

Bourbon-Moz. (17-
26/1/1/1829)-Bourbon 

Captain , Pierre 
Adam   

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 218, No. 38 

1829 Elisa 
Bourbon-
Moz.(18/9/1829) 

Captain, Francisco 
José da Silva 
Ericeira. Slaves 
534/523 

  

Ibid., based on AHU, 
cx. 223, No. 45, 
Santana, II, p. 835 
Ibid. Eltis 

1830 Les Deux 
Frères 

Bourbon (8/7/1830) 
L.M 
 
(28/7/1830)- Bourbon 

   Ibid., based on 
Santana, II. p. 48 

1831 Antoinette Bourbon-LM-Moz. Attacked by the   Ibid., based on AHU, 
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population 
located 
northwards of 
L.M. (??) 

cx.252, No. 54 

1833 Le Théodore Mauritius-Tamatave-
Moz. 

   Ibid., based on 
Santana, III, p. 560 

1833 

Bergantim 
with 
American 
flag 

Mauritius - Ibo (1833?) To make up to 150 
slaves 

  Ibid., based on 
Santana, II, p. 471 

1851 Grognam Bourbon-Ibo 
(28/8/1851) French   Ibid., based on AHU, 

GG.Moç., cx.31, No. 87 

 
Source: José Capela. O Tráfico de Escravos nos Portos de Moçambique, 1733-1904. Porto: Edições 
Afrontamento, 2002.  
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TRIBAL ORIGINS 

 
Tribal Indians constitute one of the most ignored groups in Mauritian historiography and was thus 
the first focus of our enquiries on Origins. Reconstruction of this history has been accomplished by 
a study of archival documents and documents consulted at Civil Status Office and the Mahatma 
Gandhi Institute consisting of lists of arrival of immigrants, Emigration Agency Certificates and 
Immigrant Photographs. The difficulty was that as no Indo-Mauritian claim tribal ancestry, detailed 

family histories could not be undertaken. Few of the 
people approached wanted to acknowledge their tribal 
identity, and the reasons for this need to be explored 
further in future. 

The “tribal” origin can be obtained from the PE series 
of documents, which contain lists of arrival of 
immigrants and from the PCs set of documents, which 
consists of emigration agency certificates.  Research on 
the PG series database provided a few photographs for 
the period 1834 to 1844.  These photos were correlated 
with the description shown in the PE and PC series. 

A word must be said on the sources. For the period 1834 
to 1844, when many Tribals arrived in Mauritius, 
marriage certificates were not available. A sample 
therefore of 544 tribal immigrants out of the 54,956 
immigrants who came between 1835 and 1844 was 
used. For an even smaller group, the emigration 
certificates and the marriage certificates are available. 
Death certificates of the tribes were collected at the 
Civil Status Office.  This task was somewhat eased as 

some of the data collected at the MGI Archives had information about their date of death.  A 
number of oral history interviews were also conducted to assess the level of knowledge of 
Mauritians, memory as to the existence of tribals in Mauritius. 

Due to lack of time, the focus has been Indian tribes from the North of India who were the first to 
come into Mauritius on contract labour. They were referred to as Dhangar or the ‘Hill-Coolie’ and 
were preferred by the recruiters in the 1830s. However, the proportion arriving in Mauritius began 
to dwindle and by the end of the nineteenth century, the recruitment of the tribes had stopped. 
This is because, they were the ones who suffered the most during sea voyages and the mortality 
rate the highest among them. 

 Figure 2: Arrival of Tribal People 

             Year   

System 
1835-1839 1843-1844 

TOTAL 

Private system 31 0 31 

Government 

system 
0 512 

512 

TOTAL 31 512 543 

(Source: Compiled from IIA PE1-PE15 – arrival of immigrants in 
Mauritius & and PC 2 – PC 209 – Emigration Agency Certificates) 

Of the 543 tribals people studied1, 31 came under private control and 512 came under the 
supervision of Government. They were of the groups termed ‘Munda’, ‘Oraon’, ‘Santal’ and ‘Gond.’ 
These tribes were all grouped together under the generic term Dhangar.  In the registers, many of 
their names ended with the suffixes ‘ee’, ‘oo’, ‘ram’, i.e., Luckhee, Kalindee, Mungree, Dhanoo, 

Figure 1: Map showing tribal origins 
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Bhickoo, Pandoo, Bhuddoo, Boodhoo, Mungooram, Muneeram, Rameeram. These names are 
deformed from the original names as those registering them were not familiar with these names 
and did not know how to write the names correctly. 

However, it has been found that they were in minority compared to other Indian labourers but still 
agents preferred them because they were hard worker and willing to labour in the island.  From 
1845, there was more demand for labour because of a boom in the production of sugar cane.  
Agents could not rely on the minority and concentrate upon other sources of labour.  Hence the 
early enthusiasm of the “Dhangars” as field hands dried up.  

Origins of Tribal people 

The principal region of origins of tribals was Chota Nagpur e.g. the districts of Hazaribagh, 
Ramghur, Ranchi, Midnapore, Purulia, Jobburpore, Bancoora, Nagpur and Gaya. The regions of 
Nagpur, Ramghur, Ranchi and Hazaribagh were particularly ‘favoured’ by recruiters between 1843 
and 1844 (Fig.1). 

The tribes were embarked at Calcutta, Madras and Bombay, after being recruited from these 
districts. Comparatively more tribes were brought from Calcutta than from Madras and Bombay. It 
has also been noted that between the years 1843 and 1844, tribals could be found on every ship 
leaving Calcutta. These ships include the Northumberland, Adelaide, Futtle Karim, Appolline, 
Nakin, Robarts, Duke, Orient, Isabella Watson and Bangalore carried a high proportion of tribals 
under governmental control. 

 
FIgure  3: Port of Embarkation 

It will be observed that of the 31 tribal 
people who came under the private 
importation scheme, 90% of them were 
embarked at Calcutta, 10% of them 
were embarked at Madras and none of 
them from Bombay.   

However, under the management of 
government, 99% of them were 
embarked at the depot of Calcutta, 1% 
of them at the depot of Bombay and 
none from Madras.   

99% of the tribals were embarked at 
Calcutta between the years 1835 and 
1844.  

The comment written on the PC 
registers: “not-cooking on board”. 
Indicates that the tribes were not 
allowed to cook on board either 
because they were provided with food 
or other reason.   

           Year        

  Depot 
1835-1839 1843-1844 TOTAL 

 Number % Number % Number % 

Calcutta 28 90 508 99 536 98 

Madras 3 10 0 0 3 1 

Bombay 0 0 4 1 4 1 

TOTAL 31 100 512 100 543 100

Source: IIA  PE1-PE15 &  PC2-PC209 

In India, they ate meat, fish, turtles, eggs, crabs, and bivalves.  They also consumed root crops, 
tubers, fruits and honey2 but on board to Mauritius they were provided with only rice, salted fish 
and water.  It may be possible that the change of the diet, as a result of their immigration may 
have attributed to the increase of mortality among them.  This may explain why the death rate 
among the “Hill-Coolies” or the “Dhangars” was considerably worse than those from the plains.   

The gender ratio was unequal (fig. 4). Of the 31 tribals that came were under private control, no 
women or children arrived. Out of the total of 512 tribals who came between the years 1843 and 
1844, 75% (388) were men, followed by 16% (80) women, children 7% (10) and 2% (10) were 
unknown.  This is consistent with existing literature (Hazareesingh K and Bissoondoyal U) where 
they stated that the idea was to come to Mauritius for a short while and return. 
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Figure 4: Tribals by category 
Figure 5: Age groups of Tribals 

 
 

The profile required matched those during the Slave Trade: the desire of planters was for those 
able to perform hard manual labour. Thus, mainly young males were recruited. Of the 543 tribals, 
6% of the tribes were under the age group 0-10 years. 28% were aged between 11-20 years and 51% 
between 21-30 years. Only 14% were between 31 and 40 years and only 1% were above 40 (fig.3). 

Iconography of tribals from Chota Nagpur 

Shreemutty 41293 

 
Bissonauth 41416 

  

The PG series provides photos of tribals.  Shreemutty, No. 41293, was photographed on the 3rd June 
1881 (Height 1m 39).  She migrated to Mauritius from Ranchi and was shipped on board the 
Appolline at the age of 24 on the 25th of April in 1844.  She was accompanied by her husband 
Nundoo.  She was a Dhangar and was described as having good teeth and a scar on her right leg.3  

Bissonauth No. 41416, photographed on 27th May 1884 was 1 m 57 tall. He was a Dhangar and 
migrated from Ranchi. He arrived on board the Nankin at the age of 14 on the 16th of May 1844. He 
had a long scar on his chin and also a mole above his right elbow.  He was employed as a labourer. 
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Marriage Certificate of Bissoo and Randhee Bissoo, No. 92973, was a Munda who emigrated 
with his wife Randhee, also a Munda from Ranchi 
in 1851.  They were shipped on the Fazel Currim.  
He had a scar on the back of his left shoulder.  
His father’s name was Gopalah.  At the 
Emigration Depot in Calcutta, they certified they 
were married.  It appears from the certificate 
that they were accompanied by their two 
daughters, Roopnah and Deepun. 5 

(Source of photo MNA:IIA PE 36 and PC 424)   

 

 

Death Certificates  

Out of the 543 immigrants, only half have been traced: 125 died and some 116 returned. What 
happened to the other half is unknown as yet.  Some may have settled in Mauritius, others may 
have also died or returned. A brief account of those who died in Mauritius is given here. 

Death Certificate of Sonatun 
  

Sonatun, No. 39479, was a Dhangar, who 
migrated from Hazaribagh in February 1844 
aboard Isabella Watson’. He arrived at the age 
of 22.  He was described as having good teeth, 
both ears bored, two large round marks on the 
left arm.  He was sent to Mr A. Joly and was 
employed as labourer.  He died on the 20th of 
May 1863. The cause of death was fever which 
was prevalent in the 1860s6 

 
It seems that on his death certificate, Sonatun carried two immigration numbers.  When research was carried 
on the other immigration number i.e., 29261 at the Archives, it was found that Sonatun was registered twice 
on both PE 14 and PE 15 registers respectively.  Both registers gave the same information as mentioned above.  
It can be presumed that there may have been an error on behalf of the administration at that time. 

 
 
 
Mutna, No. 34432, he was a Munda, who migrated from 
Ramghur in December 1843 on board the ‘Adelaide’.  He 
arrived at the age of 18.  He was described as having marks 
on both arm and on belly.  He was sent to work to Mr. Adam 
and Company and was employed as labourer.  He died at 
Grand Port on the 12th May 1879.7 
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(Source:Compiled from IIA PE 36 series) 

There is evidence of tribal presence in Mauritius as from 1851 also. The principal places of origin of 
the tribals, as mentioned before (see fig. 7), were Chota Nagpore division and the districts of 
Ranchi, Hazaribagh, Midnapore, Purulia.  These people came aboard Catherine Apcar.  They arrived 
on the 30th March 1851.  Ships like Mohassur, Fazel Currim, Hyderabad, Bellatine and Lucknow also 
carried a small proportion of tribals.  Aboard ships Catherine Apcar, Hyderabad and Futtay 
Mobarruck, there were few women and children also.  The table above shows that the tribal groups 
arriving in the country are as follows ‘Munda, Santal, Oraon and Khol’ 

Sandhoo, No. 94044, was a Munda who migrated from Hazaribagh in 1851 aboard Hyderabad.  She 
came with her daughter Soumitra, no. 94 071 and the latter was four years.  They returned to India 
on the 28th March 1857.  10 

In conclusion, we have seen that the tribal groups arriving to Mauritius included the Munda, Oraon, 
Santal, Gond and Khol.  The majority of them were young males and came chiefly from the Chota 
Nagpur region.  Between the years 1843 and 1844, there were a few women and children also who 
arrived in Mauritius.  The tribals were found on every ship leaving Calcutta.  After 1844, there were 
fewer immigrants from the tribal group.  Their heavy mortality on board the ships which took them 
to the island and to the estate discouraged the recruiters from recruiting them.  However, some 
tribals continued to arrive on the island, throughout the period of indenture.  

  

92, 375 Kaulloo kawol Calcutta M 25 santal Midnapore Distributed by              
Mr. Blancard on the 21st 
April 1856 
Died 9/2/1906 Black 
River 

92, 376 Poorun Choytun Calcutta M 27 Santal Midnapore  

92, 447 Muncheea Ram Calcutta F 15 Cole Hazaribagh Died at Plaines 
Wilhemes 10/3/1873 

92, 424 Rasur Bheekha Calcutta F 25 Munda Ranchee Died 9/7/53 Savanne 

92, 426 Pudery Sunrah Calcutta F 21 Munda Hazaribagh  

92, 446 Whinthaly Chingoro Calcutta F  
16 
 

Cole Hazaribagh Died on May 1851 

92, 452 Tauramony Roopnarain Calcutta F 24 Munda Purooliah  
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THE EARLY HISTORY OF INDENTURE IN 
MAURITIUS, C.1825-1839 

In Mauritius, Indenture is associated with the year 1834, with the abolition of slavery and with 
Indian labourers.  It is little known that Indian labourers were brought in as early as 1825 by Adrien 
d'Epinay, 10 years before slavery had been abolished. On his estate at Haute-Rive in Rivière-du-
Rempart District, it appears they worked side by side with slaves in the sugarcane fields. D'Epinay 
wanted to show his slaves that free men did not consider it a dishonour to perform manual labour 
in the cane fields. This could be considered as the first experiment with indentured Indian labour. 
But few sources are available to study this ‘experiment’ further.  

The next recruitment came in 1828, when a handful of Indian labourers were brought in. One of 
them, Peerkhan of Calcutta, was employed by Mr. Sampson, and the second one, Ojjar, a Bengali 
also from Calcutta, was employed by Mr. Latour St-Ygeste.  

The following year, the Commercial Agents of Gaillardon & Co., a Mauritian trading company, went 
to India with the objective of importing cheap Indian labour. They had the firm support of the 
British   Colonial Government of Mauritius. On 21st September, the Albion dropped anchor in Port 
Louis harbour with 500 male labourers, 9 females, and one child on board. Over the next four 
weeks, around 600 additional labourers were brought into the colony in small batches. By mid-
October 1829, there were over 1,100 Indian labourers in Mauritius. 

These early experiments do not appear to have been successful, as the Indian community in 
Mauritius convinced these new immigrants that the wages which they were receiving were too low 
and encouraged them to strike for better pay. The employers themselves did not honour the 
agreements that they had made, and most of the Indians wanted to terminate their contracts. 
Within a period of less than a month, a large number of Indians began to desert the sugar 
plantations and showed increasing signs of insubordination toward their employers. By late October 
1829, John Finiss, the Chief of Police, ordered the repatriation of the rebellious Indian labourers. 
Between the end of October 1829 and May 1830, they were returned to Calcutta and Madras in 
several small batches. 

1830-1834: There was only a trickle of immigrants arriving between 1830 and 1834. In 1830, about 
10 labourers were introduced and between 1831 and 1832, another 29 from India by Mr. Bickajee, a 
wealthy and influential Indo-Mauritian. In January 1832, Mr. Passmore, a wealthy and prominent 
Mauritian merchant, relaunched the idea of large-scale importation of Indian labour.  In Réunion 
island, between 1826 and 1830, around 3,012 Indian workers from the French colonies of 
Pondichéry and Karikal had been introduced. 

1833: Another 29 labourers were introduced. Although the overwhelming majority of these very 
first indentured Indian labourers came from Calcutta, some were also from Madras. For example, 
one labourer, called Mootoosamy, was employed by Mr. d'Arifat and another one called Ramsamy 
was employed by Mr Langlois. 

1834: 4th August 1834, the newspaper La Balance announced the arrival on 1st August of the Sarah in 
Port Louis, with 29 Indian cultivators. The arrival of these labourers served as a prelude to the start 
of large-scale Indian immigration with the coming of the Atlas on 2nd November. 

On 10th September 1834, 36 ‘Hill Coolies’ of the Dhangar caste (originally from the hills of Bihar in 
Eastern India who were then living in Calcutta) signed a five-year labour contract with George 
Charles Arbuthnot of Hunter-Arbuthnot & Company, a major British trading company in Mauritius, in 
the presence of C. McFarlan, at the Calcutta Police Head Office. Once the labourers agreed to the 
terms and conditions, they placed their thumb mark on the contract, and on a separate list, which 
contained the names of the 36 labourers, they placed an ‘X’ next to their names. Their sirdar 
(overseer) was Sooroop who was assisted by Subaram. In all, there were 30 males and 6 females 
among Arbuthnot’s labourers. Some of their names are Callachaund, Dookhun, Bhomarah, 
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Bhoodhoo, Lungon, and Bhudhram. Their labour contract was written in Bengali. The salary for the 
males was 5 Rupees per month, while for female labourers, four Rupees per month. The sirdar’s 
salary was 10 Rupees per month and the assistant sirdar around 8 Rupees per month. They all 
received six months’ pay in advance before boarding the Atlas. One rupee was deducted by Hunter 
Arbuthnot & Company to pay for the return passage to India. They had paid for the immigrants’ 
journey from Calcutta to Port Louis. They were also to be provided with food, clothing, lodging and 
medical care. The ship also carried a large cargo of rice. On the 3rd November, Monday morning, 
Arbuthnot wrote to Governor Nicolay, requesting that: ‘they be allowed to land 36 Hill Coolies from 
the ship Atlas, whom they intend to employ on their Estate, under guarantee that they shall not 
become a charge on the Colony’. Permission was granted. These first   Indian labourers were, 
according to Brenda Howell, ‘the pioneers of a migration which was eventually to transform the 
character of Mauritian life and industry.’ Between November 1834 and April 1839, during the first 
wave of Indian immigration, around 25,468 Indians were introduced, amongst whom were around 
23,281 males, 727 females and 175 children. Almost 15,000 came from Calcutta and Bombay and 
over 9,000 from Madras and modern-day Andhra Pradesh. More than half of these first Indian 
immigrants belonged to rural tribes known as the Oraons, the Mundas, Bhumijes, and the Santals. 

In May 1839, immigration from India was suspended, only to be renewed in January 1842, when it 
became ‘state controlled’ and ‘State sponsored’ by the British Governments of India and Mauritius. 
A Protector of Immigrants was also appointed in Mauritius.  
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RECONSIDERING ‘CRIME’ IN PORT LOUIS: 
AFRICAN APPRENTICES AND INDIAN LABOURERS 

The period from 1835 and 1839 are crucial periods in Mauritian history and deserve a 
reconsideration as ex-slaves and the first indentured labourers have been viewed rather negatively 
in official colonial reports. Historians have also tended to focus on events in the rural areas and less 
on what was going on in Port Louis. Yet Port Louis was a place which welcomed people from all 
sorts of backgrounds as well those escaping from something and wishing to blend into the incredible 
mix that constituted the town of Port Louis. Among these, were those who escaped from their 
employers and estates and hoped for a better life in town. When caught, both apprentices and 
indentured labourers found themselves imprisoned in the same place, the Bagne and were treated 
as ‘criminals’.  

Today, we urge a reconsideration of the way in which they were portrayed and instead to view 
their acts, individual and collective, as ‘acts of resistance’ or ‘non-cooperation’ against the social 
and economic conditions of slavery, apprenticeship system and early indenture. These acts included 
‘clandestine’ activities such as theft, robbery, gambling, and black-racketeering. 

In the 1830s’ the Bagne Prison and, to a lesser extent, the Prisons of the Court of Justice became 
suddenly overcrowded.11  In 1836, there were 23 cases of theft, 1 case of arson, and 1 murder in 
Port Louis and 56 apprentices were imprisoned for these crimes. The following year, for the first 
time, Indian labourers were convicted for various crimes such as theft, arson, and murder. By 1838, 
there were 68 cases of theft, 3 case of arson, and 13 murders in Port Louis and 92 apprentices and 
10 Indian labourers were convicted and imprisoned.  During the following year, there were 82 cases 
of theft, 4 cases of arson, and 13 homicides in Port Louis and 91 apprentices and 38 Indians were 
imprisoned.12  The rise in crimes by Indians was reported on in June and July 1838 by Le Cernéen, so 
much so, it became a major source of concern for the Colonial Authorities,13  as this coincided with 
the ending of the apprenticeship system and the introduction of more indentured labourers. 
Overcrowding in prisons resulted.14 

THE INDIANS 

In the last week of February 1836, Captain Weir, the Special Magistrate for Port Louis, reported to 
George F.Dick, the Colonial Secretary, that ever since the beginning of the previous month, there 
had been a gradual influx of Indian labourers into the colony’s capital from the sugar-producing 
rural Districts. The majority of these Indian workers had been introduced into the colony only a few 
months before and they were arrested as vagrants near Government House and the Casernes 
Centrales.Furthermore, in the month of February alone, 84 Indians were caught and incarcerated at 
the Bagne which was already crowded.15 Immediately, the following day, Governor Nicolay, clearly 
recognizing the urgency of the situation, ordered some of the Indian vagrants to be moved from the 
Bagne Prison to a makeshift prison in the Magazine or the same large building which served as a 
warehouse for the storage of goods which were taken off ships anchored in Port Louis harbour. 
During the last week of that same month, W.W. West, an English sugar planter and owner of the 
Vale Estate in the District of Pamplemousses, wrote a lengthy letter to the Colonial Secretary in 
which he made a number of interesting observations. He explained that he employed more than 50 
Indian labourers and that over the past several months, it became a common practice for them to 
escape from his sugar estate to order to go to Port Louis.16 

To deter Indians from leaving their estates, the Prison Committee suggested that no distinction 
must be made when it came to the punishment being inflicted on prisoners of the Bagne. Both 
maroon apprentices and vagrant Indians were to be punished in the same manner.  

One of these punishments included the task of cleaning and repairing of the streets of Port Louis. 
But this did not work.17 Between 1836 and 1837, the monthly average of Indians who were 
imprisoned in the Bagne increased from 48 to 148 or almost tripled. In general, the population of 
the Bagne may be described as a floating population because each month, hundreds of apprentices 
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and Indian labourers were incarcerated for a period of either a few days or a few weeks. In 
addition, during this brief period, the floating population of this large colonial prison increased 
sharply from 5,221 to 9,090 or by 40%.  

The effect of having prisoners who were not real criminals led to the prison resembling a Depot 
rather than a prison per se. This ‘floating population’ had thus transformed a lieu of incarceration 
into a building where people moved within it relatively freely: ‘The establishment therefore 
partakes more of the character of a ‘Depot’ than that of a regular place of incarceration.’18 

Why did Indian labourers leave plantations when they were fed, clothed, housed and paid for their 
work?  If official reports are to be believed, there were very few complaints from the labourers. 
One reason was the double-cut system reported as early as 1838 by James Backhouse and Thomas 
Hugon.19 When they came to Port Louis to complain, as the slaves before them, ‘they were lodged 
in the Bagne, till their masters were summoned.’20 Backhouse was also afraid that unless there 
were controls, ‘there was a danger that it might ultimately grow into another species of slavery’.21 
Hugon provided another explanation in 1839:  

“By the too rigid discipline of most plantations, the Indian labourer is subjected, without 
the smallest advantage to the master […] the obligation of the Indian labourer in being 
provided with a ‘billet de passe’ to venture beyond the boundary of the estate during out 
of working hours, is a ‘tracasserie’, to which the Indian has never been used in his own 
country, it is an abrogation of personal liberty, to which he would never consent and 
which he has not subscribed to by merely engaging to services of the ex-apprentices who 
were exempted from it. The subjection of the Indian to it can never be defended on 
several estates, the system has been given up…I am told however the abandonment of 
the system has extended since the Emancipation of the apprentices to so many estates 
that it could hardly be said to exist at present […]”22 

He, too was afraid that indenture might also be likened to slavery: ‘So sensitive are these men that 
the least semblance of an assimilation to the preceding condition of the servile class should be 
carefully avoided and the stocks on the estate ought to be quietly removed as being a great eyesore 
to freemen.’23  

Furthermore, being tied to one employer was not ‘free labour’ and the labourers were keenly 
aware of this:  

“They [the Indian labourers] object as freemen to the false position in which they have 
been placed, by being bound down to one master. It is no severe reproach to the man 
who has possessed slaves to say that, he has ‘despotic habits’ which he had to change 
entirely when he comes into contact with freemen, here the first check to those habits 
has been the recent Emancipation of the apprentices. The productive existence, of this 
colony, depending entirely on the resort of Indian, or other foreign labourers, this 
measure must be considered in that respect, to have been very opportune and in the 
future and general interests of the island […]”24 

Thus, the plantation owner could not, and would not, change overnight. In Port Louis, by contrast, 
their work was recognized; they found work as dockworkers, carters, boatmen, domestic servants, 
messengers, and a handful as masons and carpenters.  Some even took over work performed 
previously by apprentices and ex-slaves.25  Indian carters were particularly highly paid as reported 
in February 1839, by Le Mauricien, 7 Rix Dollars per month by some employers, while ex-slaves 
earned 4 Rix dollars. Le Mauricien warned that raising the wage would encourage ex-apprentices to 
ask for higher wages.26 
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THE APPRENTICES 

If apprenticeship was meant to teach slaves a profession and they were paid, why did apprentices 
maroon?  In the Bagne they joined their fellow slaves who had been imprisoned there before 
abolition of slavery.27 The presence of so many maroon apprentices is clear evidence that many 
slaves did not want to remain as apprentices after abolition. Thousands ran away from the estates 
but many were promptly hunted and arrested in maroon apprentices hunts, reminiscent of slave 
maroon hunts.28 But there was another reason: like the slaves, many had lodged complaints with 
the Special Magistrates against their former owners and were being kept in protective custody at 
the Bagne until the Special Magistrates of Port Louis investigated their cases.  

By the end of 1836, Backhouse reported that there were 139 apprentices imprisoned there, and by 
1837, 172. Many were still there up to the last day of the abolition of apprenticeship.29 

But the rise in the ‘crime’ rate could also be interpreted in another way: as an enslaved people 
expressing their newly-found freedom. The Acting Governor of Mauritius explained it as ‘arising not 
unnaturally from the sudden change in the condition of an uninstructed population’.30  According to 
the Colonial Office, this was the opposite of what had occurred in the Caribbean.31  

This increased activity of ex-apprentices and Indians was also of an economic nature. The Chief 
Commissary, John Finiss, reported that smuggling, theft, and gambling were rampant in Port Louis 
and almost 20,000 Rix Dollars was changing hands every day among the apprentices.32 An informal 
economy had emerged in Port Louis, undetected up to then by authorities. Adding to this was the 
more legitimate aspects as the Commissioners of Eastern Inquiry reported, Government slaves had 
been employed as ‘caulkers, divers, and boatmen attached to the Port Department’,33 and just 
before abolition, there were 929 urban slaves working in the wharfs and in the shipping activities of 
Port Louis harbour.34  

Legitimate and not so legitimate business merged, and in 1838, Finiss reported that during the 
1830s, many of these slaves/apprentices were suspected of stealing merchandise being landed at 
the docks in Port Louis. The colony’s Police Chief wrote: ‘The individuals employed on the wharfs, 
and in the boats for shipping, are for the most part of bad character and connected with a 
considerable number of persons of the same class, who aid them in removing their plunder, 
establishing themselves in the neighbourhood of the Bazaar and wharfs, near which, there are a 
number of small lodgings, where they easily deposit their plunder, which I think might be 
materially checked by the ‘Bazaar Post’ and the ‘Marine Police’.35 

To counter this increase in illegal activities, in April 1836, Finiss proposed to set up a secret 
service. He explained: 

“Since I have been at the head of the police. I have never ceased to represent the necessity 
of a secret police for the detention of robbers and thieves etc. Constituted as society is 
here, no known agent of police can succeed and even though in many cases rewards have 
been offered, and to a considerable amount, in only one instance did they produce any 
discovery, and that was accidental.” 

Six individuals would be recruited and trained to become police agents and report on the illegal 
activities in Port Louis. Two agents would undertake undercover surveillance in the Western Suburb 
or Camp des Malabars, two in the Eastern Suburb or Camp des Noirs, and two in the centre of Port 
Louis. Those working in the Western and Eastern suburbs would be paid 10 Pounds Sterling each per 
month and those working in the city centre 15 Pounds Sterling. They would also be entitled to 
‘gratuity to be paid on any particular discovery or execution’. A vital part of this plan was that 
each of these police agents/informants would not be known either to one another or to members of 
the Police Department, except to the Police Chief himself. Finiss explained that the police agents 
who would be appointed would be familiar with the district where there would be posted. In 
addition, they would have to gather information from all the public areas in their respective 
districts especially the public canteens, bazaars, and residential areas. They would be required to 
provide a written daily report and briefing to Finiss in person. The Chief of Police would note all 
the information in a secret diary.36 
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Finiss was hesitantly provided with a budget for only one year, of £50 per month and not exceeding 
£600 per annum for his secret police experiment.37 Exactly a year later, the Chief of Police 
reported that between July 1836 and May 1837, just over £141 had been spent; he had hired a 
group of trustworthy individuals who supplied him with regular information about the clandestine 
activities in their respective districts. However in September, they were discovered due to their 
own carelessness by those individuals they were spying on and who were involved in various illegal 
activities. After that month, these agents became useless and resigned. But, others had been 
recruited and he had    arrested the notorious criminal, Bouchy, who was now in prison as well as 
the most notorious thieves of Port Louis.  He nevertheless, expected domestic thefts in the isolated 
parts of the town and its suburbs to continue and even increase, ‘as emancipation advances’.38 

Thefts increased partly because this money was used to pay for the purchase of freedom of family 
and close relatives.39 This was also reported in July 1838, in Le Cernéen: in an article entitled 
‘Progression des vols après l’abolition de l’esclavage à Port Louis’: ‘Certains (les apprentis) avaient 
eu l’audace de déclarer publiquement qu’ils s’étaient servis de fausses clés pour se procurer de 
l’argent pour le rachat de leur liberté selon une clause de l’acte de l’abolition de 1833’.40 It also 
shows that ex-slaves, despite their illiteracy, were fully aware of manumission laws and of 
impending freedom.41 More symbolically, however, is the desire not to be freed by someone else, 
but to free themselves. Finiss stated:  

“There is also a feeling amongst the apprentices in Port Louis that it will be a dishonor to 
them if they do not effect their own emancipation before the period of general freedom 
arrives, there is consequently a great increase in domestic thefts and robberies which will 
increase rather than diminish.”42 

Finiss’ statement indirectly helps us to understand why those who could not purchase their 
freedom, preferred to run away and run risk of being arrested and imprisoned. Pride, not 
submissive behaviour, as it often portrayed in public discourse in contemporary Mauritius, 
characterized slave behaviour. This short study of apprentice and indentured behaviour in a crucial 
moment in Mauritian history, the 1830s, helps to show that oppressed people in Mauritius have 
never bowed their heads and accepted their fate silently. They showed many innovative ways to 
overcome their servitude and fight the system. We are only at the beginning for our search to 
understand the consciousness of the oppressed in Mauritius.  
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 IMPACT OF VAGRANCY LAWS ON LABOUR 
MOBILITY 

This problem continued to prevail even till 1890s and its gravity could be gauged by the fact that 
out of 209,001 complaints filed against Indian labourers between 1860 and 1885, about 72% 
accounted for illegal absence and desertion.  Planters’ response was obvious, – rather than 
recognising these frequent occurrences of absence and desertion as labourers’ vent of protest 
against the inconsiderate working conditions and repressive disciplinary structure of plantations and 
their naïve attempts to move out of contractual bindings of indenture; illegal absence and 
desertion were termed as habit of Indian    labourers who were blamed as habitual idlers not 
wanting to work. And therefore, instead of addressing the grievances of immigrant labourers 
thorough reforms and relaxing the harsh legalprovisions of indenture, planters resorted to 
repression – several punitive laws were initiated to   discipline errant labourers for illegal absence 
and desertion, the notable ones being the Ordinance 21 of 1843, Ordinance 22 of 1847, and 
Ordinance 7 of 1849 which entrusted to the police and planters enormous powers to punish 
labourers in case they tried to break away the shackles of indenture.   Absence and desertion were 
declared criminal offences and the concept of vagrancy as a criminal category was introduced to 
deal with the immigrant labourers who had deserted the plantations. All the labourers found 
outside the plantation were convicted for vagrancy.  

Authorities blurred the critical difference between desertion and vagrancy, and defaulters for both 
offences were put on trial for the offence of vagrancy. This fundamental oversight continued till 
the 1890s, even when the initial vehemence to ‘hunt’ vagrants decelerated to a great extent 
because of the shift in the priorities of planters and Colonial Authorities. In 1893, J.W.P. Muir-
Mackenzie43 reported this gaffe and recommended that a deserter should be dealt with under the 
provisions of Labour Ordinance dealing with the offence of desertion, and not under a general 
vagrancy law. He was also very critical of treating free labourers as criminals – ‘an Indian labourer 
is not to be exposed to bullying by the rank and file of the Police, and treated as a suspected 
criminal merely because he may prefer free labour.’44 

Initially, planters tried to meet the loss of labour with introduction of new labour as well, in 
addition to forcing the existing labourers to reengage. But the introduction of huge number of 
labourers from India in the 1840s and 1850s, and a subsequent increase in Old Immigrants changed 
the demographic order of the island. Planters got a readily available stock to bring into the terms 
of indenture. They cajoled existing labourers to continue with contractual service through legal 
barricades on their mobility. This proved to be more cost-effective than introducing new labourers. 
Planters had adopted the strategy to re-introduce the Old Immigrants into the plantation through 
Vagrancy Laws, despite the fact that they were trying to sustain themselves through alternative 
vocations such as gardeners, carters, dock labourers or hawkers.  

The 1860s were the period of economic crisis and depression for the sugar economy of Mauritius, 
primarily due to the changing composition of world sugar market and a sharp decline in the price of 
sugar on the export market. It also marked a decline in the arrival of new immigrants from India. 
Instead of adopting more productive structural changes in the system of production - which they 
eventually did in late 1870s onwards through Métayage and Morcellement, the Mauritian 
Government and plantation lobby adopted a one-dimensional response by criticising the instability 
of labour market responsible for the crisis and responded by coercive strategies of labour control.  

Free labourers were blamed for the volatility of the labour market and crisis situation, and harsh 
legal provisions were made to push free labourers to enter into contractual service. The most 
compelling among such legal initiatives was Ordinance 31 of 1867.  Under the new Ordinance, the 
Old Immigrants had to carry the ticket all the time and any immigrant found without such a ticket 
was labelled and prosecuted as a vagrant. In addition to this ticket, which was required since 1847, 
they were now required to obtain a pass from the Police also. And the time assigned to obtain both 
these passes was one week – what happened in most of the instances was that they were arrested 
while on the way toobtaining these passes or during their search of an alternative job, and either 
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restored to the previous employer or sent to the vagrant depots and employed on public works with 
mere allowances hardly sufficient to sustain themselves.  

The deliberations over possible ways of handling vagrants also strengthen the proposition that the 
official intent for Vagrancy Legislations and arrests of Old Immigrants as vagrants was to curb their 
mobility rather than to convict them as criminals or get rid of them. Despite rendering the Old 
Immigrants responsible for all the crimes and disorder in the island, neither the planters nor the 
Government were willing to lose them by deporting them, though the Vagrancy Laws provided for 
the deportation of ‘incorrigible vagrants’.  By the 1850s, the arrests for vagrancy became so 
massive that the prisons were overcrowded many times more than the planned capacity to house 
convicts. Taking a serious note of ‘fearful conditions’ of vagrants, the Port Louis Prison Committee 
recommended for deportation of all Indian vagrants in 1851.45 The Governor, however, rejected 
this outright. For the     Government, this would have entailed a loss of labour as the vagrants were 
employed in public works.46 Apart from overcrowding in prisons with the increase of vagrants, the 
authorities were also worried about the ‘moral pestilence’ of the vagrants because of possible 
contacts with ‘hardened criminals’ in prison.  Despite labelling vagrants as criminals, the 
authorities were apprehensive that close contact with real criminals would pollute the mindset of 
vagrants and spoil their value as labourers. To accommodate an increasing number of vagrants and, 
most of all, to separate the vagrants from hardcore criminals, a separate Vagrant Depot was 
established in 1864 at Grande Rivière.  This Vagrant Depot was modelled to function like the 
English-Work Houses aimed at instilling docility and a sense of duty among the errant Old 
Immigrants by a strict disciplinary regime.  The Inspector General of Police,   Major Anson, 
recommended the establishment of a separate Vagrant Depot to separate Indian vagrants from 
ordinary criminals on the grounds that:  

“By thus separating the Indian immigrants from the ordinary criminal classes, a treatment suitable 
to the circumstances of their race can be applied, whilst their isolation will materially facilitate 
the claiming of labourers by their employers and the restoration, on the expiration of their 
sentences, to the estates to which they may have been indentured.”47   

This passage from his recommendations exemplifies, in no uncertain terms, the quintessential 
rationale of the entire anti-vagrancy drive – to curtail labour mobility, after the expiry of 
indenture and to restore the Old Immigrants to plantations.  The Police Commission also noted 
that after the stipulated punishments, almost all the vagrants entered into contractual labour 
for one year, and in many cases for two or three years.48    

Reflecting upon the Vagrancy Legislations in Mauritius, an official from the Indian Government 
made the following observations in 1873: 

“On the whole then, the tendency of Mauritius legislation has been, I think, towards reducing the 
Indian labourers to a more complete state of dependence upon the planter and towards driving 
him into indentures, a free labour market being both directly and indirectly discouraged.”49 

About ten years later, even Ashley Eden, a member of Indian Civil Services who was very 
instrumental in the suppression of Santals uprising in India, made a note that ‘the tendency of the 
colony was to treat as vagrants all Indians who did not choose to labour on the estates.’50    

The influence of slavery on Vagrancy Laws indicates clearly in that in a period of economic crisis, 
planters initiated a criminal category of pre-emancipation labour regime and by using such legal 
instruments as ticket of status, police pass, certificates of employment, etc. they tried to regulate 
the occupational and geographical mobility of Indian labourers.  Anti-Vagrancy Legislations were 
used across all the locations of Indian indentured immigration to curtail mobility, but the severity 
of punishment was most severe in Mauritius.51 The intention was to ensure the availability of labour 
and to have a hold over the economic independence and wage-bargaining power of Indian 
labourers. Fulfilling the legal requirements to acquire the status of a bonafide free labourer was so 
complicated, time-consuming, expensive and, above all, so manipulated and ill-interpreted that 
labourers were compelled, and often chose, to re-engage with the same employer, on a similarly 
repressive contractual obligations, or at times at even lower wages.52  

From a colonial viewpoint, Indian immigrant labourers had only three places in Mauritius to live in – 
at work, in hospital or in gaol, since the Labour Laws virtually left no scope for them to be found 
anywhere else.  



VOL 4: PART VII – INDENTURED IMMIGRATION  

Truth and Justice Commission  203 

 

AN OVERVIEW OF LABOUR LAWS RELATING TO 
ILLEGAL ABSENCE AND VAGRANCY 

 

 

Introduction 

1. Labour Laws Regulating Illegal Absence and Vagrancy .....................................205 

2. The Issue of Wages ...............................................................................208 

3. Changing Strategy from the 1870s Onwards ..................................................209 

4. Legal Recourse for Protection ..................................................................210 

Conclusion .............................................................................................210 

References .............................................................................................211 

  



VOL 4: PART VII – INDENTURED IMMIGRATION  

Truth and Justice Commission  204 

1. LABOUR LAWS REGULATING ILLEGAL ABSENCE AND VAGRANCY 

Major General Hay, the Acting Governor of Mauritius, wrote to the Colonial Secretary in 
1854 about vagrancy among Indian immigrants in Mauritius:  

“an evil (vagrancy) which, in addition to the loss it entails on the employer of 
labour, is fraught will moral and social mischief, and is, as I believe, the source 
and basis of much of the crime of the island [….] removal of this monstrous evil 
would require the Government to continue its most strenuous efforts to do so.”53   

Since the beginning of indenture, planters had been cautious about the availability of labour 
because plantations were high investment ventures and the introduction of immigrant labourers 
added to their costs. Runaway labourers thus meant permanent loss of ‘capital’ and hence, 
stringent labour regulations were supported. The main focus of legislative attention was to control 
the loss of labour – illegal absence, temporary desertion, and vagrancy. In definitional terms of 
laws, illegal absence and desertion involved a breach of contract because these were associated 
with the labourers under indenture, while vagrancy was associated with the free labourers who had 
completed their contractual obligations. However, vagrancy was defined in very loose terms, 
primarily to include the desertion and labourers’ refusal to work under within confines as criminal 
offences because vagrancy was considered to be a more serious crime and as a threat, not only to 
the plantation system, but to the society as whole.  

From the late 1840s, the problem surfaced of how to deal with immigrant labourers who had 
completed their ‘industrial residence’ but did not want to continue on the same plantations with 
the same working conditions. After completing five years of industrial residence, many immigrant 
labourers decided to explore alternative options, which did not go down well with planters who 
wanted them to continue working on estates. According to colonial perceptions these Old 
Immigrants did not want to continue working on the plantations because they were ‘habitual idlers’ 
and because of their ‘unsettled habits’ and ‘erratic character’.54 

By the 1850s, desertion and vagrancy became one of the primary concerns of the plantation lobby 
and the Colonial Authorities. In 1845, it was reported that about 6% of the total Indian labourers in 
Mauritius were deserters and another 11% were illegally absent.55  They argued in favour of 
suppressing such conduct with stringent legal initiatives.  

The first legal initiative of the Colonial Government to control desertion and runaway was 
contained in the Order in Council of 7th September 1838 which provided for such punishments as: 
idle and disorderly persons condemned to imprisonment with hard labour for 14 days; a rogue and 
vagabond for 28 days, and an incorrigible rogue for a period not exceeding 6 months.56  

Ordinance 21 of 1843 prohibited Indian immigrants from working in shops or docks without prior 
approval so that they could not dessert the plantation and take up another post.  

Ordinance 42 of 1844 defined the ‘idler’ as a person without the means to support himself and his 
family and as a burden. In order to curb the tendency of desertion and idleness among the Indian 
indentured labourers, this Ordinance made such penal provisions as: all such persons were to be 
convicted by the Stipendiary Magistrate and sentenced to hard work on public works like highways 
and streets for a period not exceeding one month. This Ordinance reiterated the same punitive 
provisions as provided in the Order of Council in 1838.  

Ordinance 22 of 1847 was introduced In order to clearly identify the immigrants who had 
completed their contracts and those still under indenture through a ticket system as proof of 
status. All the Old Immigrants had to carry a ticket. It also fixed the territorial limits for the Indian 
labourers and in the event of their crossing these geographical boundaries, it provided for arrest 
and criminal prosecution without a warrant. Any Old Immigrant who failed to produce this ticket, 
or was not able to satisfy the authorities about his occupation or was found outside the boundaries, 
was liable to punishment as a vagrant.  

Ordinance No. 16 of 1852 defined a vagrant as a person ‘who have no fixed domicile, or any 
means of subsistence, and who, being able to labour, do not habitually work at any trade or 
profession’, and provided for imprisonment and hard labour as punitive measures for vagrancy. It 
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also introduced the concept of ‘vagrant hunts’ which were no less punitive and violent than the 
‘maroon hunts’ during slavery. During the period of vagrant hunts, which were organised very 
frequently with the support of planters, police and authorities could enter any premises to 
ascertain the status of inhabitants.  They swept across large areas, and any Indians found outside 
the plantations, on whatever pretext, was arrested as vagrant.  

Ordinance 4 of 1864 (Article 16) did away with the distinction between desertion and vagrancy, 
while the punishment for both the offences had been different before in terms of quantum. 
Vagrancy was always punished severely. This Ordinance made it possible for an indentured worker, 
found guilty of desertion of an estate for a couple of days, to be condemned to imprisonment of six 
to nine months.57  

In the 1860s, several other legislations were passed to control vagrancy. Legislative measures 
reached their apogee with the promulgation of Ordinance 31 of 1867. An average of 12% of the 
total Indian population was arrested for alleged vagrancy in the 1850s and the early 1860s. The 
authorities wanted more overarching and stringent legislation to detect and discipline ‘vagrants’. 
The Protector of Immigrants, appointed to safeguard immigrants’ interests, expressed frustration 
with the failure of existing laws in diminishing vagrancy.58 

Epidemics, which afflicted the island in the 1850s and the 1860s, led to the deaths of more than 
11% of the Indian population. The most affected area was the town of Port Louis where one third of 
the population perished because of the malaria outbreak. Official estimates were that mortality 
rates were higher in the ‘Indian villages’ and Port Louis which were also inhabited by the Old 
Immigrants. This led to a very strongly prejudiced view in official circles that these outbreaks were 
outcomes of the unhygienic habits of Indian labouring classes particularly of Old Immigrants. 
Governor Barkly, in his report to the Secretary of State, affirmed that the high mortality was 
primarily caused by the ‘agglomeration of people of dirty habits in wretched and overcrowded huts 
– constructed without the slightest regard to sanitation and grouped together often in most 
unsuitable localities.’59  

Ordinance 31 of 1867, or commonly referred to as the Labour Law of 1867, surpassed all the 
previous legislations in severity and intolerance against Old Immigrants.  It was validated by the 
highest levels of Government in Mauritius and the need to maintain hygienic standards in the 
island. It gave enormous powers to the Police and planters to apprehend labourers. This Ordinance 
was the most comprehensive legislation to regulate the occupational and personal spheres of Indian 
immigrant labourers in Mauritius, and it remained in practice till the end of century, albeit with 
certain modifications, despite being the subject of the numerous condemnations as extremely 
repressive.  

In order to understand how the Labour Law of 1867 was instrumental in regulating the geographic 
and occupational mobility of Indian immigrant labourers in Mauritius, the clauses most relevant 
need to be examined: 

i. The Protector of Immigrants shall, upon proof of him of any immigrant having duly completed 
his industrial residence, register such immigrant as an old immigrant, giving him a ticket as 
such, with his portrait thereon[…] (Article: XXXIX)  

ii. Introduction of Pass System: Every Old immigrant not under engagement by written contract 
of service, shall be bound to appear at the Central Station of Police for the district in which 
he is resident, and to justify to the Inspector of police.., his designation as Old immigrant 
upon production of his ticket and further to declare to the said officer his place of abode, 
and occupation, employment, or other means of subsistence. The said officer shall thereupon 
deliver to such immigrant a pass.  

Every immigrant on completing his industrial residence and receiving an Old Immigrant’s 
Ticket, and every old immigrant on the expiry of his written contract, shall, within eight 
days, appear before the said officer of police of the district in which he resides or has taken 
his abode, and shall make declaration as above.  (Article: XLIII) 

iii. Any old immigrant not being engaged under written contract of service.., who shall fail, on 
demand of any Magistrate, or of the Police,  to produce his pass, or a certificate of 
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engagement duly signed by a Stipendiary Magistrate, shall be liable to be detained and 
forwarded to the Immigration Depot, and if it shall appear that he is not following any bona 
fide employment, whether on his own account or in the service of a third party, and that he 
has no visible means of subsistence, he shall be deemed to be taken as a vagrant. (Article: 
XLVI) 

iv. Any Immigrant found in a district where he has no residence, or in a house or premises, and 
being unable to give a satisfactory reason for his being in such district, house, or premises, as 
the case may be, may be arrested by any officer or constable of police, without 
warrant[…](Article: XLVIII)  

v. If any labourer desert from his employer’s service, it shall be lawful for such employer, or 
any servant of such employer acting with his authority and on his behalf, without a warrant 
and without the assistance of police to apprehend such labourer in any public place where he 
may be found[…](Article: LI)60  

The Labour Law of 1867 gave enormous powers to the employers and the Police who did not require 
any warrant to enter any premises; they could arrest any person on the pretext of his being a 
vagrant and keep him in prison till the time it would take for an investigation. In addition to these, 
the Vagrancy Ordinance of 1867 made it compulsory to obtain a new ticket on each instance when 
there was a change of residence, as well as permits of discharge and on engagement for each 
employment. 

A careful reading of these clauses of the Labour Law highlights certain features which were 
particularly articulated to curb the freedom and mobility of Old Immigrants – photographs had to be 
affixed to tickets (making them more costly); the need for an additional identification document 
and location in form of Police Pass, and confining these Old immigrants to fixed locations was also 
initiated. 

The most significant change was the extension the right to challenge the status and to apprehend 
Old Immigrants, to ordinary people and planters’ agents, a right which was more than often abused 
by planters’ agents to exert their control over the labourers. The Procureur Général’s statements, 
justifying these stern measures, were a most reflective articulation of colonial prejudices and 
contempt of the Indian immigrants, and implied doubts in the ability of free Indian labouring 
classes to sustain themselves by pursuing an independent occupation: 

“There are a great number of immigrants who are without tickets, being either 
deserters from service, or parties who have lost their tickets and being without 
papers of any kind,…These parties lead a precarious existence; when provisions are 
cheap, they live upon the bounty of their friends, in the time of scarcity, they are 
destitute, and in the time of epidemic, as recent experience has shown, when they 
are sick, they are turned out dead,[…]Many of them turn to a life of plunder, 
robbing or pilfering at night and sleeping in the canes or in their comrades’ house 
by day. 

There is also another class who are equally if not more dangerous to society: they 
are Old Immigrants who have no visible means of subsistence. They pass 
themselves off as gardeners, and half a dozen of them squat upon a small piece of 
ground, perhaps ¼ of an acre, which they rent, and they nominally live upon the 
produce of this ground but they are well known to the police as thieves and 
vagabonds. 

It is from these classes that the perpetrators of gang robberies so prevalent of late 
years, are recruited. The Police Returns upon this subject, in answer to a series of 
questions framed by myself show the magnitude of the evil[...] 

It is a well known fact that Indians will never work if they can live a life of 
idleness and I am confident that this system will soon convince the vagabond class 
that they can no longer unmolestedly lead a life of idleness and that they will in 
consequence be driven to seek for honest employment.”61  
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Promulgation of this Act and its enthusiastic pursuit by disciplinary agencies had the obvious 
outcome and the numbers of arrests of so-called vagrants multiplied by three times in the next two 
years, as after the enactment of Ordinance 31 in 1867 – from 10,970 in 1867, these increased to 
26,904 the following year (fig 40).  

Figure 7: Arrests for Vagrancy, 1867-1869 

 

 

Throughout the decade of the 1860s, Government indeed dealt with vagrants very zealously and as 
the following table shows, between 1861 and 1871, an average 11.5 to 17.2 per cent of the total 
male Indian population in Mauritius was arrested on charges of vagrancy.  

Figure 8 : Arrests of Indians for Vagrancy, 1861-71 

Year Total Arrests  % of Total Male Indian Population  

1861  23371 15.7 
1862 16668 11.0 
1863 - - 
1864 18834 12.5 
1865 18382 11.4 
1866 19416 12.0 
1867 16884 11.5 
1868 22357 15.8 
1869 23916 17.2 
1870 16880 12.0 
1871 12096 8.5 

Source:   ARPI, 1861 – 1872, Kuczynski, R.R., Demographic Survey, pp. 780-785 

Opposition to these laws came from the Indian Government An official from the Indian Government 
made the following observations in 1873: 

“On the whole then, the tendency of Mauritius legislation has been, I think, towards 
reducing the Indian labourers to a more complete state of dependence upon the planter 
and towards driving him into indentures, a free labour market being both directly and 
indirectly discouraged.”62 

At more or or less the same time, the Royal Commission, in its report of 1875 in Mauritius, also 
noted that the Vagrancy Laws amounted to nothing less than unbridled harassment of the Indian 
population.63 It also confirmed many of the grievances highlighted in the petition of Old 
Immigrants, especially regarding the attempt to restrict labour mobility, and took a strong stance 
against the Protector of   Immigrants and the Inspector General of Police for their failure to protect 
the interests of the Immigrants in Mauritius.  
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The Royal Commission recommended a complete reform of the Immigration Office in Mauritius and 
a regular and thorough inspection of sugar estates. The Secretary of State endorsed most of the 
findings and recommendations of the Royal Commission and instructed the Governor of Mauritius to 
revoke most of the harsh provisions of the Ordinance of 1867.64  

Ordinance 12 of 1878 abolished the harsher aspects of the 1867 laws and provided for a more 
efficient system of checks for errant planters, especially Article 284 which empowered the 
Governor to take action against the bad planters who were misusing the provisions of the Labour 
Ordinance. Punitive actions for vagrancy continued. 

Ordinance 12 of 1922 finally repealed the penal clause in the regulation of labour. 

2.THE ISSUE OF WAGES  

From very beginning of the system in 1834, Indian immigrants were employed on fixed wages and 
stipulated rations to work on plantations. This was to be increased every year according to the 
Government of India, through Act XXXII of 1837 (of the Government of India) and accepted by the 
Government of Mauritius.65  

Initially, however, there were rampant violations of contractual obligations on the payment of 
wages and for the first time, the Order in Council of 7th September 1838 provided for the strict 
obligation of the payment of wages and provided the opportunity to the indentured labourers to 
seek redress by making a complaint to the Court of Stipendiary Magistrate who had the power to 
order the full payment of arrears due to the labourer or terminate the contract.  

Ordinance 15 of 1852 (Article 10) made the withholding of payments a punishable offence, and 
the employer had to pay £10 compensation to the complainant, if the charges of non-payment of 
wages were proved. Article 11 of the same Ordinance provided that if the arrears were due for 
more than 3 months, this amounted to breach a of contract and the indentured labourer had the 
right to claim the end of contract.66  This Ordinance also provided for the seizure of the property of 
the employer to pay the arrears of wages due to the labourers.  

Ordinance 31 of 1867, one of the first comprehensive and overarching Labour Laws repealed all 
the Labour Ordinances till then, extended it to all labourers including domestic servants, and 
handicraftsmen or even overseers of labour of any origin if their monthly wages were below £4.67  

Ordinance 12 of 1878 authorised the Protector of Immigrants or any Inspector of Immigrants to 
represent the labourers in the matter of the dissolution of the contract, if the labourer’s wages 
were not paid for three consecutive months.68  

Labour Ordinance 12 of 1922 reduced the time to one month. If the labourers’ wages were not 
paid for one month, he was entitled to the dissolution of the contract, by making an appeal in the 
Court of Stipendiary Magistrate. Even if the labourer did not make a complaint, and wages were not 
paid for three consecutive months, the Protector had the right to request the dissolution of the 
contract on the ground that the interests of labourers were protected in the said contract.     

Figure 9: Complaints by Indian Labourers against their Employers, 1878 – 1898 

Year Complaints for Non-Payment of Wages 
(cases entered) 

Total Complaints  

1878 816 1672 
1879 503 823 
1880 558 822 
1881 1107 1378 
1882 291 418 
1883 323 671 
1884 373 492 
1885 494 589 
1886 358 435 
1887 269 323 
1888 959 1009 
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1889 246 298 
1890 225 275 
1891 125 174 
1892 101 142 
1893 85 119 
1894 57 72 
1895 55 80 
1896 114 126 
1897 88 102 
1898 88 106 
Total  7235 10126 

(Source: ARPI for years 1878-99) 

The planters’ habitual defence was the absence of liquidity. But an overdue of wages had 
more to do with the attitude of planters than an actual crisis of funds. Planters always avoided the 
wage payments on some pretext or other and a minor fault on the part of labourers provided them 
with an opportunity to forfeit all the accumulated wages of errant labourers. In addition, the non-
payment of wages often pushed labourers into a debt trap of money lenders, and this eventually 
pushed the  Immigrants to extend their contracts, as desired by the planters. 

Double Cut 

All the Labour Laws stipulated the wage and ration levels and employers were strictly prohibited 
from employing any indentured labourer below the stipulated rates. However, the Labour Laws 
provided also for employers paying less that was legally stipulated through the ‘double cut’ or 
deduction of two days of wages for an absence of each day. This was primarily introduced to 
control illegal absence and habitual idling among the indentured labourers. This was practised by 
the planters as early as 183969  and obtained legislative endorsement in Ordinance 22 of 1847.70 
The planters’ explicit authority in applying this ‘double cut’ without any reference to protective 
authorities such as Stipendiary Magistrates, was established by Ordinance 16 of 1862.71 Rampant 
misuse ensued. In 1874, the former Assistant Protector of Immigrants in Mauritius, Robert Mitchell 
reported that ‘double cut’ reduced the wage bills by one third on good estates and one half on bad 
estates to what should have been actually paid to the labourers.72 The Royal Commission also 
condemned it, describing it as a ‘monstrous system’.73   

The ‘double cut’ system remained in effect even with the supposedly pro-labour Ordinance 12 of 
1878, though it tried to put some control on planters’ use of this provision by making the approval 
of a Stipendiary Magistrate mandatory, as well as stipulating compulsory reporting to the Protector. 
74 This ‘monstrous evil’ was abolished only through Ordinance 13 of 1908.75 

By the mid 1860s, it was becoming apparent that the overall system of maintaining labourers on 
estates was not cost-effective. The decade of the 1870s witnessed a period of improvements in 
some facilities provided to indentured labourers on the plantations – housing, medical, food and 
other provisions which added hugely to the costs of labour. In order to cut the costs, planters now 
shifted to employing labourers on short-term contracts, and that too through contracts, rather than 
engaging them directly on the estates. Under this arrangement, planters were not obliged to 
maintain labourers for the   non-working part of their lives and had to pay wages only for the work 
performed. This strategy helped them to cut the costs of labour to a great extent.  

3. CHANGING STRATEGY, 1870S ONWARDS  

We shall now briefly describe the planters’ strategy of labour control and certain crucial 
shifts in 1870s onwards.  We shall argue that strategies of labour control should not be seen as 
monolithic, static responses from the masters, but we shall put them in a larger context of the 
needs of production system, interests of the capitalist classes and changing dynamics of labour-
master relationship. Planters responded to the crisis of the sugar economy and its sinking prospects 
in the 1860s by forcing labourers to continue to work on plantations under contractual bindings and 
anti-vagrancy legislations facilitated planters’ attempts to effectively curtail the prospects of 
labour mobility or give any scope for labourers’ bargaining to increase wages. This strategy helped 
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the planters in coping with the demands of the industry at that time, but by the mid-1860s it was 
also becoming apparent that the overall costs of maintaining labourers on estates was not very 
cost-effective. The 1870s were also a period of certain improvements in facilities provided to the 
indentured labourers on plantations – housing, medical, food and other provisions which immensely 
added to the costs of labour.  In order to cut costs, planters now shifted to employing labourers on 
short-term contracts, and that too through contracts, rather than engaging them directly to the 
estates.  Under this arrangement, planters were not obliged to maintain labourers for the non-
working part of their VRS and had to pay wages only for the work performed. This strategy helped 
them to cut the costs of labour to a great extent. But the most striking shift in the realm of labour 
relations took place in form of Métayage and Morcellement76. Finding the large scale cultivation 
economically unviable, planters decided to lease the plantation part to the old immigrants and 
concentrate on production of sugar by consolidating it and making it more cost-effective.  In a 
severe financial crisis, because of the sinking fortunes of Mauritian sugar in the wake of global 
competition, planters had no financial resources to invest in the improvement of plantation, and 
this moved them to separate the plantation of sugar cane from the making of sugar.  They 
transferred cultivation part to the Indian population through the Métayage and Morcellement 
processes. It was a decisive shift towards a crucial reversal of the earlier policy of regulation of 
labour mobility to a phase of labour relations where mobility of labourers was promoted, and they 
were encouraged to move out of plantation and either buy or lease small plots of lands to grow 
sugar cane. As scholars like Raj Virahsawmy, Richard Allen and M. D. North-Coombes have argued, 
this strategic change in labour relations had very enduring consequences for the Indian labour 
Diaspora in Mauritius, and it facilitated the growth of a new class petits planteurs in the social 
order of Mauritius which, in course of time, played decisive role in the future curse of the Mauritian 
political economy and social-cultural space.    

4. LEGAL RECOURSE FOR PROTECTION  

Despite the proviso for redressal, agencies like the Protector of Immigrants and the 
Stipendiary Magistrates, Indian labourers seldom received any reparation for their ordeal because, 
rather than protecting the interests of these labourers and saving them from harassment at the 
hands of planters or Police, these officials mostly remained indifferent or commended the need of 
a strict legislative mechanism to put labourers’ VRS in order.77  During the indenture period, the 
overall system of legal/judicial recourse was tilted in favour of planters, an indication of which can 
be traced from what Geoghegan reported in 1873, after examining the cases brought by employers 
against labourers and vice versa. His report shows that planters won 91% of cases brought by them, 
while Indian labourers won only 38% cases.78  

This one area of the colonial legal structure in Mauritius needs a more detailed 
investigation.   

5. CONCLUSION 

What this report proposes to look into is how the term ‘vagrancy’ acquired new meanings in 
the context of an Indentured Labour regime and the multiplicity of ways in which it was 
conceptualised and appropriated as a ploy to regulate the geographical and occupational mobility 
of labour.  We have also tried to ascertain that the real intention of anti-vagrancy legislation was 
not the prevention of crime among the old immigrants,79 as it was often promulgated by the 
colonial authorities, but to restrict their mobility away from the estates, even after the completion 
of indenture, and therefore to ensure their availability for work on plantations by placing stringent 
legal constraints on old immigrants’ efforts to move beyond the confines of plantations and the 
contractual obligations of indenture, so as to pursue a vocation of their choice. 

We have also tried to show that despite strictly determined scales of wages and punitive 
provisions for non-payment of wages in the Labour Laws, planters resorted to every possible trick to 
avoid paying wages right up to the beginning of 20th century, which severely curtailed the mobility 
of indentured labourers.  

Another point we have tried to emphasise in this Report is that the Labour Laws, during the 
indentured period, should not be studied as static and monolithic legal proclamations.  But these 
Laws should be evaluated by situating them within a larger context of multiple strategies adopted 
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by planters and the colonial authorities, in response to the requirements and challenges which the 
plantation economies had to face in the changing global contexts and the restructuring of 
commodity productions under the Imperial Order.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Colonial perspectives: According to the Colonial Officials, the relatively low proportion of 
women immigrants in indentured immigrant population on the plantations led to unstable sexual 
relationships and affected order on plantations through social instability, sexual promiscuity, high 
crime rates. This volatility of men-women relationships fostered immoral ways of living, abduction 
and exploitation of women immigrants.  This led to violent clashes between the immigrant 
labourers and even the murders of wives or men involved in the relationships.80 Murders of wives by 
the husbands occurred mostly because of distrust, jealousy or betrayal by the women partners 
which was considered ‘rampant’ in Mauritius, although it was often termed an ‘epidemic’ in the 
colonial lexicon. As late as in 1880s, among the Indian population, 21 wives were murdered by the 
husbands.81 Indenture in this respect undermined the institution of marriage. 

The Royal Commission noted that the custom of polyandry was an accepted custom in Mauritius and 
often a group of immigrant men would keep one woman in their housing unit who would cook their 
food and satisfy them physically. The most disturbing effect of this custom, according to the Royal 
Commission, was that it led to much quarrelling among the immigrants, and sometimes even 
murders. This prejudiced view of Colonial Authorities, based on Victorian notions of social order 
and moral standards, has been shared by the majority of scholars of indentured Diasporas of the old 
type who study indentured emigration in terms of the continuation of slavery. These scholars argue 
that ‘the disproportion between men and women was the main factor in shaping the life of the 
coolie lines’82 and ‘Indian social life in Mauritius presented a disquieting spectacle.’83  

Since the relative scarcity of women was related to disorder on the plantations, for the purpose of 
maintaining order on the plantations and encourage a structured/stable settlement in some kind of 
family pattern, the Colonial Authorities adopted a double-pronged strategy: first, they tried to 
increase the numbers of immigrant women by legally fixed quotas and second, they put a close 
guard and legislative regulation over the marriages among the immigrant indentured community.  

In addition to this real crisis on the plantations, the regulation of marriages among the immigrant 
population was also rooted in the larger orientalist project of civilizing the ‘barbaric Orient’ by the 
British Empire and building new societies in the newly-acquired colonial territories. The underlying 
rationale behind this was the notion of cultural ascendancy which perceived Indian culture and 
social practices as anomalous, resulting in the moral degradation, particularly in the immigrant set 
up. 

To address the concerns over the disproportion of sexes among the Indian communities on the 
plantations and also to stabilise the labouring population in Mauritius (for the other labour 
importing colonies as well) Colonial Authorities fixed the quota of women mandated who could be 
taken along with the male emigrants, encouraged the family emigration from India.  A bounty of £2 
was paid to those immigrants who came with ‘legitimate’ wives.  However, this led to another 
forms of disorder whereby widespread instances were reported of selling of daughters or wives, 
using marriage ties to bring women to Mauritius and then selling them off to make extra profits by 
the sirdars and returnees.  In 1860s, ‘many sirdars and overseers brought two and sometimes three 
women with them’ as their wives who were, as the Protector reported, sold or transferred to other 
men to make money. 84Abuse of indentured women also occurred by the plantation owner and 
managers leading to numerous offspring who today still be identified through their mixed Asian and 
European origins. Many of these form part of the Coloured population who form the subject of 
subsequent chapter. 

REGULATION OF INDIAN MARRIAGES 

In the initial periods of indentured emigration, the Colonial Authorities had been lenient concerning 
cohabitation among Indian immigrants. Their primary concern was to secure the supply of labour on 
plantations, and since women were not employed in Mauritius, they cared the least for them. A 
Royal Commission reported that before 1853, no law existed in Mauritius specifically providing for 
celebration and recognition of Indian marriages.85 However by 1850s, with the large influx of Indian 
immigrants and a sizeable number of Indian labourers in the colony, the Colonial Authorities had to 
ratify marriage legislations. In 1853, provisions were made under Ordinance 21 of 1853 to 
recognise the marriages solemnised between the members of the Indian immigrant community 
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according to the Civil Code, and the immigrants who wanted to marry had to produce a ‘Certificate 
of non-marriage’ to check for  polygamy or abduction of already married women.86 

In 1856, regulations were introduced under Ordinance 3 of 1856 to recognise marriages between 
the immigrants who embarked from Indian ports as married couples. Immigrants who were already 
married and arrived with their wives from India, had their marriages recognised as valid in 
Mauritius, only if they had been already declared before the Protector at the port of embarkation 
in India. Any intending emigrant, who was married in India and wanted to come to Mauritius with 
his wife and children (if any), had to declare that he was lawfully married to such a woman 
according to the forms and   ceremonies of their religion, and that the children (if any) 
accompanying them were the lawful issue of such marriages. This declaration was signed by two 
witnesses in front of the emigration agent and upon his satisfaction, then the Protector at the port 
of embarkation issued a certificate of marriage. Copies of some of these are to be found in the MGI 
Archives. Upon their arrival in Mauritius, these married couples had to present themselves in front 
of the Protector of Immigrants and declare that they were married. After the verification of 
identities, the Protector issued to them a certificate. Thus, Indian marriages celebrated in India 
acquired legitimacy in Mauritius only when they were registered and recognised by the Protector 
and when a certificate was issued to the married couples on payment of 2s.87 

One consequence of indenture, because of the relative scarcity of women and their crucial 
importance in performing the domestic chores at the plantations, was that the usual custom 
whereby husbands’ families obtained a dowry from their wives’ families, was reversed in the 
diasporic setting, and often the grooms paid a premium to the wife’s father or relatives. In one 
report, an immigrant Doyal of Flacq, paid a huge sum of $137 to get married to Bagmanea. This 
practice of paying the bride’s price was not limited to any particular section of the Indian 
immigrants, and another immigrant Virapatim, of South Indian origin, paid several hundred rupees 
to get married to Taylamen.88 However, we need to be extra cautious in celebrating these 
instances of bride-price as ‘women empowerment’ and ‘source of additional income for the Indian 
women’,89 as scholars of diaspora with feminist convictions attempt to assert today. Sources 
underline that these were often forced sales of women,90 andconsidering the fact that the money 
was often paid to the father or relatives of the brides who, on many occasions, ‘sold’ their 
daughters or female relatives, colonial descriptions of women’s  subjugation appear to be more 
tenable than those of the revisionist scholars of diasporic women.  

Controlling the illegal emigration of women disguised as wives by the sirdars and returnees and 
then their subsequent sale in the colony remained a primary preoccupation of the Colonial 
Authorities’ marriage related legislations. The other underlying assumption of the administrators’ 
attempts was that by making the registration and declaration compulsory, they would be able to 
make thematrimonial alliances in the immigrant community more stable, and thus curb sexual 
immorality. Therefore, the registration and declaration of marriages which was the main thrust of 
the marriage Ordinance, continued and was reinforced in the form of a double registration in the 
Marriage Ordinance 17 of 1871. All the immigrants arriving with their wives and children had to 
declare and obtain certificates for their marriages twice – once at the port of embarkation where 
the Protector had to verify their claims of being married, and then again upon their arrival in 
Mauritius where the Protector would give them the certificate, without which their marriages were 
not legally valid and children legitimate.91 Considering the ignorance of emigrants and the general 
aversion among them for the cumbersome registration process, the Government of India made 
conscious efforts to emphasise the significance of the registration of marriages before embarkation. 
A. O. Hume, who was Secretary of the Revenue, Agriculture and Commerce Department which 
administered the indentured emigration, made a special request to the Judicial Secretary of Bengal 
government to inform intending emigrants that, unless they registered marriages before departure 
from India and obtained a certificate from the Protector, their marriages would not be held as valid 
in Mauritius.92  Any immigrant, who wanted to get married in Mauritius, had to obtain a certificate 
from the Protector in Mauritius to testify that he had arrived unmarried in Mauritius.93 

The next legislative intervention came in the form of Ordinance 26 of 1890 which made certain 
modifications to the marriage registration process. Now the Protector in Mauritius had to certify 
the identity of the married couples arriving in the immigration depot and issue the certificates 
before these couples left the depot.94     
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Another consequence of their migration to Mauritius was the non-respect of their traditions: the 
Indian Government expressed concern and anxiety for the Indian population living in Mauritius, 
particularly the manner in which most of the cohabitation among Indians were declared as immoral 
and illegal by the state. It reported to the Secretary of State for the Colonies that because of 
existing Marriage Laws, most of the Indian children in the colony were illegitimate, even if their 
parents had been married under native rites.95 The Indian Government pressed the Colonial Office 
to influence the Government of Mauritius into adopting the Marriage Ordinance of Trinidad which 
recognised marriages performed according to religious rites.96 Although the Colonial Office deferred 
the implementation of Trinidad Marriage Ordinance in Mauritius, it expressed its concern about the 
Mauritian Government, and a Committee was appointed to enquire into the procedures connected 
the Indian marriages in Mauritius, under J. B. Kyshe, the Registrar General in March 1882. This 
committee accepted the insistence of Government of India to be consulted regarding the matter of 
Marriage Laws.  The Protector of Immigrants proposed to set up his office for the registration of 
marriages, but it was rejected by the Procureur Général and the said committee failed to intervene 
in making the marriage procedures more convenient for the Indian population.97  

The Indian Government was particularly concerned about the relatively very few numbers of 
registered (legally recognised) marriages. In 1866, the Protector of Immigrants had reported only 
112 marriages in 1866 and 166 marriages in 1867.98  By 1872, the situation had not improved.  

Figure 10:  Number of Marriages Registered 1872-1881 

Year Marriages 

1872 343 

1873 305 

1874 344 

1875 308 

1876 402 

1877 649 

1878 783 

1879 882 

1880 723 

1881 1051 

(Source: L/PJ/6/79, File No 1585/1882. OIOC) 

J. W. P. Muir Mackenzie, deputed by the Government of India to enquire into the conditions 
of the Indian population in Mauritius in 1893, reported that the majority of Indians cohabiting were 
not listed in the registers. However, they were not bothered about that and as a result, a large 
number of perfectly moral and orderly unions, regarded as marriages by parties and the social 
system they  belonged to, were rejected by the authorities in Mauritius. It is worth noting that 
Muir-Mackenzie was concerned that ‘an unmerited stigma is cast on the morality of the Indians, and 
injury results to their self-respect and moral character.’ He found the compulsory civil marriage 
registration to be an unworkable and unsuitable institution and called for an urgent alteration in 
the Marriage Laws of Mauritius because the recognition of marriages in Mauritius should not be 
more difficult for Indians than in their own country.99  

The consistent pressure from the Indian Government continued well into the 20th century. Despite 
being born in Mauritius, a large segment of the Indian population was considered illegitimate as the 
alliances of their parents were not recognised. This was not a very comforting situation for the 
social and political stability of the colony. The Colonial Office was well aware of the ridiculousness 
of declaring the majority of the population as illegitimate. The Indian community in Mauritius was 
also gradually becoming conscious of their plight, and attempts were being made to articulate their 
concerns. In his representation to the Royal Commission of 1909, Manilal Doctor demanded the 
recognition of marriages performed among the Indian communities according to their religious 
rites.100   

In 1912, the Government of Mauritius passed the most elaborate ordinance regarding the 
registration of marriages among the Indian population. This was ‘The Civil Status (Indian Marriages) 
Amendment Ordinance, 1912’.   Primarily aimed at making better provision for the registration of 
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Indian marriages, this Ordinance recognised the validity of marriages solemnised according to the 
religious traditions of immigrants and conducted by the Indian priests (both Hindu and Muslims) who 
were appointed by the Governor for the celebration of marriages in a district or territory specified 
by the Governor. Colonial Authorities were perturbed by the disinterest of the immigrant 
community in having their marriages registered, and therefore, to make the registration of 
marriages more convenient for the immigrant community, all the designated priests were given a 
register and a schedule of certificate in which they were to register all the marriages celebrated by 
them and then forward each case to the Civil Status Officer within a week who would then enter 
the details in the Register of Marriages.101 The Ordinance made it lawful ‘for any priest without 
previous publication and without any other formality required by Ordinance 26 of 1890 to solemnise 
marriage between Mohamedans or Hindu of the same religion as such priest, and such marriage 
shall, subject to the provisions of this ordinance, be valid as if it had been celebrated by an officer 
of the Civil Status.’102  

This Ordinance was a breakthrough in the regulation of marriages in the Indian community in 
Mauritius, as for the first time it recognised the area for the religious belonging of the immigrant 
population and entrusted to a religious mediator from their own community the performing and 
certifying of an act of marriage which was previously limited to the Civil Status Officer from the 
ranks of the Colonial Authorities. This Ordinance also had significant implications for the immigrant 
community. Under this Ordinance, persons getting married, if they met other conditions relating to 
minimum age, same religion and non-marriage, would marry according to their religious rites and 
have it registered by a designated priest. This law thus eased many procedural complications, and 
immigrants could now   register their marriages and live as ‘legally approved’ married couples. 

The immediate effect was the rise in Indian marriages. The Census of 1921 recorded religious 
marriages for the first time (Table 11).  

 

Table 11: Marital Status of Indian Community 1921, 1931 

         Marital   Status 
Year 

Civilly Religiously Concubinage 

 
1921 

17,083 Male 
17,674 Female 

13,976 Male 
14,244 Female 

22,279 Male 
22,624 Female 

 
1931  

24,088 Male 
23,660 Female 

7,803 Male 
7,824 Female 

17,029 Male 
18,146 Female 

(Source: Census of Mauritius and Its Dependencies 1921, 1931) 

For the year 1931, returns are combined for Indo-Mauritians and Other Indians, as there were fewer 
Indians not born on the island. 

Ridley, in his report on the conditions of Indian Population in Mauritius in 1941, mentions that 
among the Indian population in Mauritius, 17% were married civilly, 6% religiously and 12% lived in 
concubinage.103  

WIFE RESTORATION  

Another consequence of indenture and of the scarcity of women on the plantations was the 
resulting instability of marriages. There were reports of wives being enticed away by other 
immigrants and women moving out of the matrimonial alliances for more attractive options. The 
Royal Commission noted that Indian immigrants filed 68 complaints in the year 1871-72 about wives 
being enticed away or harboured. Archival records show that this was one of the primary concerns 
of the male population in Mauritius who requested the authorities to restore their wives. Such 
occurrences of the breaking of alliances also hampered the prospects of family emigration from 
India as husbands were apprehensive about their wives being kidnapped or lured away, once they 
came to Mauritius.104   

The very first exclusive Ordinance relating to Indian marriages in 1856 made specific provisions to 
address this. All the District Magistrates were given the legal power to look into the complaints 
about enticing away or harbouring wives, and any person found guilty was to pay a £50 fine or face 
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imprisonment with hard labour for a period not exceeding six months.105 Ordinance 12 of 1870 even 
extended the purview of the Law to non-Indian wives of Indian immigrants whilst making the fine  
Rs 500; it was to be imposed along with imprisonment.106  However, legal redress was available only 
if the husband and wife were married according to Civil Law. In the 1850s, since most alliances 
among Indians were not legally recognised, the protection was meaningless and husbands had 
recourse to extra-judicial methods: quarrelling, physical assault and in extreme situations, even 
murders.  

Feminist scholars of indenture have asserted the common paternalist nature of the male Indian 
immigrants and colonial authorities and interpreted this gesture as a desperate attempt to restore 
control over women and maintain power to decide their partners.107  There is no denial of the fact 
that the Indian male psyche was not at all comfortable with Indian women taking decisions about 
leaving a relationship and/or choosing another partner. The reaction was often extremely violent. 
The question remains whether the women were making informed decisions or whether they were 
‘lured’ or tricked? Further research is needed. While relationships between Indian men and women 
are explored totally and official reports abound concerning wife murders, male suicides, 
unacknowledged by the academic community and by colonial officials at the time, were the abuse 
of power on the part of all those in the upper hierarchy on the plantation and sexual abuse in the 
academic scholarships as well as by colonial officials. Within the descendant today, it is widely 
spoken of but concrete examples are still spoken about in hushed tones, offspring being quire 
present in Mauritian society. Elsewhere as in Fiji, such stories have become famous.108 

AGE OF MARRIAGE  

Early marriage was common in India despite British attempts to regulate it. In Mauritius, the need 
to regulate the age of marriages was felt. The 1856 ordinance fixed the marriageable age of men 
and women at 18 and 15 years respectively and any person getting married before this age had to 
obtain permission of the Governor.109 Ordinance 28 of 1912, while fixing the marriageable age as 21 
years for intending husbands and 18 years for the intending wives, also gave space for child 
marriages by allowing the marriages to be celebrated between the couples below the prescribed 
age if the parents had given their consent to it.110  

PATTERN OF MARRIAGES  

The patterns of marriages among the Indian immigrants can be traced from the certificates of 
marriages at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute and Civil Status Office and from the several reports on 
the condition of Indian immigrants in Mauritius. All the reports as well as existing writings like 
Marina Carter’s work show that the most of the marriages among the immigrants were intra-
regional – North Indians, Tamils, Telugus, and Marathas getting their partners from the same 
regional communities – with few instances of inter-regional marriages as well. The other important 
pattern was that the majority of marriages were performed with the bride and groom being from 
the same religious community. As already mentioned, the occurrence of remarriages and widow 
marriages was also very common.111  

In Indian society, the most prominent site of the working of the caste values was marriage. At this 
level also, owing to the relative shortage of women, immigrants had to be flexible in terms of their 
traditional belief in endogamy. But immigrants tried their best to observe the sanctioned deviations 
in their marriages and in most cases, marriages were of the kind described as hypergamy, in which 
men from high castes married women from lower castes, a practice which was approved in India 
also. 112  In the absence of the options of choosing their marital partners from within the same 
caste, the other criterion adopted by the immigrant community in Mauritius was that of common 
regional and linguistic origins. This emerged as the most decisive factor in forming the matrimonial 
alliances, especially among the Tamil and Telugu immigrants.113  

One positive consequence of indenture was the change in obstacles to marriage. Widow remarriage, 
could be ascribed to the relative scarcity of the women114 and not as a critical social-cultural 
reform taking place in the indentured labouring community. In Mauritius, unlike the societal 
restrictions in India which prohibited the remarriages of widows, the circumstances were more 
conducive, and widows re-married, some more than once.115 This can be understood by examining 
practices in India: because of the traditional marriage practices in India, leading to a huge age gap 
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between spouses, there was a higher proportion of widows. Many widows suffered from social 
stigma and often from greedy family members who stole their property. They were an easy prey for 
the recruiters and agents who were desperately looking for women emigrants to meet the desired 
quota. Thus, among single women who migrated to Mauritius, there was a significant proportion of 
widows wishing to forge new matrimonial alliances even in the emigration depots.116  

DEPOT MARRIAGES  

Before their actual departures, intending emigrants had to stay at the emigration depots at the 
ports of embarkation in India for long periods of time to complete several formalities, so that 
required numbers could be counted. Apart from mostly single men and some married couples, there 
were a considerable number of single women, as well who were mobilised by the recruiters to meet 
the required quota of women for the emigration. As Hugh Tinker has pointed out, despite separate 
boarding arrangements and strict segregation of sexes, there were enough opportunities available 
for the immigrants of both sexes to interact. Such relationships served everyone’s interests – for 
male immigrants found a partner in a land where Indian women were scarce, while women felt a 
sense of security during the voyage to the unknown. For the Colonial Authorities, it offered the 
promise of stability. Considering those pragmatic advantages, the authorities approved these 
alliances and certificates of marriage were issued to immigrants, despite the fact that most of 
these marriages were not in conformity with the social-religious rites.117 

However, individual experiences of marriage are highly revealing and allow us to reconstruct in 
greater detail the social life of indentured immigrants. Marriage patterns among Indentured 
Immigrants in the early years of immigration are particularly interesting, since they allow us to see 
the impact of migration on the social life of immigrants.  We can understand how far they were 
able to maintain the social organisation which they had brought with them. It was only possible to 
undertake a limited study for the purposes of the work of the Commission, but this shows that the 
process of uncovering the full extent of our history nust continue. 

The marriage patterns among indentured immigrants in Mauritius in two periods were studied. The 
first was between the years 1850 and 1860, representing the early years of indenture, and the 
second in the 1880s representing the years when indentured immigration had slowed down. 

1850- 1860  

Between these years, approximately 43,183 women arrived in Mauritius from India under the 
Indenture system. These women were needed in the colony for purposes of marriage according to 
most historians as due to the scarcity of women, there was a significant change in the attitude of 
the Indentured Immigrants. Although marriage was a central feature of their lives, they would 
discard many of the characteristics of ‘typical’ Indian culture, norms, customs, values and adapted 
to the local situation. Concepts of marriage not common in India were accepted by the Indians. 
Caste, religion, age, widowhood, single life, arranged or religious marriages were no more an issue 
for these immigrants.  

MARRIAGE PROCEDURES 

In this particular period, the information available in the marriage certificates differed completely. 
Earlier, the acts were handwritten, in French and with limited information. Around 1856, the 
format of the certificates had changed to a printed version, in English.  Perhaps it was one of the 
changes which were implemented by the English Administration, when they took over the colony 
from the French Administration.  

There were several administrative processes around registered marriages, certificates of non-
marriage, publications of marriages, marriage fees, orphan marriages and witnesses. Under 
Ordinance No 21 of 1853, the information available on the married certificates in the 1850- 1860 
period varied slightly. Until the year 1854, all the information available on a marriage certificate 
was handwritten and in French, but as from 1855, all the certificates were printed and in English. 
These amendments were probably due to the change from French to British administration. 
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This is evidenced by the study of marriages of some 500 individuals through documents such as 
marriage certificates, certificates of non-marriage, notices of marriage, documents concerning the 
collection of marriage fees, orphan marriages and witnesses. Most of these procedures, as stated 
earlier, were not understood by Indian immigrants who were used to celebrating marriages in their 
traditional manner. A sample of 100 out of the 500 marriage certificates were selected for more 
intensive study in order to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of indenture on marriage 
patterns in this period. This study also shed light on the types of marriages such as inter-religious, 
inter-ethnic and inter-caste marriages. 

Figure 12: Age of Husbands at marriage 

  

 

Figure 13: Age of Wives at marriage 

 

 Sources: Compiled from Marriage Certificates 1850-1860 
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CONCLUSION  

The Marriage Laws in Mauritius were essentially based on the premise that indigenous customs of 
the Indian immigrants were immoral and against the basic principles of civilised cohabitation, and 
therefore that they could pose a serious threat to the plantation order, if not regulated. Marriage 
Laws in Mauritius were modelled on British/ European patterns of ‘civil’ marriages which involved 
complicated concerns regarding inheritance, succession and property rights, and not merely union 
of a man and a woman. The main purpose of the emphasis on registration of alliances was to make 
these alliances    ‘legal’ and to create a new social order on plantations. Unfortunately, because of 
the technical complexities, as well as expenses involved in the process of declaration of marriages 
before a Magistrate, most of the immigrants could not afford to follow this registration process, and 
therefore their marriages, though solemnised according to religious rituals, were invalid according 
to the Law, and their children were technically illegitimate. Therefore, instead of making things 
simple and legally   sound, for the majority of the population, these marriage Ordinances made 
things more complicated and a dehumanising experience for a considerable time in the history of 
indenture. Many of theirchildren were denied inheritances and admissions to schools because they 
could not prove their   legitimate parentage, merely because their parents’ marriages has not been 
registered.  

In one respect, indenture and strict controls on mobility brought a certain measure of ‘cultural and 
social stability’. Since movement on an estate was restricted, it led immigrants to mix with one 
another, irrespective of backgrounds, rear their children together, sit under the same tree to sing, 
talk, perform rituals etc. Their children played together as the women washed clothes in the same 
river. Despite harsh conditions, this type of ‘cocooned’ life was experienced on plantations. 

New social institutions were thus created on plantations through indentured contracts. This 
constitutes one of the social consequences of indenture. 

According to Brij Lal, as far as women are concerned, ‘Indenture promoted a new egalitarian ethos 
and a freer society, which respected individual initiatives. Women were employed on the 
plantations as individuals in their own right. Control over their own hard-earned income gave them 
a measure of power and economic and social independence.’118  

If sugar under slavery was bitter, sugar under indenture was bittersweet. 
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CHILDREN OF INDENTURE IN MAURITIUS 

INTRODUCTION 

Child labour in Mauritius was present in Mauritius since the early establishment of the island. During 
the period of the slave trade, children were also a commodity to be bought and sold.  During the 
period of indentured immigration, many children accompanied their parents to Mauritius and some 
came as orphans. Officially, they did not come to work but many ended up doing estate labour or in 
domestic service.  

At the beginning of indenture, many children were left on their own and wandered about with 
nothing to do. Later their own families made them work to earn a wage. The notion of ‘childhood’, 
as we know it today, was inexistent. A ‘child’ was officially according to the Blue Book of 1870 a 
person below 10 years of age. On the estate, many of these children were involved in minor field 
tasks such as picking up sugarcane stalks which falling off carts and bringing them to the sugar 
factory (Figure 61).  

Figure 20:  Wages of children 

Age of labourer 
on day of 

engagement 

1st Yr- 
Shilling 

per 
month 

2nd Yr- 
Shilling 

per 
month 

3rd Yr- 
Shilling 

per 
month 

4th Yr- 
Shilling 

per 
month 

5th Yr- 
Shilling 

per 
month 

7 - 9 inclusive 2 4 6 7 8 

10 - 12 4 6 8 9 10 

13 - 16 6 8 10 11 12 

17 - 20 8 10 11 12 13 

21 upwards 10 11 12 13 14 

Source: MNA:B2/Blue Book/1860 

This is a clear indication that children started working at a very early age. This tradition was 
carried on with the descendants as evidenced from interviews carried out of persons in their 70s 
and 80s today. Many of those interviewed stated that they were unable to attend school or play 
simply because they had to work. Those interviews showed that in general, those persons were only 
10 to 13 years old. Those interviews showed that in general those persons were only 10 to 13 years 
old.119 Those children, together with their parents, had to bring regular revenue to the family. It 
also happened that sometimes children did not receive money as a compensation for the work they 
did. Instead, they received rations which were as valuable as money back then. 

This shows that whatever the religion, ethnic group, whenever someone was poor, they tried to 
help families to alleviate the economic crisis which mostly each and every family faced during the 
early 1900s. Those children, together with their parents, had to bring in a regular revenue to the 
family. It also happened that sometimes children did not receive money as a compensation for the 
work they carried out. Instead they received rations which was at that time, as valuable as money. 

The role and place children occupied within the Mauritian society and the way of considering them 
varied considerably. In institutions such as the Government Orphan Asylum and the Reformatory, 
they were given what could be described as ‘correct’ treatment: food, lodgings, moral instruction 
and they were taught a trade. There, they were prepared to become industrious in a society which 
valued labour. Indian children tended to be viewed as persons who would take over from their 
parents in field labour and domestic work. Thus, education would change the mentality of children 
and it is not surprising that many resisted such education for their children. Many plantation owners 
were antagonistic. They ‘considered knowledge as a dangerous thing’.120 The fear that education 
might lead to rebellion was as real as it had been during slavery. 
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Children in the 19th century could be considered as ‘little adults’. Many worked long hours but 
received meagre salaries and could not enjoy their childhood. The child was no more than ‘a person 
above ten years of age’.121 It was only in 1908 that an Ordinance controlling child labour was 
passed. It specified that ‘no written contract shall be passed with any minor under 13 years of age. 
Any minor of the age of thirteen  and upwards up to sixteen shall be free to engage under written 
contract of service for one year only with the consent previously obtained of the parents or 
guardian’.122 There was a ‘Laissez aller’. This Ordinance shows that despite the fact the legal age 
for working by law was acceptable to be thirteen years of age, someone of that age was still too 
young to work. It was only towards the end of indenture that the situation began to change.  

Indian parents’ approach to childhood needs also to be considered. Children were considered as 
‘objects’ by their parents. For example, many Indian parents of the female children seemed to look 
forward to the time when the girls would arrive, at the age of puberty with a view to sell them to 
any Indian who may offer the highest price for their possession’.123 The words ‘sell’ and possession’ 
indicate that those children were considered as objects by their own parents. Many of them did not 
give much affection to those children, especially girls who were considered as a burden. Children 
were also seen as sources of revenue because many looked forward to that moment when they 
would be able to sell their daughters. 

ORPHANS 

Orphan children were particularly vulnerable sections of society under indenture, and a case study 
of the Orphan Asylum has been presented here to highlight the plight of orphan children in 
Mauritius in the 19th century. 

The Government Orphan Asylum is an institution established during the second half of the 
nineteenth Century, more precisely in 1859. It was situated at the Powder Mills at Pamplemousses. 
However, it was interesting to note that such an institution was not unique to Mauritius for it 
existed in other colonies such as British Guyana. One of the reasons for its establishment was that 
those colonies, including Mauritius, faced a different crisis to the economic one. But the chief 
object of its establishment was that many of those children did not have a home because their 
parents had passed away.They were left parentless either when they were still on board, or when 
they landed in Mauritius. Once those children landed and before the Government Orphan Asylum 
was finally established, those children were distributed as domestic servants or were simply 
destitute. In cases where children were too young to work, they were sent to families willing to 
take care of them ‘on condition that’ when old enough to work, the children would become 
domestics and remain as such for a stipulated number of years’.124  With all these matters in mind, 
the Government considered that it would be important to set up a place where children would be 
taken care of ‘to become useful members to the community’.125 

Many of the residents of the Government Orphan Asylum were not real orphans since many had 
families, but whose situation was too precarious to afford keeping their children at home. Most of 
these families could be classified as ‘single parent’ families. Due to poverty, many of those 
children, girls specially, were married at a very early age. Otherwise, as soon as those parents felt 
that they could cater for their children, they claimed the guardianship back from the Government 
Orphan Asylum.  For example, the children Natamoney, Ponnedy and Vurdarajooloo were given 
back to their father Balkistnen No. 376828.126 In other cases, children whose parents experienced 
economic difficulties could not ask for their guardianship again. A good example was that a 
petitioner who claimed that he ‘was a widower and could not look after the child and wants her 
therefore to get married as soon as possible’. This was a way of alleviating the burden of poverty 
which existed already and which could accentuate the problem of poverty even further.  

When the institution opened its doors on the 15th September 1859, Reverend Ansorge and his wife, 
two missionaries, were in charge of the Government Orphan Asylum. An interesting point to add is 
that children from different ethnic groups were received into the establishment; namely African, 
Indians, Europeans, as well as Creoles of African and Indian descent (Fig.62). The majority of 
orphans, however, were of Indian origin. 
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During their stay at the Government Orphan Asylum, those children received the basic necessities 
for a better standard of living. One of the various duties handled by the institution was educating 
those children freely or in cases of sickness, providing medical treatment to them.  They were 
taken to the hospital which was found on the premises of the Government Orphan Asylum itself. 
Being a ‘home’ for those children, they also received rations which were improved regularly 
because the institution made sure that those children were fed properly so that they enjoyed a 
healthy. Nonetheless, despite all the efforts made to control any outbreak of diseases or viruses, 
children were contaminated very often. For example, in 1875, 25 children at the hospital suffered 
from ‘wounds, 7 with fever, 4 with dysentery […]’.127 

The Government Orphan Asylum laid emphasis on education which involved religious instruction as 
well. The GOA offered ‘Christian education’,128 and many of those children, of Indian origin, who 
were more familiar with Christianity, asked to be baptized. But the Reverend in charge of the GOA 
agreed to do so only when he judged that those children had ‘received enough religious instruction 
to understand their request…’.129 Furthermore, education at the institution implied the preparation 
of those orphans for their lives at a time they would leave the GOA; they received tuition in 
English, Tamil or Hindoostanee, Arithmetic and Geography’.130 In addition, just like today, those 
children had to sit for exams and those who performed well were rewarded. In order to encourage 
students, a prize-giving ceremony was organized. On that day, children participated in Tamil and 
Nagri singing competitions. They were also marked on their reading and writing skills on the same 
day. 

The various means of assessing those children changed sometimes. In exceptional cases, as in 1874 
and 1875, it was impossible to compare the capabilities of the students because ‘the mode of 
judging the proficiency of each child was not exactly the same’.131 Firstly, in 1874 as such, ‘it was 
necessary for each pupil in the lower standards to obtain ten marks out of a total of fifteen; and for 
pupils in the fifth and sixth standards to obtain fifteen marks out of a total of twenty five’.132 Those 
who performed well at school had better job prospects ahead, but one interesting fact is that those 
who were once students were at the GOA were in turn employed as teachers at the institution or 
‘those ex students of the GOA, now employed as teacher over there will be transferred to the 
reformatory as teachers or instructors with a salary’.133 Furthermore, all the boys and girls were 
‘apprenticed to useful trades and occupations’.134 The tasks were assigned by gender (Table 4). All 
the boys were trained in manual work. They could exhibit their work in workshops which were 
found at the GOA and some of their products were sold. On the other hand, girls performed well in 
cooking, ironing and sewing. In both cases, the students were efficient. 

Figure 22: No. of Boys trained and their trades 

Number of boys 
trained 

Trades 

8 Blacksmiths 
7 Carpenters 
1 Cartwright 
3 Compositors 
6 Assistant schoolmasters 
2 Photographers 
1 Basket maker 

Source: MNA: B2 Blue Book, 1864 

Figure 21: Origins of orphan children 

Children’s Origins Males Females Total 
Indian immigrant 98 44 142 
Europeans 1 4 4 
Africans 28 5 33 
Mauritian of Indian or 
African extraction 

37 19 56 

Total 164 71 235 
Creoles of African origin 10 1 11 
Total 174 78 252 

Source: MNA: B6/Blue Book/1864 
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From the same table, it can be observed that although the majority of boys were trained for 
manual jobs, some were also trained into more high-status jobs, such as photographers or assistant 
schoolmasters. This was because when the orphans left the GOA, they were placed ‘under contracts 
of apprenticeship for 3 years’.135 In other words, they were trained at the GOA first and then they 
‘worked’ on a contractual basis with professionals to develop their skills. But those boys had to be 
fit enough to work to be ‘good tradesman who will not take an apprentice unless he is well 
advanced’. It also happened that in some cases the boys were not fit for ‘any special trade’. In 
such cases, they were given domestic employment. 

Furthermore, rules and regulations also applied to the children at the institution and those who did 
not respect them were punished severely. In cases where children were involved in grave offences 
like indecent behaviour, they were flogged and then expelled. Timothy, for example, found guilty 
of extremely indecent conduct, was flogged.136 Conversely, girls were treated differently. They 
were punished but not as severely as boys.  A special mention was made to notify  that ‘no special 
punishment be in future inflicted on girls’ but nothing has been  found regarding the punishments 
inflicted to those girls before that preventive measure was implemented. 

During the indentured period marriage was considered as an outlet for girls. At the Government 
Orphan Asylum, it was no different. When the girls were grown up, they were allowed to get 
married with the Reverend’s permission. In cases where the girls were still young, immature and 
unfit for marriage, despite the fact that they sought permission to get married, they were not 
allowed to do so.  In exceptional times, some children still insisted on getting married and a 
dispensation of age was provided. But it was done only when the Reverend considered that the girls 
were mature and that the marriage would benefit them. This was done in other institution like the 
Beau-Bassin Asylum which proceeded in the same way.  For example, ‘the girl ‘Jhoyee Soobrayen, 
who was living abandoned in Port Louis and is now at the Beau-Bassin Asylum, received an offer of 
marriage which would be in her interest to accept […]’.137 

Eventually the number of children at the Government Asylum decreased considerably, compared 
the year when it was opened. The change in the number of residents could be observed after a 
short time. For instance, it decreased over two years; in 1864, there were 337 children and in 1866, 
there were only 252 children. The situation worsened in 1870 where the number of children 
dropped again. The protector of Immigrants declared that ‘[...] the institution will in a few years 
have scarcely any  children left, because the yearly drain by those discharged has not been filled up 
by the number admitted.’138 This led to a series of measures which were beneficial to the children 
as soon as theGovernment Orphan Asylum ceased its activities. It involved the transfer of those 
children to other orphanages. Some of the main institutions who took care of the rest were: ‘Marie 
Reparatrice’, ‘Filles de Marie’, ‘Couvent du Bon Secours’ and the ‘Barkly Asylum Orphanage’. The 
criteria for admitting orphans in those institutions varied widely and were not similar to those of 
the GOA. For example, most of those institutions preferred girls, even though boys were welcome. 
Not only were there distinctions   made between admission for boys and girls, but in places like 
‘Marie Reparatrice’, only Indian children were admitted. The table below shows the criteria of 
admission into each institution. 

 

Figure 23: Criteria for admission to Orphan Asylum 

Institution Criteria for admission Cost of each 
child per month 

Marie Réparatrice Indian children only 10 shillings 
Barkly Orphan Asylum Children from every ethnic group - 
Filles de Marie - 12 shillings 
Reverend P.Ansorge Hindustani-Tamil  speaking children 12 shillings 
Protestant Benevolent 
Institution 

No Indian children - 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
China is better seen today through her Diaspora all across the world. The Chinese men and women, 
distinctive figures in the regions where they settled, played an important role in the development 
of commerce and participated in the creation of entire Chinese communities outside China, thereby 
transforming a part of their host country into a “little China”. The history of the Chinese in 
Mauritius remains widely unknown to a Mauritian audience, and even the Sino-Mauritians 
(descendants of Chinese immigrants), are not aware of their ancestors’ contributions, except only 
their contributions to the commerce guild. In order to understand the reasons behind the successive 
flow of Chinese immigrants and how they settled and adapted themselves in Mauritius, it is 
important to look back at the migration history of China and the history of the Chinese in Mauritius, 
addressing mainly the 19th and 20th centuries’ historiography of the Chinese in Mauritius. This would 
portray the community which played (still maps) an important role in the development of the 
country. We will also look at the present situation of the Chinese in Mauritius, taking a glance at 
the observations of the Sino-Mauritians on their own community. Interviews and meetings with 
Sino-Mauritians help us to understand the feelings and perception of these people and their past 
and contemporary history. The experience of this community began in China itself and impacted on 
the development of Mauritius.  

2.0 CHINESE MIGRATION; THE ROUTE TO MAURITIUS 

The migration process from China can be understood by 6 inter-relating factors which gave an 
opportunity to the Chinese to look for new horizons: the development of China’s maritime trade 
and commerce, the interactions with South east Asia, the Growth of the Chinese population, the 
expansion of military power in Western countries, the impact of Europe on China and Southeast 
Asia and finally the disruption of China’s domestic order.139 These elements promoted and triggered 
the desire to migrate among those who wanted to seek a better and more secure future. However, 
for migration to be possible in the 19th and 20th centuries, the Chinese had gone through a long 
perilous journey before being able to found Diasporas across the world. The first coming of the 
Chinese to Mauritius remains unknown to Mauritians; so we shall begin by addressing the different 
reasons that triggered Chinese immigration to Mauritius and why their history has been overlooked.  

CHINA IN THE 19TH CENTURY 

For long decades, emigration in China was forbidden by Law. It was not until China was ruled by the 
Ming dynasty (1368 to 1644) that emigration began through maritime trade. As Kuhn (2008) 
explains, “From the time of the Ming dynasty, ruled by the Emperor Yongle (1405-1431), seven vast 
maritime expeditions were commissioned to the Southeast Asian waters and to the Western part of 
the Indian Ocean as far as the Persian Gulf.”140 There were potential trade markets outside China, 
but having to face internal attacks from the Mongols, the Government decided not to pursue 
maritime trade. Furthermore, private maritime trade was also prohibited as the Court of the Ming 
Dynasty feared that free contact with foreigners could let to plots against the dynasty.141 Even so, 
the pressure for overseas trade gained such momentum that the Government could no longer turn a 
blind eye to the phenomenon, and in 1567, maritime interests overcame the trade ban. By the 
1550s, ports in Macao and Manila were opened up, which facilitated trade with such foreign nations 
as the Portuguese, Spaniard and Dutch.142  

Under the Qing Dynasty (1644 to 1911), ruled by the Manchus, trade at the start was again banned. 
It was only until 1727 that the ban was lifted, when the government felt that the country had 
secured its stability. Trade outside the Chinese borders gained momentum once more: “The 
expansion of Chinese shipping into the European colonies of the Southeast Asia was the 
precondition for Chinese emigration.”143 The increasing market drew numerous Chinese rattan-
sailed junks from the Southeast coast into the Southeast Asian trade routes. “As south China 
commercial interest expanded, merchant junks began to carry passengers into colonial port cities 
such as Manila and Batavia (Jakarta). Thus, these merchants bridgeheads became the routes 
through which Chinese migrants of all classes could find work and opportunity outside their 
crowded homeland.”144 The economical and political decline of the country during the Qing Dynasty 
also favoured an increasing willingness to migrate among the Chinese. The Qing Dynasty however, 
near the end of its rule, brought disgrace to its subjects, worsening their living conditions. It was a 
period of economic crisis led by corruption, rebellion and natural disasters. The Chinese were also 



VOL 4: PART VII – INDENTURED IMMIGRATION  

Truth and Justice Commission  232 

unable to circumscribe an opium chaos. The second half of the 19th century was a period of utter 
chaos for China. The country had to face the two shameful Anglo Chinese wars against the opium 
trade and at the same time, deal with the worst  Civil War ever in its history; the Taiping Rebellion.  

The Opium War and instability inside China 

From 1839 to 1842 occurred the first Anglo-Chinese War for opium. The British introduced opium 
massively as a drug145 whereas, before, in China, opium was being used as a medicinal ingredient; 
its recreational use was limited, and strict laws regulated its use.146 The drug was widespread in 
Chinese society and the Qing Government attempted to end the opium trade, but its hard work was 
hampered by corrupted local officials. The Chinese Government made illegal the consumption of 
this drug, and British traffickers continued illegally to introduce the addictive drug within China’s 
borders. The situation worsened and reached its peak with the outbreak of the First Opium War 
between the British and the Chinese which eventually ended with the defeat of the Chinese. From 
1856 to 1860, the Second War for Opium took place, which again resulted in a Chinese defeat. This 
Second War coincided with the Treaty of Nanking, `which is known to mark the end of the first 
Opium War. At the same time, in 1850 and 1864, the Qing Government had to face the Taiping147 
Rebellion, where soldiers seized of Nanjing.148 These were the worst civil wars ever in the history of 
China where approximately 20 million people died. The dynasty, failing to confront internal and 
external challenges, abdicated in February 1912. Henceforth, China was heading towards becoming 
a Republic. 

CHINA IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

(Source: Lynn Pann, The Encyclopedia of the Chinese Overseas, Second Edition, p. 53, taken from 
the Gernet, 1982) 

The 20th century defines Modern China, starting with the revolutionary period. Soon after the end 
of the dynasty, there were hopes that the establishment of a Republic would to lead a new era for 
China; a China that would be prosperous and gain the respect of foreign powers. This hope was 
eventually dashed with successive political instability and corruption. In 1949, “the people’s 
liberation army of Mao Zedong defeated Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists”.149 This heralded the start 
of Communist Party in China. “As the Chinese communist party’s grip on the Chinese mainland 
tightened over the next few years, hundreds of thousands more people headed south for British 
Colony of Hong Kong.”150 

In between the periods of chaos, the population of China increased more rapidly than the country 
could sustain. In the 17th century, the population reached more than 100 million, and despite the 
“foreign invasion, civil war, outbreaks of rebellions, natural calamities and epidemics”151 between 
1620 and 1670, which had cut down half of the population, the population had tripled through the 
1800s. By 1850, it was noted that the population had reached 430 millions.152 As a result, the 
amount of food and land available for the population declined rapidly: “With acreage per capita 

Figure 24: The increasing population in China from 1620 to 1840. 
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growing scarcer in relation to population, migration became one of the several strategies for family 
survival. Those who went abroad promoted and sustained China’s foreign trade by establishing a 
continuous presence in South East Asia as essential coadjutors of western colonialists and revenue-
hungry local monarchs.”153 

2.3 MIGRATION: PLACE AND PRESENCE OF THE CHINESE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 

The migration pattern of the Chinese can be characterized as tropical, coastal and urban. In fact, 
the Chinese tend to be more concentrated in tropical regions; “about 97% of them lived in the 
areas between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. This is due to economic 
opportunities available in the Southeast Asia and the Caribbean because of European exploitation 
and investment in these areas during the 19th century.”154 The proximity of China and Southeast 
Asia and the climatic similarity of the Tropics to the South China provinces may have contributed to 
the concentration of Chinese in those areas. Furthermore, the restriction imposed on Chinese 
immigrants in countries such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, USA and South Africa, limited the 
Chinese immigrant’s choice. The tendency for Chinese immigrants to move towards the South may 
be due to the historical fact that invasion was from the North, and migration towards the South. 
This was probably natural to some ethnic communities such as the Hakka people, a group who 
trekked historically from the North towards the Southeast coast. The North in the minds of the 
Chinese often signified danger and the South prosperity: “The Southeast Asia along the shore of the 
Gulf of Siam, the west coast of Malaya and the western part of the North coast of Java is the 
largest concentrations of Chinese. In the Caribbean, they found mostly in Cuba, Jamaica and 
Trinidad. In Africa, the Chinese population is far more numerous on the islands of Mauritius and 
Madagascar than on the continent itself.”155 

Figure 25: Distribution of Overseas Chinese, 1963 

 

Source:  Sen – Dou Chang, The Distribution and Occupations of Overseas Chinese, pp. 97-100. 
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3.0 THE BUILDING OF A COMMUNITY: THE CHINESE ARRIVE IN MAURITIUS 

3.1 First Presence of the Chinese in Mauritius 

The first people to visit the Mascareignes Islands “may well have been the Malaysians or Chinese 
sailors who were criss-crossing the Indian Ocean long before Europeans arrived on the scene.”156 In 
1402, a map world of Chu’an chin “plots several islands east of Africa and “between 1405 and 1433, 
a series of naval expeditions brought the Chinese to eastern Africa and their presence has been 
confirmed by archaeological excavations.”157 However, the Chinese at that time were only 
explorers, not colonisers. 

The first to settle in Mauritius were the Dutch in 1638. They expanded sugar cultivation to Mauritius 
and brought labour from Bavatia. Batavia was founded by the Dutch in 1619 and its population was 
mostly composed of Chinese immigrants, traders and victims of kidnapping. An account of “Francois 
Leguat who visited Batavia in 1697,” described his encounter with the Chinese people as being “as 
white as French-men”, hardworking and talented in commerce.”158 Thus, it was not unlikely that 
the Dutch should introduced slaves from Malaysia and China, Bengal, the Malabar Coast or Extreme 
Orient to Mauritius.159 However, “since the Dutch abandoned Mauritius around 1710, there are no 
known descendants on the island from this period.”160 In the 18th and 19th centuries, colonized by 
the French and the British, Mauritius became a colony deeply depending on the slave labor for its 
plantation workforce. 

3.2 Chinese Slaves and Freed Chinese 

The presence of Chinese as slaves in the history of the country is specific to a short period of time 
and a small group of individuals. During their research, various scholars such as Huguette Ly-Tio-
Fane-Pineo (1985) and James Ng and Marina Carter (2009), came across documents attesting the 
presence of Chinese slaves at Isle de France. And for some of these, they have been able to trace 
their history after emancipation. Indeed, James Ng, during his research, found “in 1761 two natives 
of Macao listed among the register of the government slaves; while; in 1792 a 60 year old male 
Chinese slave was recorded as having died in Flacq. Another, Jean Benoit, born on the Isle de 
France of Chinese parents, is reported as having died in the same region, in 1791.”161  

Likewise, Huguette Ly-Tio-Fane-Pineo, during her investigations, has found the existence of two 
Chinese by the name of Gratia and Pauline who were brought from Canton and enfranchised by 
their owner, Louis Vigoureux, in 1745 at the end of his life. The latter gave Gratia the sum of 500 
piastres and 2 slaves and to the child that Pauline was carrying a yearly pension until adulthood.162 
Later, “the census of 1776, lists a Gratia Vigoureux as residing in Port-Louis at the “Rempart”. She 
is described as 40 years’ old, a seamstress and the owner of 3 slaves.” Like Gratia and Pauline, 
“one male Chinese slave was enfranchised. Hyacinth Ambroise described in the 1780 census as a 26 
year old Chinese from Macao was the freed slave of Jean Michel Dumont.” He married Marie 
Jeanne, a Creole of 15 years in Flacq on 2 Fructicdor of Year III of the Revolution, at the age of 
40.163 On Reunion Island (Bourbon), one also knows of the presence of Chinese slaves. The existence 
of two baptized Chinese women was noted; Denise married in 1760 and Marie Josephe, wife of 
Francois Ranga in 1765.164 The manumission of Chinese slaves obviously created a free Chinese 
community in the Isle de France.165 However, and somehow, the free Chinese community which 
existed during the French period “had disappeared, through death and through absorption of 
descendants into the Creole population.”166  

Apart from the few Chinese slaves identified, the presence of some other 300 Chinese slaves over a 
short span of time was also noted. In 1760, Le Comte D’Estaing captured 300 Chinese in the West 
Indies and brought them to Mauritius. Juste as J.P. Coen167, le Comte D’Estaing wanted to put to 
practice the ideas of a permanent Chinese settlement as existed in the colonies of the West Indies, 
in Mauritius. According to Wong Kee Ham (1996), this highlights that the Mascareignes Islands were 
in need of people to enhance the value and maintain small shops and business. The Chinese were 
reputed to run these types of activities, but in Mauritius, they were supposed to engage in other 
alien activities. The victims refused all the propositions of the officials to work in the maintenance 
of the gardens, or to cultivate a parcel of land granted to them, or to work with local planters. 
They claimed their right to return back to their natal country in a petition to the Governor 
Desforges, and the latter granted their request.168  
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The failure of Europeans Official to successfully maintain the Chinese people in Mauritius may be 
explained by what Wong Kee Ham (1996), has observed as the inability of Europeans to understand 
the Chinese economical and social diversity. Indeed, in the colonies of the West Indies, from where 
the Europeans from Bourbon imported sugar, the Chinese had largely contributed to the 
establishment of the plantation of sugar cane.169 The Europeans were confused about Chinese 
merchants and coolies.  They wanted to radically “transform” those 300 Chinese merchants into 
300 Chinese coolies but did not succeed.  

3.3 Chinese Coolies 

There were several attempts during the British period to import Chinese labourers to the island. 
Unfortunately, many of them were unsuccessful. In July 1811, Governor Farquhar asked the 
Governor of Java, Sir Stanford Raffles, to send Chinese labourers. When the Chinese arrived in 
Mauritius, Governor Farquhar found himself faced with a “parcel of vicious and vagabond Chinese 
artisans and outcasts,”170 instead of the hardworking men he expected. The parcel was eventually 
sent back. Around 1828, another attempt was made to recruit Chinese labourers. The scheme, 
established by the late William Gordon, who ascertained that Chinese could be hired without 
difficulty as indentured agricultural servants, was put into practice. A number of labourers were 
recruited from Penang and Singapore, but when they arrived in Mauritius, they were not satisfied 
with the terms and conditions of their contracts. They eventually abandoned their work and 
became vagrants. It was noted that in August 1829, 400 Chinese were brought and they were 
described by Captain R. Vickers as being “inferior workers and turbulent, despite being given daily 
rations, clothing and 6 Spanish dollars monthly.”171 Their attitude towards the planters was also 
described as most disrespectful. The labourers would exhibit “immediately on their landing, a 
disposition to impose on their employers,” and the planters “had no power to compel the labourers 
to perform their agreement (…).”172 

An increasing flow of Chinese immigrants occurred from 1840 to 1844, when emigration was 
temporarily suspended in India, and the Government turned towards the Chinese as a source of 
labour despite its past negative experiences with the latter. During that period, 8000 of Chinese 
landed in Mauritius, 3000 between December 1840 and July 1843 and 5000 up to 1844. The Chinese 
were then “seen as the saviours of the sugar economy,”173 but cases of bad attitude and/or ill-
treatment were still very present. James Ng and Marina Carter (2009) remarked that in a few cases, 
they found that the Chinese were very little seen as victims but rather instigators of the disorder174, 
for example, the case of 18 Chinese working on the Queen Victoria Estate. The latter complained of 
ill-treatment on the part of an Indian “Sirdar” and a Creole overseer but were sanctioned to 8 days 
in prison and a salary deduction as it was reported that the Chinese behaved in a threatening 
manner. The behavior of the Chinese also made cohabitation an issue. An Estate manager in 1841 
responded to a complaint made by the Chinese: “They are the worst introduction made into the 
Colony; they are very insubordinate, passionate and so lazy that the Indians have reproached them 
for their idleness which has given rise to several disputes between them.”175 In December 1843, 
“Ajee, a Chinese carpenter employed by Bestel in Plaines Wilhems complained of assault by a group 
of Indians.”176  

The hardship of the work meant that the Chinese did not remain long in that area. Some became 
vagrants; many were sent back to their country of origin, and others still left Mauritius for other 
countries such as Reunion Island and/or went to urban areas to perform skilled work where wages 
were higher. The resignation of the Chinese is possibly due to the drop of wages for Estate 
labourers, the lifting of suspension of emigration from India and also the fact that Chinese 
labourers had a background of artisanship, craftsmanship and urban work177.  

3.4 Chinese Presence in Commerce and Free Chinese Immigrants 

Ly-Tio-Fane-Pineo (1985) stated that the foundations for a permanent Chinese settlement in 
Western Indian Ocean were laid by Robert Townsend Farquhar, the first British Governor of 
Mauritius. He truly believed that Chinese immigrants would greatly contribute to the development 
of the country. In parallel with the importation of Chinese labour, came free Chinese migrants. The 
arrival of this type of migrant coincided with a boom in the economic expansion of Mauritius for the 
next century.  
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It all started, when Hayme, a Chinese who settled in Mauritius petitioned in 1821 to recruit Chinese 
at his own expenses; he received the full support of the Governor Farquhar. The latter gave him 
“the assurances that the immigrants he would bring back would be welcomed to the 
government.”178 By 1826, Hayme returned back with 5 associates: Whampoo, Hankee, Nghien, 
Hakkim and Ahim. The men Hayme brought in Mauritius were clearly merchants and traders.179 
During the war in the 19th century, the Nanking Treaty 1842, small traders were ruined by the Traid 
organisation. These traders either had to associate with the “Traid” or move to Canton to work in 
Port activities. Knowing that his men were not coolies but business men and that a labourer was the 
lowest social class, Hayme made sure to restrict community activities to retail trading since 
working as a labourer would “lower the social placement of the community.”180 A list of 26 Chinese 
in the Faubourg de l’Est in the year 1828 shows the activities of the Chinese. Of the 26, 10 of them 
were “colporteurs”, 12 were merchants, 2 dressmakers and one waterman (batelier) and 
carpenter.181  

Figure 26:  Free Chinese Arriving in Mauritius, 1837 – 1860 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Ly-Tio-Fane Pineo. H , Chinese Diaspora in Western Indian Ocean, 1985, p. 112. 

James Ng (2001) presented an interesting analysis of Chinese commerce in Mauritius for the years 
1833 to 1846, a period which is said to be the start of Chinese commerce in Mauritius. The 
immigrants came with the intention of doing commerce. They would request a permit of two to six 
months, which allowed them enough time to sell their merchandise bought along to Mauritius. 
James Ng also referred to a category of Chinese immigrants as “les voyageurs de commerce”. This 
category of individuals’ tasks was to make sure that the goods ordered from Asia reached their 
destination and were in good condition. Once their job was accomplished, they would, most of the 
time, be employed by merchants and worked as “commis” until the expiring date of their stay in 
Mauritius. At the end of their residential permit, some would extend their permits while others 
would either continue working for big merchants such as Hayme, who employed them or be self-
employed.182 

Chinese businessmen such as Hayme and Ahine were very autonomous and resourceful. 183 They 
engaged in activities that were exclusively done by the Whites. They would import goods in large 
quantities together with some Chinese labour. Their shops were never out of stock and their prices 
would defy any competition. 184 Furthermore, the social transformation which occurred in Mauritius 
from the 1830s with the liberation of slaves and the arrival of indentured labourers, offered more 
trade prospects to the Chinese. The Chinese set up their businesses at strategic points and received 
a type of clientele who “were not readily accepted by the Europeans.” In Port-Louis, they settled 
between “le camp des noirs” and “le Camps des Malabar”185 and traded between these two local 
communities.  

Their commerce expanded through rural, as well as urban areas. By the 20th century the Chinese 
population was geographically well distributed. “The network of village and estate shops was so 
extensive that small groups of Chinese were presented in almost every hamlet on Mauritius.”186 
They would engage in various activities but retail trading remained the most prominent (table 4). 

 

Year  No. of Chinese  Year  No. of Chinese 
1837  10   1850   125 
1838  12   1851   48 
1839  28   1852   69 
1840  59   1853   50 
1841  59   1854   50 
1842  44   1855   70 
1843  49   1856   71 
1844  64   1857   118 
1845  45   1858   208 
1846  58   1859   215 
1847  62   1860   379 
1848  104   Total    2197 
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Figure 27: Principal occupation of Chinese in Mauritius 1952 

 

(Source:  Carter. M & Ng Foong Kwong J, Abacus and Mah Jong: Sino-Mauritian Settlement and Economic Consolidation, p. 99.) 

The economic rise of the Chinese created a certain phobia and jealousy among the White 
population. On the 27 October 1843, a petition was signed by most traders of European origins 
about the suspicious provision of goods by the Chinese. The petition did not get through, as it was 
said to be un-founded. However, some Chinese entered into other illegal, or rather as a journalist 
of Radical (Newspaper) described them - ingenious activities. The system of retailing introduced by 
the Chinese demonstrated their ability to do business with other people and adapt themselves to 
the local way of living.  

« (Ingéniosité chinoise) L’Assistant surintendant des revenus Hitié fit un raid dernièrement 
dans une boutique de Chinois de la capitale et n’y découvrit d’abord rien. Puis, en examinant 
la mesure en étain dont se servent les Chinois pour vendre du rhum à leurs clients, mesure 
qui a nom Topette dans la langue créole, M. Hitié s’aperçut que le céleste avait trouvé un 
moyen ingénieux d’augmenter ses revenus tout en faisant du bien à ceux qui venaient boire 
chez lui. Le boutiquier avait fixé de la cire à cacheter, trois pièces de cinq sous au fond de sa 
topette, ce qui lui faisait économiser du rhum et empêcher ses clients de s’enivrer. Ce 
philanthrope, faisait ainsi comme le disions tout à l’heure du bien à sa bourse et ses clients. 
Chose assez difficile, problème considère comme insoluble mais facilement résolu par 
l’ingénieux compère. Or M. Hitié ne considéra pas la chose d’un œil aussi bienveillant. Car les 
points de vue différent selon la profession et ce trait d’ingéniosité d’un Chinois qui nous ravit 
parce qu’il nous fournit un écho intéressant, très intéressant même, eut le don d’exaspéré le 
policier qui veille de chez M. Hitié, comme la garde veillait autrefois, à la barrière du Louvre 
sans réussir, cependant, à empêcher la mort d’entrer. Le céleste fut traduit en cour et 
condamné à Rs.20 d’amende par M. Magistrat Le Gras hier. » 187 

The success and ability of the Chinese doing business may lie reside in their inner-selves but it 
mostly rests on their unique family, community and kinship ties. 
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3.5 Community and Clans 

Chinese traders have been discussed by many authors during their visits to Mauritius throughout the 
19th and 20th centuries. Jacques Gerard Milbert (1806) depicted the Chinese as being very reserved 
almost individualistic and driven to melancholy.  

«Les Chinois que j’ai eu l’occasion de voir à l’ile de France m’ont paru réservés et peu 
communicatifs. Ils sont libres, ne fréquentent pas les esclaves et recherchent la compagnie 
des blancs. Ils passent dans les cafés à fumer leur pipe tout le temps qui n’est pas réclamé 
par les affaires. Ils sont naturellement enclins à la mélancolie.»188  

A century later, Hervé de Rauville (1908), gave a pretty similar description of the Chinese, as that 
of Milbert, in his travel log entitled «Ile de France contemporaine». The author portrayed the 
Chinese as being very reclusive and having their own authority and rules. In other words, the 
community formed a state within a state.  

«Les Chinois dédaignent l’étranger et s’en méfient; partout où ils sont, ils s’isolent des 
autres races avec lesquelles ils n’entretiennent que des relations commerciales. A Maurice, 
ils forment un Etat dans un Etat et ils ont construit à Port Louis une pagode qui leur sert en 
même temps de lieu de culte, de palais de justice, de salle de jeux et de bourse. Ils ont leur 
organisation judiciaire spéciale non reconnue par la loi mais à l’autorité de laquelle ils se 
soumettent lors d’un commun accord.»189  

Others books emphasized the blooming business of the Chinese. Sir Célicourt Antelme (1886), a 
member of the «Conseil Législatif» stated: «Partout où vous avez un passage de créoles, vous êtes 
également certain de rencontrer une boutique chinoise.»190  

The Mauritius Royal Commission of 1909 described the Chinese residents in the island as followed:  

“The Chinese residents in Mauritius are for the most part small shopkeepers, and in the 
country districts they almost monopolise this trade. They are in nearly all cases 
immigrants, and so far, have not mixed much with other races of the island.”191  

The portrait above gives a clear sense of a Chinese community in the colony. The Chinese lived 
within themselves, were very much their own masters and were recognized for their skills in doing 
business. The Chinese community’s relationship with other communities depended mainly on 
business.  

There were different strategies which the Chinese had established to help their fellow countrymen. 
The “cycle” was a form of credit organization where a group of people would contribute a fixed 
amount monthly which would be lent to the person offering the highest interest or to each person, 
in turn, according to the participant’s names had been drawn. The “cycle” is used to help an 
individual who wanted to open a shop at the beginning of their careers.192  Furthermore, Chinese 
shops in Port-Louis would help to accommodate Chinese a retailer coming from rural areas who had 
come to Port-Louis to purchase their goods. Having purchased their goods, he would stay at a “Kou-
on”, a place where he could keep his purchase and spend the night before returning to his shop. 
People having the same patronym would usually stay together and over time, each clan would have 
their own “Kou-on.”193 The chief representing the Chinese community known as the “Kapitan”, was 
a very important element among the Chinese community. He represented the community in front of 
the Governor and ensured that his fellow-men were being provided with necessary facilities. The 
contribution of the clans was vital in the construction of the Chinese community; 

«Les associations claniques ont servi à focaliser l’énergie de cette communauté à l’ordre des 
pagodes. Ces associations (kwongs) sont basées sur le principe de clan/patronyme et ayant 
une fonction vitale, s’occupant des besoins de cette communauté en matière d’emploi, de 
maladie, de décès, de services religieux et rassemblements. Ces associations fonctionnaient 
grâce aux côtisations des volontaires et ont pu survivre car elles étaient attachées à une 
pagode»… «Ces pagodes, berceaux de la culture millénaire chinoise transmettant les valeurs 
du confucianisme, di taôisme et du bouddhisme, constituent des jalons de notre implantation 
à Maurice. De même que le patrimoine du pays tout entier.»194 

The Chinese community appeared to be a well-knit and homogenous community. Nevertheless, like 
many Asian groups, behind lie ethnic division; each of them had different customs, spoken 
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languages and ways of living. The majority of the Chinese came from the province of Kwangtung 
whose capital is Canton, and others came from the province of Fukien and Hainam Island. Within 
each province lie different ethnic groups and different clans. The people who came from Kwantung 
are divided into two groups. The Nam-Shun originated from Nam Hoi and Shuntack, and the Hakkas 
originated from Cahin Chu, also known as Keh-Long. “The Hakkas are considered as people of mixed 
blood and are called “Macayah.”195 

Before the arrival of the Hakka in Mauritius, the Cantonese and the Fukienese were the only one 
withholding political and cultural power. The death of Afan Tank Wen, the second leader after 
Hayme in June 1900 provided the opportunity to the Hakkas to challenge the hegemony established 
by the Cantonese. Each group wanted to fight to gain leadership over Cohan Tai pagoda, the 
religious and political headquarters of the community. The fight for power and leadership among 
the different ethnic groups caused great disturbance in the public peace. The battle led to the 
arbitration of the Supreme Court which issued a decree on the 21st June, 1906. It was decided that 
15 members of different ethnic groups would manage the pagoda; 5 of whom shall always be from 
the Canton tribe, 5 of the Hakka tribe and 5 of the Fukien tribe. According to Ly-Tio-Fane Pineo 
(1985), the sharing of power had caused a “break with the tradition which vested absolute 
authority in an elected leader” and “destroyed the delicate mechanism by which unity within the 
community was maintained; it also curtailed the leader’s prestige in conducting his negotiations 
with the government.”196 The fierce division and competition among the community itself had led 
to its gradual loss of the Chinese power in Mauritius. 

 

4.0 THE FORGOTTEN PEOPLE: SINO-MAURITIANS AND THEIR DECLINE 

4.1 Socio-Economic Success v/s Decline of the Chinese Community 

The division into ethnic groups, competition between the different clans for political power marked 
the beginning of a profound change in the community’s functioning. The change had other 
consequences for the way the Chinese people live, causing them to lose more and more their 
culture - their “Chineseness”, and adopt a more “European” way of life. These changes are very 
visible and members of the Chinese community are rather desperate about the situation as their 
fellow countrymen turn a blind eye on their millennium of culture and traditions and emigrate to 
other countries for better economical prospects. The despair was not often voiced out, but the 
words of Philip Li Ching Hum resume the fears of the community; “I find that the Chinese are losing 
their culture, it breaks our hearts”197 . Furthermore, they associate their community’s decline with 
the economical and social development of the community; 

 “...unfortunately today, what do we find, the Chinese community is disappearing. Formally 
we were 30,000, today it is 18,000. It is because of what? Because of brain drain. There is no 
meritocracy; they feel that...what’s the use of investing in Pound Sterling, in Euros, Dollars, 
US Dollars in university studies and come back with meek salary of Mauritian devalued money. 
So they prefer to stay abroad. It is said that outside Mauritius, you have more Sino-Mauritians 
than inside today.”198 

The actual situation is the result of years and years of the community enduring sufferings, while 
trying to create a better future for the younger generations. However, in doing so, the Chinese 
have also “prevented” the younger generations from knowing the harsh living conditions which 
their ancestors had to bear; « Au delà de la cinquantaine, les gens se souviennent de la misère et 
du long chemin parcouru, mais la jeune génération ne s’y retrouve pas. »199 However, those who 
remember these sufferings have preserved and transmitted to their children their culture, 
especially their strong attachment to their ancestors’ country of origin: “We were fortunately not 
cut off from our roots in the Mei Xian. There still exists a tradition which specifies that when a 
boy is born in Mauritius, he should be also registered in the region of his ancestors. We are also 
aware of where our parents and grandparents lived and grew up.”200 These links were at the basis 
of the Chinese culture. The recognition and respect of the young for the older generations have not 
changed: “They have prolonged the road for us, pouring their sweat and their tears, the least we 
can do now is to pay tribute to them. They contributed to what made Mauritius what it is 
today.”201 
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4.2 Negotiating New Identities in the wake of Colonisation and Christianisation 

However, not all members of the younger generations are really aware of the importance of their 
ancestors’ contribution to what Mauritius is today, and they are even less aware of the sufferings 
they endured since they first came to the Island. During colonial times, especially with the first and 
second wave of immigration, the Chinese were victimised or oppressed by the colonial regime. The 
oppression was articulated covertly in many aspects of the functioning of the colony. Behind the 
apparent economic success of the Chinese in Mauritius, resides injustice to faced with which they 
were forced to silence their fear of losing what they had or fear that they would not be allowed to 
have any social mobility.  

Ever since their arrival in the Colony of Mauritius, they started experiencing an inhumane 
treatment: “They were treated as aliens, they were given a certificate; a blue card on which day 
they landed in Mauritius, and very often their name are not well pronounced. The British took 
pleasure in giving them name just like the general population; they were given all types of 
names.”202 Many Chinese immigrants, on arriving to Mauritius, declared themselves only by giving 
their surnames. Thus, all the meanings belonged to a name; ancestral and clan attachments and 
other meanings were changed. 

The new generations born in Mauritius also bears traces of the colonial influences on their naming 
pattern. The Chinese, looking for social mobility, needed to be accepted by the rest of the 
population. They needed to gain access to education and other facilities for that to happen. In 
almost every facet of their lives, they had to “forget” their ancestral culture and adopt the norms 
of the colonial powers. 

“Whenever they had to open a shop, they must seek the blessing of the oligarchy. This where 
we found the Chinese, most of them were Christianised. Some of you will not agree with me 
when I say that most of the Chinese were not converted “à leur propre gré”.  Indirectly (...) 
was imposed on them. Because the doors of Lorette, the doors of Priest running colleges. If 
you don’t bear the name, the Christian name, you will not gain access to such colleges.”203 

“Many Chinese converted because they have to get access to education; otherwise, they will 
be condemned to stay in the shop. From generation to generation, they will be the same 
shopkeeper; there will be no social mobility. That’s why they have, in spite they have been 
converted, they still retain their Chineseness, they still retain their soul.”204 

 

4.3 COLONIAL DOMINATION POWER; THE CASE OF THE SHOPKEEPERS 

The willingness to change even their identity was influenced by the need to escape the form of 
“slavish” life they lived, through education. Behind the doors of the lucrative Chinese shops hid 
unspoken sufferings. In the colonial times, all those other than the Europeans and their 
descendants were victims of their domination and the Chinese felt they were prejudiced against in 
the same way as any member of the other communities. Most of them suffered the dominations of 
the sugar magnate.  

“We suffer the same faith, we suffer the same destiny, we get the same destiny. The 
liberated slaves, indentured labour and the free immigrants shared the same common 
destiny. When the wipe of colonialism is slashed, no one was spared. Even the Chinese 
shopkeeper, he has to bear. Do you know what injustices the Chinese suffered when they run 
a shop? ...you can’t collect your money at the end of the year, the sugar magnate; you have 
to provide them with gifts. You must provide them with “cadeau l’année”. The contribution 
of the shopkeepers cannot be under estimated. They have introduced the system of credit-
“carnet la boutik” to feed the descendants of slaves and indentured labourers”205 

“The shopkeeper is a sort of adviser, banker, moral support to them. So they shared the same 
faith. The Chinese shopkeepers, they work day and night to feed the hungry population. It is 
not true to say that the Chinese has been privileged. It is not true because, they also, they 
were looked down upon by the colonial powers...today if we have seen the disappearance of 
the Chinese shops in the villages, it is because they have considered it a sort/form of slavery. 
Life in the shop is a sort of slavery, day and night, he has to feed the whole village. He is the 
first to wake up and the last to go to bed.”206 
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These Chinese shops have greatly contributed in the development of rural areas and their 
contribution cannot be underestimated;  

“As a Minority in Mauritius, the contribution of the Chinese Community has often been 
overlooked. It nevertheless brought enormous changes in terms of knowledge of the land, 
innovative ideas, leadership and enhanced our local cultural and religious diversity.”207 

Till now, these shops are among the most visible monuments of our cultural heritage. Their 
involvement in the wider community was very important; they provided the basic necessities of 
poor villages, helped in their development and contributed to a “modern Mauritius”. They were 
completely integrated in the local context at the risk of losing their own culture and becoming a 
“true” Mauritian: 

« S’il y a une valeur culturelle Chinoise qui se perd à Maurice selon lui, c’est la « la langue 
des ancêtres…ce n’est pas négatif à 100% car cela veut dire que les Mauriciens Chinois vivent 
plus comme des Mauriciens que comme des Chinois. »208 

 

5.0 CONCLUSION 

The contribution of the Chinese, in the mindset of more than one, was seen as that outcast to the 
economic development of the country. Their apparent economic success shadows came from 
labour, callous living conditions and dominations they had to suffer for almost two centuries during 
their presence in Mauritius. The new generations of Sino-Mauritians have been spared all these 
sufferings, at the cost of “forgetting” their roots and culture. The contribution of this community 
resides far beyond the field of economic development; they nurtured relationships both within and 
outside their communities and contributed to the well-being of every Mauritian. They lived within 
every community of the island, irrespective of ethnic barriers, bringing their milestone to the 
development of the country by innovative ways of helping people and developing business.  

However, while looking forward to the younger generations moving up the social ladder, the 
community has been faced with relegating their past sufferings and conditions to a loss of memory. 
To some extent the community preserves only the legendary hardworking capacities of the Chinese 
people. History itself has played a role in this parody depiction of this community which has often 
been limited to hard labour or to distinctive figure of the Chinese and their astonishing economic 
development through over the last two centuries. These people fled their countries to form new 
communities all across the world. Most of them would not return to China after the Communist 
take-over and found no other solution but to stay and secure their future in their adopted 
countries.  

Today, after an incredible economic success, the Chinese seem to face their decline due to various 
factors. Many young Sino-Mauritians are looking for better prospects elsewhere in the world; 
turning a blind eye to what their parents and grandparents had built through will power and hard 
work. There is an outcry of the community that they should be given due recognition of their 
contribution to the overall development of the country; a recognition for their history and past 
sufferings by all Mauritians in the hopes that they may revive the community, by attracting younger 
generations to stay and build their future in this country to which they now belong. 
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7.0  INTERVIEWEES’  PROFILE 

7.1 Interviewee 0ne   Mr. Poon Yow Tse 

Name of interviewee: POON YOW TSE Poon Yune Liong   
Place of Birth: Mauritius     Date of Birth: 2/11/1928 
Nationality: Mauritian Current occupation: free lance journalist 
Age: 82 years old 
Date of interview: Wednesday 29th December 2010 
Interviewer: Christelle Miao Foh and Mr. André Li. 
 

Observations 

At two o’clock in the afternoon this Wednesday 29th December 2010, I waited for Mr. André Li the 
field guide near the Nam Sum Society building, rue Arsenal Port Louis. Then, we drove towards the 
end limits of the Chinatown to meet the Informant Mr. Poon Yow Tse. We stopped in front what 
appeared to be an old wooden house, painted in a sky blue color. The house though extremely 
beautiful seems to be in a state of “délabrement”. As we passed through the front gate, there was 
the basic old fashioned toilet and the rudimentary bathroom to the right.  We entered the house 
through the kitchen and ended straight at the end in what appeared to be Mr. Poon’s study room. It 
was filled with books covered with newspapers to preserve the books. I could not take my eyes off 
the structure of the wooden house. It was an authentic colonial house. When I peeked through the 
room, it saddened me to see how abandoned it was. There was dust everywhere and the rooms 
were not properly maintained.  

Mr. Poon was in his study and his eldest son, Jeremy, was by his side. Mr. André made the 
introduction and explained the purpose of the interview. Mr. Poon seems very thrilled and has no 
objection to it. However, he did not want me to record his voice and wanted to do an old fashioned 
way interview. Mr. André Li explained that it would be easier for me to write the report later and 
that what he would be saying won’t go to the public. Mr. Poon then allowed me to record the 
interview with much hesitation. 

Mr. Poon’s eldest son Jeremy asked me who was in charged of the project and before I could reply, 
he asked me if it was Vijaya Teelock and said that she was one of his teachers at MGI School. 
Curiously, during the interview, he did not interfere in the conversation nor added any extra 
detailed even when his father was talking about his209 private life. He would sit silently and 
immobile for the one-hour interview. 

The interview went on well and after that, Mr. Poon asked for my name, after I made him signed 
the consent form. We talked for a few minutes outside the recording interview and I noticed that 
the conversation was very easy going and open –hearted than that of the recording interview.  

The summary of the life history of Mr. POON YOW TSE 

Mr. POON YOW TSE Poon Yune Liong was born on the 21st December 1928 in Mauritius. He went 
back to China at the age of 16, to continue his studies there. He finished his high school and went 
to the university in Pecking. His studies finished, he came back to Mauritius to work. Mr.Poon is 
known to be a public figure, since he is a journalist and writes article for the various Chinese 
gazettes. 

Mr. Poon’s parents 

Mr. Poon’s father was born in China and came to Mauritius in 1922. He came to Mauritius because in 
China there was extreme poverty: “… ti telman miser, pa ti pe gagn so lavi e se grass a enn 
kamarad ki f’inn deza vinn moris” One of his friends who lived in the same village helped him to 
migrate to Mauritius. When he arrived in Mauritius, his father stayed at la rue Rémy Ollier and 
worked as a hairdresser. He rented an emplacement on la rue royale “loue enn ti salon de kwafer 
kot lari royal vizavi Lai Tong” 
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Mr.Poon’s parents were already married when his father came to Mauritius. His father came first 
and then his mother. His mother remained a housewife, taking care of their 3 children; 2 daughters 
and 1 son (Mr. Poon).  

Mr. Poon’s grandparents 

He never saw his grandparents and doesn’t know anything about them. He only saw the familial 
tomb where his grandparents were buried in when he went to China.  

Mr. Poon’s educational path  

He did most of his schooling at the Chinese middle-school found in Port Louis. After his Junior Year 
in Mauritius, his father sent him to China to continue his Senior Year (form 4, 5 and 6) in China. He 
was 17 years old by then. He did 3 years in the Senior Year and 3 years at the University where he 
studied Languages; Chinese and French.  

In the Chinese middle school of Mauritius, he studied in Hakka dialect. His teachers were mainly 
Chinese and when it was time for French and English lessons, a Creole teacher would do the 
lessons. One episode that he remembered during his time in the Chinese middle-school was that 
during war time - China against Japan, teachers and students contributed to send money to China. 
“It was an act of patriotism” he said with much fervor. During the 6 years he studied in China, he 
did not have any trouble adapting himself to their lifestyle. The reason why his father sent him to 
China was to let him discover his roots and not to forget his origins “pou pa blie mo rasinn. Mo 
rasinn se touzour lasin” 

His two sisters did not go to school. His father was stubborn and old fashion-minded, he did want 
them to go to school “tifi rest lakaz” 

Mr. Poon’s career/ working experience 

He came back to Mauritius at the age of 23. He worked in his old school, the Chinese middle-school 
as a teacher. He was teaching Mandarin and Hakka. And was paid around 200 rupees a month. 
Afterwards, he worked for an industry The International Fashion Limited which was managed by 
people from Hong Kong. They needed a person to translate from Chinese to Creole. At that time, 
Mr. Poon says that many young Chinese didn’t know how to speak Mandarin or Hakka. His monthly 
salary as a translator was 3, 000 rupees.  

He got a job at Chinese Daily Mirror a few years later and ever since he has been a journalist. We 
would write articles concerning mainly amendments to Commerce laws because this would be the 
main interest of the Chinese community since many of them have businesses.  

Mr.Poon’s personal life and family 

He first met his wife when he was teaching. His wife was still a student but at that time, they were 
still friends. A few years later, they met by chance and fell in love. They didn’t do a traditional 
wedding. They announced their union in the local Chinese newspaper and flew straight to China for 
their honeymoon.  Together they had 3 sons. All of them do professional work such as engineer and 
IT. One of his sons migrated to Canada and the others often travel for work purposes.   

Mr. Poon’s identity 

Mr. Poon has a very strong connection with China. He says that his heart will always turn toward his 
roots. 
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7.2 Interviewee 2   Mr. Wan Sin Cheung 

Name of interviewee: WAN SIN CHEUNG   Date of Birth: 1/12/1912 
Place of Birth: Mexian, China     Current occupation: Retired 
Nationality: Chinese till 1962 and Mauritian onwards. 
Age: 99 years old 
Date of interview: Tuesday 28th December 2010 
Interviewer: Christelle Miao Foh and Mr. André Li. 
 

Observations 

At two o’clock in the afternoon this Tuesday 28th December 2010, I met Mr. André Li the field guide 
near the Atrium at Rose Hill bus station. He was accompanied by a man and a woman whom he 
presented as the daughter and the son in-law of the interviewee. Near a shop, the woman opened a 
glass door that led to a narrow staircase. At the end of the stairs, we entered directly into what 
appeared to be a very large living room. The woman asked us to sit on red sofas while she called 
her father. 

During that time, I was very anxious as it was my first time doing a formal interview with someone 
within my community. I was nervous as I knew what the psychology of Chinese community towards 
strangers was and I was afraid of their reaction. The Chinese people tend to be very suspicious 
when strangers enter their private life and they tend to be on the defensive side.  On the other 
hand, I was hoping that they would open up but deep inside, I knew that I had a certain limits that 
should not cross or else, the interviewee would retreat himself.  

A few minutes later, the woman came into the living room accompanied by her father Mr. Wan Sin 
Cheung. He appears to be a very healthy man which contradicts his 98 years. When Mr. André Li did 
the presentation and the purpose of our coming here, Mr. Wan seemed very confused for having so 
much attention. He kept asking what was the purpose of asking him questions and what was I going 
to do with these information. His daughter told him that I was working for a company who writes 
stories about people. Then, she told me and André, that it is better that we say it in the simplest 
way because her father would not understand what The Truth and Justice Commission is about. 
Then she told her father that I wanted to know his experience in coming to Mauritius and that again 
I was going to write a story about it.  Mr. Wan looked at me for a second and I saw his eyes 
softened and he was more relaxed and agreed to be interviewed non-anonymously.  

The interviewed lasted about 35 minutes and what seems amazing is that Mr. Wan at 98 years old 
can still speak properly and have a very good memory. He also kept all his official documents such 
as passports, naturalisation certificate and receipts of payment of naturalization and boat ticket to 
China neatly through all these years. The interview was conducted in Chinese dialect; Hakka and 
Creole.  

During the interview, I noticed that I couldn’t ask too much detail about the construction of 
business. While asking about this subject, I sensed a bit of tension from the interviewee daughter 
and son-in –law. It is perhaps that there must have been some family matters around the business 
or may be that, they simply did not feel at ease to talk about it freely.  

After the interview, we talked a bit longer and Mr. Wan Sin Cheung was much more at ease to a 
point that he started showing us pictures and documents. He made us visit his house and showed us 
which part he constructed first and how. The presence of Mr. André Li helped a lot too, because 
they both started chatting about people they knew in common and also, Mr. André Li speaks Hakka 
fluently which had helped me a lot before, during and after the interview.  

The summary of the life history of Mr. Wan Sin Cheung 

Mr. Wan Sin Cheung was born the 1st December 1912 in Mexian, China and is the son of Mr. Wun Tey 
Nian a trader and Mrs. Tia Song Moy, housewife. Like many Chinese immigrants, he bears only a 
surname on his identification card. He came to Mauritius in 1926 at the age of 14 with his cousin 
who was already established in Mauritius.  
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Mr. Wan’s parents  

Mr. Wan Sin Cheung is the son of Mr. Wun Tey Nian a trader. Mr. Wan Sin Cheung’s father came to 
Mauritius as a trader and he had a shop at La Bute. The shop he owed was selling cloth. After a few 
years, his father went back to China and died there. His father died long before Mr. Wan Sin 
Cheung went to Mauritius. His father had 4 brothers and one sister. 

Mr. Wan Sin Cheung’s mother, Mrs. Tia Song Moy is a housewife. She came to Mauritius at the age 
of 70 years old as her son paid for her trip. She died 12 years later at 82 years old.  

Mr. Wan’s childhood in China 

He went to school till Standard Four and had to walk to school with homemade shoes, made by his 
mother. He was been taught in Hakka. He left school at 13. He had a big house with 3 rooms and he 
shared his bedrooms with his brothers and sister. Mr. Wan Sin Cheung said that he had a good life in 
China because his father was a wealthy man “… dan sa lepok la mo papa ti ena cash, na pa ti pass 
miser” 

Trip of Mr. Wan Sin Cheung to Mauritius in 1926 

It took about 40 days to travel from China to Mauritius. Mr. Wan Sin Cheung first took a boat from 
Mexian to Hong Kong. He stayed in Hong Kong for about 10 to 15 days. Then he took another boat 
from Hong Kong to Mauritius with a transit through Singapore. He was not sad to leave China 
because he had many of his cousins were in Mauritius.  

1st day in Mauritius 

The first thing he recall when he arrived in Mauritius was that the Town (which I presumed was Port 
Louis) was sad “partout kas kasse, trist, trist”. He went to stay in a shop called Ah-Piang the first 
day.  

Mr. Wan’s working experience 

He worked in Ah-Piang shop first for 6 to 7 years. His salary was 12 to 15 rupees per month which 
included lodging and food. He was being paid every month but did not have his money in hand; 
instead it was written in a book. After 7 years in Mauritius, he went back to China to visit his family 
and also because he did not quite like Mauritius. In china, he worked in a wine factory.  

He came back to Mauritius after some time. He came back because his father had a share in the 
shop and he had to take the share of his father. By his 30s, he came to live in Rose-Hill; he learnt 
the job of a shoemaker. He learnt it with a Creole. He learnt how to design and cut out the design. 
He was distributing shoes in Port-Louis, rue Deforges. He remembered that arriving at the bus stop 
in Port-Louis, he had to pay Rs. 1 to child who nearby to help him carry his shoes to rue Deforges. 
He was making 1 rupee profit on low-quality shoe and 2 rupees on good-quality shoe but it was very 
rare.  

Learning Creole 

He learnt Creole while working in the shop. He would write the words in Creole with Chinese 
characters.  

Mr.Wan’s personal life and family 

He married at about 35 years of age. It was an arranged marriage. He decided to get married 
because he was getting old. He married at the Cathedral; guests would give them 3 rupees as a gift 
for their wedding. Before he married, he was baptized. His wife told him that he had to be baptize 
or else the wedding will not be held.  

He had 7 children; 4 sons and 3 daughters with his wife. He has one son in Canada and the rest are 
still in Mauritius. 
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LIBERATED AFRICANS IN COLONIAL MAURITIUS   

 

‘FREE’ AFRICANS IN MAURITIUS AFTER SLAVERY 

One of the most common stereotype in Mauritian history is of the Arican slave and Indian 
indentured labourer. It isimportant however that Mauritians know that Africans and Malagasies 
were also brought as labour after abolition of slavery. Their archives are found in the ‘Indian 
Immigration Archives’ found at the MGI.  This history deserves to be better known by Mauritians, as 
many members of the Creole community originated from them, as the case studies show. 

1.1 Who were the Liberated Africans? 

‘The Apprentices are those Negroes who have been rescued from slave-ships since 
the abolition of the Slave Trade’ Captain Richard Vicars (British Military Officer who 
supervised the Government Slaves and Apprentices during the 1820s)210 

Almost a generation before the abolition of British colonial slavery, the Imperial Government of 
Great Britain passed The Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807 which outlawed the 
importation of slaves into its slave colonies and set down the first regulations for captured slaves 
on the high seas. In March 1808, an Order-in-Council was passed by King George III, which stipulated 
that Africans or negroes who were seized on slave ships by the British Royal Navy would be 
forfeited to the British Crown as ‘prize negroes’. The Mozambicans, other East Africans, Malagasies 
and some Comorians who were captured on these slave vessels by the naval forces of Great Britain, 
were also called 'Liberated Africans', 'Government Apprentices', 'Government Blacks', 'African 
Recaptives' and 'Prize Slaves'.  

Origins  

The ‘Liberated Africans’ came mainly from Mozambique, other parts of East Africa, Madagascar and 
the Comoro Islands. Around 30% came from Mozambique and the coastal areas and Great Lakes 
region of East Africa. Among the Mozambicans, the Liberated Africans came from the powerful and 
large tribes such as the Yao, Makua, Maravi, Lomwe and Nginodo. Around 69% were Malagasies and 
around 1% were Comorians. They came mainly from Central, Eastern and North-Western Madagascar 
which included important and large tribes such as the Merina, Sakalavas, the Betsimiarakas and 
natives of the East Coast of the ‘Grande Ile’. The Comorians came from tribes who lived on the four 
main islands of the Archipelago of the Comoros, namely Grande Comore, Mayotte, Moheli and 
Anjouan. 

Ports of embarkation 

Between 1811 and 1827, the Liberated Africans or ‘captured slaves’ were embarked at Mozambique 
Island, Ibo, Angoche, Sofala and Quelimane on the Mozambican coast. The other East African ports 
were Zanzibar, Kilwa, Mombasa, Mafia, Pemba and Malindi.  On the Malagasy coast, the ports of 
embarkation were Tamatave, Mahajunga, Foule Pointe, Fort Dauphin, Sainte Marie, Antongil Bay 
and Diego Suarez. From the Comoro Islands, the Liberated Africans were embarked at ports located 
on Grande Comore, Mayotte, Moheli and Anjouan. 



VOL 4: PART VII – INDENTURED IMMIGRATION  

Truth and Justice Commission  248 

They were transported by the French and Portuguese and other European slave traders in fast-
sailing brigs and schooners from the East Coast of Africa, Madagascar and the Comoro Islands to 
their respective destinations including Mauritius. It was extremely rare for Arab dhows to sail all 
the way to the Mascarenes Islands with their slave cargoes. There were many European slave 
traders who introduced Mozambican and East African slaves through Madagascar and the Seychelles.  

Mortality during the voyage  

“Relentless as was the cruelty of these men [slave traders] towards the negro on 
his passage, and reckless as they were of the mortality which the crowded 
hatches occasioned….If a leak arose, no compunctions of conscience prevented the 
throwing overboard of the live slaves to lighten the vessel, which added to the 
mortality originating with their capture, augmented by the journey to the shore, 
the number of deaths from suffocation on the passage, the cause we have 
previously specified, and the slaughter of the helpless and infirm to support 
themselves immediately on their disembarkation….”211 

All of the Liberated Africans who were rescued from the slave ships in the South-West Indian Ocean 
and eventually landed in Mauritius experienced the full horror and trauma of the slave voyage. 
Between 1811 and 1827, the mortality rate on slave vessels, sailing from the East African, Malagasy 
and Comorian ports to Mauritius, was estimated as ranging between 7% and 20%. During the 1810s 
and 1820s, the slave trade cost the lives of thousands of African, Malagasy and Comorian slaves who 
were illegally introduced into Mauritius and the lives of dozens of Liberated Africans who were 
captured and landed in Port Louis.  

In December 1826, P. Salter, the Acting Collector of Customs, submitted a Return of Negroes 
Apprenticed at Mauritius and Its Dependencies to the Commissioners of Eastern Enquiry. This 
document clearly showed that between 1813 and 1826, out of 2,998 Prize Negroes landed in 
Mauritius, around 291 died even before being apprenticed. There were 2,390 males and 608 
females or a ratio of almost 4 to1. During that entire period, more than 9% of the Liberated 
Africans died within less than a month after landing and before becoming Government apprentices. 
Many died as a result of diseases such as dysentery, cholera, and the small pox, as well as from 
severe cases of malnutrition and dehydration which prevailed on the slave vessels sailing between 
Madagascar and East Africa to Mauritius and its dependencies.  

The testimony of Captain Charles Letord (Dorval) 

Between December 1826 and November 1827, Captain Charles Letord or Dorval testified before the 
Commission of Eastern Enquiry. Several months earlier in London, in May 1826, Dorval had also 
testified before the parliamentary Select Committee on the Mauritius Slave Trade of the 
Honourable Charles Buxton.  

Captain Dorval, who commanded Le Coureur, the slaving vessel involved in illegal slave trading, 
was considered to be one of the most notorious slave traders in the Indian Ocean. He described the 
state of the slave vessels which were always extremely overcrowded, with diseases being rampant 
and the high mortality rate. Slaves were provided with small quantities of rice, maize and salt fish, 
hardly enough food to survive. They were chained in pairs and were almost never brought on the 
ship’s deck for fresh air. Many of these slaves, including the Liberated Africans, reached Mauritius 
physically and psychologically exhausted and afflicted with disease.  

Between 1811 and 1821, Charles Letord claimed to have made several voyages between Mauritius 
and East Africa and Madagascar and to have introduced thousands of slaves illegally into the colony. 
According to Richard Allen, between 1811 and 1827, between 50,000 and 65,000 slaves were 
illegally introduced into Mauritius. During the same period, 2,998 Liberated Africans were landed in 
the colony, which represents between 4 to 6% of the total number of slaves illegally landed in 
British Mauritius. 

The British Vice-Admiralty and the seizure and condemnations of slaving vessels  

Slaving vessels and slaves captured by British Navy in the South-West Indian Ocean were sent to be 
condemned at the Vice-Admiralty Courts of Mauritius and the Cape Colony. Between 1808 and 1827, 
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around 65 vessels and 5008 Prize Negroes were condemned. Around 29 slave vessels were 
condemned and 2,010 Liberated Africans landed at the Cape Colony during the same period, while 
in Mauritius, around 36 slave vessels and 2,998 Prize Negroes were condemned at the local Vice-
Admiralty Court. There were also about 53 slave seizures with the capture of 540 newly-landed 
slaves at different locations on the Mauritian coast. 

The number of slaves seized on land represent about 18% of all the Liberated Africans landed in 
Mauritius. The overwhelming majority or 82% of them were captured on the high seas and brought 
to Mauritius by the Royal Navy.  They had to serve a period of indenture which lasted 14 years and 
in the process, they became known as ‘Government Apprentices’ or Liberated Africans. The slave 
traders who were prosecuted by the British Vice-Admiralty Court had to pay a total of £124,000 for 
fine-breaking imperial anti-slave trade regulations.   

Landing of Liberated Africans  

The seized Liberated Africans landed between 1811 and 1827 at the Customs House. The first  
batch brought to Mauritius, under the British administration, had been on board a large Arab dhow 
Othmany, captured in late April 1811 by the Royal Navy off the coast of East Africa, sailing in the 
direction of the Mascarenes Islands. By mid-May, the Arab ship and 120 African slaves landed in Port 
Louis and were handed over to the Collector of Customs. They were employed as servants in the 
Police Department. 

The Liberated Africans were landed, registered, and underwent a medical examination at the 
Customs House. They were placed under the authority of the Collector of Customs and the Customs 
Department and became the ‘wards’ of the British Government’. They were housed at the Bagne 
for several days and weeks in order to allow them time to recover from the ordeal of the slave 
voyage and to acclimatize themselves to the local climate.  Those who were sick were sent to the 
Labourdonnais or Military Hospital. With the demand for labour in Mauritius, they were either 
employed in Government Departments or assigned to private employers through the means of an 
indenture contract.  

In 1827, the last Liberated Africans, 12 of them, were brought to Mauritius.212 

The indenture contracts of the Liberated Africans 

“The Apprentices are those Negroes who have been rescued from slave-ships since the abolition 
of the Slave Trade, and are bound by the Collector of Customs for the period of fourteen, and 
latterly for seven years to private individuals, who, by the indentures they sign, engage to 
teach them a trade or occupation by which they may earn a livelihood.”  (Cpt. Richard Vicars, 
op. cit.)  

According to the Royal Order-in-Council of March 1808, the Liberated Africans had to be 
apprenticed for a period of 14 years, so that they might receive instructions from the masters or 
employers to whom they would be assigned. The purpose of this indenture was to supposedly to 
‘train’ the Liberated Africans or Prize Negroes in a specific job, so that they would be able to 
support themselves in the future and eventually become free and productive members of colonial 
society as skilled or semi-skilled artisans/workers.  

Before a private employer assumed charge of a Liberated African, he or she was required to enter 
into contractual obligations or an ‘indenture agreement’, a process known as ‘articling’, with the 
Collector of Customs, who acted on behalf of the Liberated African and the local British Colonial 
Government. The employer was bound to furnish the apprentice or the Liberated African with 
sufficient food, clothing, medical assistance and to instruct him or her in a trade or ‘other useful 
employment.’ The apprentice also had to be baptized and be instructed in the Christian religion. In 
reality, there was no formal articling process for Liberated Africans who were employed in the 
Departments of the local British Colonial Government. During his indentureship, the apprentice had 
to obey honestly and obediently his master, as well as learn the trade which he was being taught. 
The indenture agreement was signed by four individuals, the Collector of Customs, the apprentice, 
the employer and a witness.  

Distribution of the Liberated Africans 
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By 1839, they were divided into three groups: the first group of around 1,979 Africans and the 
majority were employed privately by 660 mostly British Colonial and Military Officials, British 
residents and some Franco-Mauritian planters (Charles Telfair had 91 Liberated Africans). The 
second group was employed in the Offices of the local British administration and the third were 
enlisted in the land and sea forces. Governor Farquhar and the members of his inner circle hired 
560 apprentices, or just over 23% of them. By 1827, there were 1,798 Liberated Africans still 
serving their masters and working in Government Departments.213 

 

Figure 28: Details of 14 Liberated Africans on 14-year Indenture Contract 

No Name of 
Apprentice 

G Caste Date Occupation Name of Master 

1 Couracé M Baptized as Christian 07.April.1815 House servant Solivard Abrien 
2 Bouta M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Mason R.T Farquhar 
3 Nateke M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Carpenter R.T Farquhar 
4 Poutaouro M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Mason R.T Farquhar 
5 Amifs M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Stone cutter R.T Farquhar 
6 Soncolo M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Stone cutter R.T Farquhar 
7 Milatou M Baptized as Christian 08.April.1815 Blacksmith R.T Farquhar 
8 Milo M Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 House servant Effingham Lindsay 
9 Jolopoa M Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 Cook James Rendle 
10 Véroano M Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 Groom James Rendle 
11 Couraré M Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 House servant Sir Robert Barclay 
12 Mouthanary F Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 Laundress James Rendle 
13 Mouatoukoa F Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 Laundress James Rendle 
14 Navacoula M Baptized as Christian 05.April.1815 House servant Sir Robert Barclay 

(Source: Compiled from MNA/Z7/E/Volume 4, Indenture of Apprentices for 1815) 

A survey of indenture agreements for the period between the 1810s and the 1830s show that male 
Liberated Africans were apprenticed as masons, carpenters, blacksmiths, house servants, stone 
cutters, horse handlers, porters, gardeners and carters. Female apprentices were apprenticed as 
seamstresses, cooks, washerwomen, maids, and gardeners. Unlike slaves, these were skilled trades 
through which the Government apprentices could earn wages.214 The following statement by the 
Commissioners of Enquiry (1826) describe fully the economic contribution of the Liberated Africans 
and what the Government and employers owed them: 

“…the ordinary rate of colonial hire for the labour of a negro in one year, and 
considering the number of years these negroes have laboured, the severity of that 
labour, and the profits of the sugar plantations for some years past, a compensation 
might justly be due to the negro for past service rather than any claim of 
indemnification be asserted by the master for his present release.” 

(Extract from Report of the Commissioners of Eastern Enquiry upon the Slave Trade at 
Mauritius (June 1829) 

Government apprentices were paid very low wages. In September 1828, the local British Colonial 
Government officially established monthly wage rates for the Liberated Africans and set up an 
‘Apprentice Fund’. At the end of each year, the apprentices were paid 75% of the money from this 
Fund, while 25% would be kept in the fund, in theory, to cover the cost of their maintenance which 
was not always carried out. 

In July 1836, Cunningham, while reporting on the state of the Apprentice Fund, observed that 
‘From this account, it will appear that above £16,000 has been earned in this colony since 1827 by 
government apprentices, during renewed periods of service, and while still under the care of the 
Collector of Customs and that over £12,000 has actually been paid to the apprentices…’ 

   During that same year, the total amount of money in the Apprentice Fund was £4,288 and by 
1838, it had more than doubled, to £8,712. These facts clearly show to what extent apprentice 
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labour was valuable in Mauritius during the slavery era.  After all, it was a precious commodity 
which was coveted by the local British Colonial Officials and, to a lesser extent, by the slave-
owners. 

 

Figure 29: An account of money paid into the Colonial Treasury on account of the Government Apprentice Fund 1836 

Date By whom paid Sums Totals 
1830 Jan 25 Col Draper ₤ 79.8.6  
1830 June 18 Col Draper 96.13  
1831 May 11 Col Draper 327.9.3 ¾   
1832 June 16 Col Draper 472.9.3 ½  ₤ 976- ¼  
1833 Feb 7 W Cunningham 532.9.6 ½   
1833 April 13 W Cunningham 443.2.4  
1833 July 5 W Cunningham 585  
1833 Oct 18 W Cunningham 283.9.3 ½   
1843 Feb 4 W Cunningham 210  
1843 Aug 5 W Cunningham 275  
1835 April 14 W Cunningham 400  
1836 Feb 10 W Cunningham 287.13.3 ¼  3016.14.5 ¼ 

High mortality among the Liberated Africans 

Between 1813 and 1827, out of the 2,998 landed in Mauritius, around 9% died before being 
apprenticed. 59 of the 206 Liberated Africans who were employed by the local British Government 
also died while in service. This represents a death rate of more than 28%. Among those hired to 
Colonel Lindsay, around 61% perished; for those hired to Colonel Draper, the death rate was 50%; 
for Reverend Jones of the London Missionary Society, it was 43%; for Charles Telfair the death rate 
was 39% and for Governor Farquhar, it was 39%. In general, between 1813 and 1827, around 965 
Liberated Africans died, with some missing or unaccounted for. This means that during that period, 
32% or almost one-third of all the Liberated Africans died. In 1830, Captain Vicars, who had been in 
charge of the Government Apprentices for several years during the 1820s, confirmed that the death 
rate among the Liberated Africans was much higher than those among the Mauritian slave 
population. He stated that it was common for them to be overworked and treated worse than 
slaves. Three years earlier, P. Salter, the Acting Collector of Customs commented that ‘it is to be 
observed that many of the inhabitants do not in their declarations distinguish between slaves and 
Prize Negroes.’  

CASE STUDIES 

1. Celestine Hecate 

Celestine was a Liberated African of Malagasy origin who landed in Mauritius in 1817 from a 
captured slave ship by the British Royal Navy. She was apprenticed for 14 long years as a maid to an 
unnamed colonist who resided in the Plaines Wilhems District and by July 1831, her period of 
forced servitude came to an end. In October 1830, Auguste Naissin, a young Liberated African male, 
and Celestine made a request with the Collector of Customs to be married which was granted. The 
two Liberated Africans had shared an intimate relationship for many years during the 1820s and the 
early 1830s and through which they had four children. Unfortunately, the marriage never took 
place and they separated for unspecified reasons. By 1833, Augustin Naissin had passed away and 
the personal papers of Celestine were still in his custody.  

In July 1833, Celestine showed up at the office of Mr. Icery, the Chief Commissary of Police of 
Plaines Wilhems; she requested for her papers to be retrieved from the Late Augustin Naissin. A 
few days later, her papers were obtained and given to her. During the first week of August 1833, 
Celestine went to see Mr. Chignard, the Clerk to the Guardian of the Government Apprentices, who 
worked in the Customs House in Port Louis under the supervision of the Collector of Customs. She 
submitted her papers, along with a letter from Mr. Icery outlining her story, and she also argued 
that her apprenticeship had come to an end in 1831. Mr. Chignard wrote a letter addressed to Mr. 



VOL 4: PART VII – INDENTURED IMMIGRATION  

Truth and Justice Commission  252 

George C. Cunningham, the Collector of Customs, which contained her bio-data and other relevant 
documents.  

Shortly after, the Collector of Customs sent a letter to the Colonial Secretary in which he 
recommended to Governor William Nicolay that Celestine be granted her ‘Act of Freedom’. After 
analysing her bio-data, the letters from Chignard and Icery, George Cunningham described 
Celestine as being ‘of good character and capable of earning the livelihood for herself and four 
children.’  A few days later, Governor Nicolay gave his assent and the Collector of Customs issued 
an ‘Act of Freedom’ for Celestine. In August 1833, the same month that the British Parliament 
passed the Slavery Abolition Act, Celestine Hecate was able to secure her freedom and began her 
new life as a legally free person with her children.215  There are several important stories from the 
records of the Office of the Collector of Customs, like the one of Celestine Hecate, a time-expired 
Liberated African woman.  

The experience of Celestine highlights her struggle to secure her freedom, to be able to earn 
enough to support herself and her children and to carve out a place for herself in a highly-
stratified, complex, male-dominated and racist colonial society in Mauritius during the last years of 
slavery. While some of the circumstances in the life of Celestine Hecate and her children were 
unfortunate, she was a proud person who did not wait on the local colonial system to secure her 
freedom. She took the initiative of getting the process started, worked the system to her 
advantage.  Her actions, as well as those of several Liberated Africans during the 1820s and the 
1830s, which are being illustrated, clearly show that they were capable of human agency. 

2. The Liberated Africans on Charles Telfair’s Bel Ombre Sugar Estate 

Charles Telfair was a British planter, slave-owner, who formed part of Governor Farquhar’s inner 
circle. He employed the greatest number of Government apprentices in 19th-century Mauritius 
during the slavery era. Therefore, it is not surprising that in March 1827, the Commissioners of the 
Eastern Inquiry Commission requested P. Salter, the Acting Collector of Customs, to draw up a 
detailed list of all Prize Negroes or Liberated Africans who were apprentices to Telfair. It showed 
that a total of 91 Liberated Africans, or 78 males and 13 females, had been apprenticed to the 
British planter ever since 1814. 216 

Barely three years after arriving in Mauritius, Telfair had only one male apprentice, namely Henry 
Chaloupe. In 1818, when he purchased Bel Ombre estate, along with his business associates, there 
were 40 apprentices, 35 males and 5 females in his service. However, during the course of the same 
year, 14 apprentices died, 12 males and 2 females. Furthermore, with the exception of Henry 
Chaloupe, a time-expired Liberated African of Malagasy origin, Damihiti, a male apprentice, who 
was indentured in October 1814, was the longest serving Liberated African who was assigned to 
Telfair. By October 1828, Damihiti’s apprenticeship was scheduled to come to an end and he 
continued to work for Telfair just like Henry Chaloupe. 

Telfair had accepted apprentices whose masters had rejected them, passed away and left the 
colony. Many of his government apprentices were Prize Negroes who were sent to him within a 
month after having been captured on slave ships and had landed in Mauritius. In August 1816, six 
Prize Negroes, Koutouvoula, Yadalou, Stchamlibé, Ramême, Diamarra, and Routorizaff, from the 
captured slave vessel Creole were assigned to him. During the following month, five Liberated 
Africans, Scezoure, Ferevanani, Mandimbe, Moica, and Songale, who were seized on the slave ship 
the Gustave were sent as apprentices to Bel Ombre.217 

Between 1827 and 1836, there were several Liberated Africans who still working on the properties 
of Charles Telfair. In September 1833, the Collector of Customs informed the Colonial Secretary: 

 “I have received an apprenticeship from Mr. Chs Telfair, requesting that the four 
apprentices ‘Simons, Simon’ ‘Pierre par Berand’, ‘Virgine Hecbezar’ with her three 
children Babit Constant & Celine & Clementine Sauyez’ with her three children, 
‘Joseph, Jean Charles & Anne Marie’, may on account of this good conduct receive this 
entire freedom. 

The apprenticeship of the ‘Simons, Simon’ expired 4th February 1831, that of 
Pierre par on this 4th October 1829, that of Virgine on the 12th October 1829 & that of 
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Clementine on the 1st May 1831, and as it is stated that they are capable of earning an 
honest livelihood without becoming a burthen to the Community, I humbly submit 
that Mr. Telfair’s request be granted.” 218 

In 1832, the Collector of Customs made several requests to Charles Telfair to pay up the arrears 
which were owed to the Apprentice Fund for the wages of several semi-skilled and skilled artisans 
Liberated Africans who worked for him. In January 1833, Colonel Draper, the Acting Collector of 
Customs, asked Governor Nicolay to instruct Mr. Laborde, the Government Advocate, to lodge a 
case in court against Mr. Telfair in order to collect more than 940 £ in arrears which were still owed 
to the Apprentice  Fund. 219 

3. The Story of Henry Chaloupe 

Henry Chaloupe was a Liberated African of Malagasy origin. On 6th June 1810, he was captured 
together with 2 Malagasy slaves on the vessel the Amazone by a ship of the British Royal Navy and 
soon after, he landed on the island of Bourbon.220 On 3rd January 1811, he was apprenticed to 
Charles Telfair in Réunion Island.221 He did not know how to read and write and knew only the 
language of his country specifically the language spoke by the Merina in Central Madagascar. 
Chaloupe was educated for several months by Abbé Colin, the Chief Catholic Priest of Bourbon. He 
able to learn to read and write and do basic Maths. He was baptized and became a Christian and 
was taught to read the Bible. During the final weeks of 1811, he was brought to Mauritius and 
worked at the residence of Charles Telfair as his personal servant in Port Louis.   

In 1814, he was sent to work on Bois Chéri Sugar Estate where he saved enough money to purchase 
the freedom of Françoise, a Malagasy slave woman. She also became a Christian and got married to 
Henry and soon after, gave him a daughter. Françoise was also employed as a housemaid by Telfair. 
Unfortunately, she passed away in 1818 and barely a year later, Henry Chaloupe purchased the 
freedom of Arsenne, another Malagasy slave woman, who became a Christian and got married to 
him. In 1829, Henry was still married to her and they had several children. The first child of Henry 
was also baptized as a Christian and was educated at Bel Ombre Sugar Estate.  

In 1819, Chaloupe was moved from the estate of Bois Chéri to Bel Ombre Sugar Estate which had 
recently been purchased by Telfair and some of his close associates. Telfair employed him as an 
‘économe’ or a junior administrator and gave him a pay increase. Henry was again relocated to 
Beau Manguier Sugar Estate where by the late 1820s, he became ‘chef sucrier’, in charge of sugar 
production and supervised a large number of slaves. He also owned his own house as well as a 
slave. He earned a salary of around £60 per year and enjoyed other privileges. On 3rd January 1825, 
his 14-year period of apprenticeship came to an end and Telfair requested the Collector of Customs 
to give him his Act of Freedom. However, four years later, in 1829, Henry Chaloupe was still 
working for Charles Telfair as the head of sugar production at Beau Manguier. It becomes evident 
that out of all the Liberated Africans who were landed and apprenticed in Mauritius, Henry 
Chaloupe’s story is the most successful account of a Liberated African who achieved social mobility 
and social integration in early 19th-century Mauritius during the slavery era. 

3. The Case-Study of Céleste Madeline  

In August 1838, Céleste Madeline, a Malagasy woman, showed up at the office of the Collector of 
Customs and claimed that she was a time-expired Government apprentice who was illegally being 
held in servitude by Mr. Vilbro, a French trader in Port Louis. Furthermore, Céleste claimed that 
she had been brought as a child slave to Mauritius in 1817, as a Liberated African, because her ship 
the Joséphine was captured off the coast of Madagascar by a British naval cruiser and its slave 
cargo was landed at Port Louis. She also claimed that she was ill-treated by Mr. Vilbro and his wife 
and she wanted to obtain her freedom through legal means.  

The following day, Céleste returned with four time-expired apprentices of Malagasy origin, 
Marianne Rassal, Sophie Malabar, Pelagie Zebangh, and Saundar Essanhat who were able to confirm 
her story. After all, these four individuals testified that they had first met her on the slave ship 
called Joséphine more than 21 years before. However, Céleste Madeline was then called Artzam, a 
Malagasy of Hova origin. After hearing these testimonies, Cunningham also became convinced that 
Céleste Madeline was Artzam. 
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Without losing a moment, the Collector examined his records and found that Artzam was in fact a 
child of 11 years who had been listed as being one of the slaves on the Joséphine. In addition, the 
record stated that the slave child called Artzam was dead.  However, Cunningham also reported: 
‘The age and marks borne by this woman [Céleste] appear to correspond with those of the 
record…’.  It became increasingly evident that Céleste was Artzam and that she had lived in 
Mauritius in a state of servitude for more than 21 years.  While her case was being examined, she 
was allowed to stay at the Bagne in Port Louis. Barely a week after her first visit to the office of 
the Collector of Customs, Céleste also informed Mr. Cunningham that Vilbro still held her son, 
Adolphe, who was 9 years old and she feared for his well-being.  

On behalf of this unfortunate time-expired Government apprentice, the Collector of Customs was 
able to secure custody of Adolphe and reunite him with his mother at the Bagne. In addition, more 
than three months later, thanks again to the intervention of Mr.Cunningham and also of Mr. 
Chignard, the Clerk of the Customs Office, Céleste was able to obtain her freedom and that of her 
son. It was also discovered that only a few weeks after being landed, she was apprenticed to Mr. 
Vilbro who, in 1818, declared to the Collector of Customs that she was dead.  Unfortunately 
Vilbro’s claim was never investigated. The case of Céleste is a rare one in which a Mauritian 
Liberated African woman was able to obtain her freedom, secure custody of her son, get justice for 
her suffering, and even receive a financial compensation from her former master.222 

4. The Liberated African Maroons 

Between January 1820 and November 1826, around 1,357 Liberated Africans marooned. There were 
1,085 males (or 80%) and 272 females (or 20%).223In 1820, 138 Government apprentices, 109 males 
and 29 females, escaped from their masters and mistresses and by 1825, this figure rose to 256 on 
221 males and 35 females. However, in 1826, due to sharp decline in the number of Government 
apprentices, between January and November of that same year, only 162 ran away. In all, during 
this period, 862 or 64 % all the Prize Negroes who ran away were captured, while 36% remained 
uncaught. In all, there were 679 males and 183 female maroon apprentices who remained at large, 
with the males representing almost 79% and the females 21%. In 1820, 67 Liberated Africans were 
captured by the anti-maroon detachments, and this figure increased four years later to 195 only to 
decline sharply to 90 in 1826. Thus, there was a correlation between the decline in the number of 
Liberated Africans who marooned and those who remained uncaught.  

Many of the maroon Liberated Africans who were caught in Port Louis and in the rural districts were 
sent to the Bagne. According to the Bagne Book, between 1828 and 1833, annually a few dozen 
Prize Negroes were incarcerated there until their masters came to fetch them, such as in the case 
of Maurice. He was a Liberated African in the service of Mr. Campbell who was sent to the Bagne on 
29th January 1834. Maurice was claimed the same day by his employer.224 

The Liberated Africans represented one of the African and Malagasy groups in Mauritius that were 
not ‘creolised’ or enslaved. How far, and for how long, they were able to retain their African and 
Malagasy identities remains to be further researched. The public did not distinguish between slaves 
and Liberated Africans. John Finiss, the Chief Commissary of Police, wrote: ‘Many of the 
inhabitants do not in their declarations distinguish between slaves and Prize Negroes.’225 Employers 
as well saw them as nothing more than a source of cheap labour, just like their slaves, which had to 
be exploited to the maximum in a colony which was always plagued by labour shortages. The 
Commissioners of Eastern  Enquiry took a special interest in the condition of the Liberated Africans 
and in their report, the  Commissioners concluded that the Prize Negroes were treated no better 
and, in some cases, even worse off than the slaves.226 Barker has concluded that ‘It is not 
impossible that the planters concerned treated this casual labour force more harshly than the 
slaves they actually owned. What is certain is that in the Farquhar years they were operating free 
from any external humanitarian supervision or control.’227 Maroonage was the only escape from this 
new form of servitude called apprenticeship. 

During the late 1820s and early 1830s, there were 9 Liberated Africans, 7 Malagasies and 2 
Mozambicans, who were reported as having marooned in Moka District. One among them was 
L’Amour, a young male Liberated African in the service of Charles Telfair. He was reported as 
having marooned on 25th December 1828. There is evidence from the archival record that he was 
recaptured and returned to Telfair.228 
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Figure 30: Details of 9 Maroon Government Apprentices 
in Moka District 1828 - 1831 

Source: Compiled from MNA/IA 40, Registre des Marronages de Moka, 1826-1833 

5. The Story of Fritz, the Liberated African Maroon Leader 

“This man struck terror among the residents in the district of Savanne to 
such an extent that it became impossible to allow a black slave to go on 
an errand without an armed guard. Vandalism and criminal acts have 
decreased sharply with the arrest of this notorious government 
apprentice.”  

(Observations of M. Virieux, Procureur-General, at the trial of Fritz and his 
companions at the Supreme Court in Port Louis in December 1825.)229 

On 21 June 1825, Fritz, a 30-year-old maroon Government apprentice of Mozambican origin, was 
captured along with four other maroons by Edouard Vinay, a Police Officer, and a special maroon 
catching unit on Telfair’s Bel Ombre Sugar Estate. Fritz was a former apprentice of Désiré Carosin 
and the leader of a small, but notorious, maroon band in the District of Savanne. He had been a 
maroon for more than two years and was always armed with a big stick and knife. His five followers 
were Lazare, a slave who belonged to Charles Telfair, Cotte, Jérome and Hector, and Edmond.  

Between January 1824 and June 1825, Fritz and his gang operated mostly in the Western part of the 
Savanne District, notably near Bel Ombre Sugar Estate, Baron d’Unienville’s estate, Ruisseau des 
Créoles, and Montagne des Signaux de la Savanne. They were responsible for a number of thefts 
and numerous nocturnal raids on several sugar estates. Their diet consisted of beef, ‘tandrac’, 
eels, shrimps etc.  According to local Colonial Officials, during one and a half years, they spread 
terror among the residents in the Western part of the Savanne District.230 

In April 1825, in order to capture Fritz and his gang, a special maroon-catching task force was set 
up by Governor Sir Lowry Cole. It consisted of Edouard Vinay, a Police Officer, and Sieur François Le 
Cordier, leader of a maroon-catching unit in the Savanne, and ten free black maroon catchers. For 
a period of two months, they searched for Fritz and his followers, until they were finally captured 
in June of the same year at Bel Ombre. When cornered by the maroon catchers, Fritz put up a very 
stiff resistance which caused one of the members of the detachment to shoot him, while his 
followers surrendered without a fight. During his lengthy trial, Fritz and his men were incarcerated 
at the Civil Prisons on Government Street next to the Courts of Justice in Port Louis. He was 
accused of murdering a slave of Mr. Carosin, attempting to kill three other slaves, the kidnapping 
and the rape of a young female slave, armed resistance during his arrest, theft with violence, 
carrying out raids on plantations, and cattle theft.  

In December 1825, Fritz and his former followers were condemned to death. On 14th January 1826, 
his testament was recorded by the Chief Clerk of the Supreme Court in the presence of Procureur 

Year No. & 
Register No. 

Names of         
Apprentices 

Caste Dates of 
Escape 

Dates 
ofDeclarations 

Dates of 
Capture 

Nov 1828 1 (No.155) Sage Malgassy Nov 12 Nov 20  
Dec 1828 2 (No.172) L’amour Malgassy Dec 25 Dec 25  
Feb 1829 3 (No.16) Victor Malgassy Feb 2 Feb 5  
Mar 1829 4 (No.30) Février Mozambica Mar 12 Mar 16  
May 1829 5 (No.55) Licie Hurry & Son 

enfant 
Malgassy May 13 May 15  

Aug 1829 6 (No.75) Lundi Malgassy Aug 24 Aug 26  
Sept 1829 7 (No.82) Melani Malgassy  Sept 15 Sept 22  

      
Aug 
1830 

11 (No.103) Songor Mozambica Aug 30 Aug 31  
      

Avril 1831 15 (No.29) Diamas Malgassy Mar 20 Apr 2 Apr 1 
Total  Nine 

Liberated 
Africans 
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Général Virieux and a French Catholic priest. He confessed that he was guilty of most of the 
charges brought against him, except for the one count of murder and the three counts of 
attempted murder. Two days later, Fritz and his followers were executed in the yard of the Civil 
Prisons next to the present-day Supreme Court. In fact, Fritz, the Liberated African, was the last 
great maroon leader in colonial Mauritius.231 

CONCLUSION 

In August 1827, P. Salter, the Acting Collector of Customs, reported that there were only 1,783 
Liberated Africans still serving their masters/mistresses and working in Government Departments. 
Only a few Liberated Africans had completed their indenture contracts. The overwhelming majority 
of the Liberated Africans were still in a state of servitude less than a decade before the abolition of 
slavery in Mauritius.232 In 1829, in their report on the slave trade to Mauritius, the Commissioners of 
the Eastern Inquiry Commission observed: ‘That the majority of the negroes who are captured in 
slave ships would be desirous of returning to their country is probable.’233  

According to the Return on Liberated Africans which was submitted by P.Salter, the Acting 
Collector of Customs, 5 Liberated Africans, 3 males and 2 females had completed their 14-year 
period of indenture, were given their Acts of Freedom and returned to their countries of origin. At 
the same time, between 1820 and 1827, there were 34 British colonial and military officials and 
some Franco-Mauritian planters who took around 60 Liberated Africans, who served them, to 
different overseas destinations such as England, India and the Cape Colony with the permission of 
the Collector of Customs.234 

Figure 31 

Liberated Africans and their Employers who left British Mauritius between 1820 and 1827  

 
Number Name of               

Master/Mistress 
Observations 

1 Mr. Baron D’Unienville Accompanied his master to England. 

2 Col. G. A. Barry, Chief 
Secretary to the British 

Government 

One male accompanied his master to England. 

3 Mr. E. Byam Two males accompanied his master to England. 

4 Colonel Conyers of the 8th 
Regiment 

One male accompanied his master to England. 

5 Colonel Dalrymple One male accompanied his master to England. 

6 Colonel Dumaresq Accompanied his master to New South Wales. 

7 His Excellency Sir Robert 
T. Farquhar, Governor of 
British Mauritius and its 

Dependencies 

Two males accompanied                    Sir R. 
Farquhar to England; another one sent to 

Madagascar to teach the use of the plough. The 
fourth one unaccounted for and supposed to 

have been stolen. 

8 British Government The ten men unaccounted for were on board 
the colonial brig Wizard or H.M.S Menai on a 

voyage to              Zanzibar and did not return 
since that time. 

9 Countess of Holmer Accompanied his mistress to England. 

10 Mr. J. Lautier Five males accompanied their masters to India 
as sailors on the Schooner Courrier 

(Source: Compiled from MNA/ID 2/13, ‘Return of the Number of Negroes who have been 
Apprenticed at the Mauritius and its Dependencies and the Names of the Persons to whom 

apprenticed each year since the capture and now remaining 1813-1826’) 
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In February 1839, the Collector of Customs, Cunningham mentioned: 

“In 1828, in consequence of the letters of the Colonial Secretary dated the 19th March 
of that year [1828] and 12th of the preceding April [1827], a practice of renewing or 
prolonging the indentures of condemned had been adopted here.” 

It is evident that between April 1827 and September 1828, the local British Colonial Government, 
under Governor Sir Lowry Cole, took new measures such as prolonging the indenture of the 
Government apprentices by seven years, established new monthly wage rates for them, and set up 
an ‘Apprentice Fund.’ 33235 In June 1833, the Collector of Customs informed the Governor that there 
were 1,388 apprentices with 367 children of apprentices who had passed away who were still under 
his authority.236  This meant that between 1827 and 1833, or over a period of six years, there was a 
decrease from 1,783 to only 1,388 Liberated Africans still under contract or under the responsibility 
of the Customs Department. 

However, between 1833 and 1839, there were dozens of Liberated Africans who had already 
completed their period of indenture. As a result, their employers, either private employers or the 
Heads of Government Departments, requested the Collector of Customs to give them their Acts of 
Freedom. They were seen as having successfully completed their training, and as capable of 
earning a living; they were practicing Christians, and some were even married and had children. In 
several instances, there were small groups of Government apprentices whom the employers were 
requested to free.  

For his part, the Collector of Customs agreed most of the time with the requests and recommended 
the names of the Liberated Africans to the Governor through the Colonial Secretary. The Collector 
had to certify that the Government apprentices were fit for freedom. Then, it was up to the 
Governor to give his approval, which he usually did, and it was only then that the Liberated African 
was given his or her ‘Act of Freedom’ by the Collector of Customs. It is important to note that some 
of those who received their freedom were Liberated African women who had several children.237 

In August 1833, there were several Liberated African women, such as Celine Rassoire and her six 
children, Sammah Chamouniah and her seven children, and Caroline Sampianada and her five 
children who obtained their freedom. They showed up at the Customs Department and asked to be 
freed because they were time-expired Liberated Africans or Government apprentices. Within 
several days, after obtaining Governor Nicolay’s approval, George Cunningham, the Collector of 
Customs, gave them their ‘Acts of Freedom’ and noted that they were ‘of good character, 
industrious and capable of earning a livelihood for themselves and their children’.  These case-
studies remind us of the story of Celestine Hecate who managed to secure her Act of Freedom 
during the course of the same month. 

During the course of the same month, the marriages of several Liberated Africans, who were 
completing their period of indenture, were celebrated with the approval of the Governor and 
Collector of Customs. Thus, Phillis got married to Susannah, Lindor to Betsey, Alexander to 
Saminah, Azor to Celine, Bell to Caroline and Noah to Salam. It should also be noted that the 
indenture contracts of many of these Liberated Africans came to an end in 1829 and 1830. 
Unfortunately, they had to wait 3 to 4 more years before they obtained their Acts of Freedom from 
the Collector of Customs, and these time-expired Liberated Africans were still being allocated to 
other employers and Government Departments by the Customs Department. In August 1833, 
Collector Cunningham submitted the names of several time-expired Liberated Africans who had 
waited several years for their ‘Acts of Freedom’ to be issued to them such as: 

“Original apprenticeship expired 1st Nov. 1829 

Bell Cooralal 

Azor Corpusira 

Gheadere Eative 

Pommade Napoomah 
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Jolicour Onamacoal 

Original apprenticeship expired 12 Oct. 1829 

Lafleur Rasar (female) 

Celine Rapoire with her children Eliya, Anatole, Paul, Thome, Julien and Clarlotte 

Saminah Chamouniab with her children Eugène, Marie, Augustin, Henry Hyandrier, 
Adolphe and Hphonsere 

Original apprenticeship expired 23rd Dec. 1830 

Noal Routte 

Peter Routouzaffe 

Jamer Ramasse 

Adam Riendarffe 

Job Lieyezaffe 

Alexander Shudde 

Milord Aadallah 

Original apprenticeship expired 22nd Sept. 1830 

Claroline Sampianave with her children Maria, Rose, Sylvestre, Marie Janne, James 
and Babelle”36 

Gradually, during the 1830s, there were several Liberated African men and women who had 
completed their indenture contracts and were able to earn a living as skilled and semi-skilled 
workers. At the same time as they were securing their freedom and that of their children, they got 
married and secured their family ties. As the records of the Office of the Customs Department 
clearly revealed, some of the time-expired Liberated African men and women had become 
productive members, of society, and they managed to carve out a place for themselves in mid-19th 
century Mauritian colonial society.  
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1. BEGINNINGS AND DEVELOPMENTS TILL 1870S  

In the colonial lexicon, planters, as well as the colonial authorities, depicted the Indian immigrant 
labourers as being ‘from the lowest and most ignorant classes of their countrymen who at present 
appear to be beyond the reach of the civilising and humanising influences of religion and 
education’.238 Despite this awareness about the lack of education among the immigrants, the need 
to provide education to the labourers and their children did not fit into the scheme of things for 
planters, neither did it have the attention from the administrators in the first few decades 
because, for Mauritian authorities, Indian indentured labourers were primarily ‘transient 
sojourners’ who had come to Mauritius as labourers to work on plantations and would eventually 
return to their homelands.  Therefore, there was no logic or requirement to provide them 
education. The more fundamental reason for this slackness towards providing education was the 
inherent logic of capitalist production system which does not permit any investment for which 
there was no material return. Since performing menial labour in the cane fields did not require any 
specific knowledge, there was no motivation for planters to invest resources in making 
arrangements for education of immigrant labourers or their children. Even the missionaries, who 
were considered to be very active in providing education to the underprivileged classes, somehow 
did not get involved in the ‘mission’ of educating the Indian immigrants. Superintendent of Schools, 
R. H. Walsh noted this inaction of missionaries in 1859 for which he put blame on ignorance of 
missionaries in languages spoken by the Indian immigrants, 

“[…] I am not aware of any efforts having been made on behalf of the Roman 
Catholic Church for the instruction of the Indians. None of their clergy in 
Mauritius, I am informed, are acquainted with any of the Indian languages […]”239 

Despite this general lackadaisical attitude, colonial authorities at times put across the idea of 
educating the children of labouring classes, although there were no efforts towards its realisation, 
and it remained at the levels of rhetoric and individual opinion.  Immediately after the 
commencement of indentured immigration from India, when the deplorable conditions of Indian 
immigrants attracted severe condemnation for the system from all quarters, Governor Nicolay 
proposed to establish a government controlled education system to spread education, especially 
among the children of labourers, 

“On the subject of Public Schools, I have lately laid before you some propositions 
[...] and if they should be adopted, I trust that there will at length be established 
throughout the colony a general system of schools, under the Control of 
Government, an object which I consider to be essential to the successful spread of 
education, specially among the children of labouring classes.”240 

Nicolay made this proposition in 1839; yet no efforts were made to provide education to the 
children of Indian immigrants till the 1850s. The first proposal for a comprehensive education 
system came from Bishop Chapman who visited Mauritius from Ceylon in 1850. He proposed that an 
annual grant-in-aid be provided by the Government and there should be an increase in the number 
of Protestant clergy, ‘especially [...] for planning and assisting in the instruction of the immigrant 
population’241 The matter of providing education to the Indian immigrants caught the attention of 
the Mauritian Government with the arrival of Higginson as Governor in January 1851. When the 
Committee of the Mauritius Church Association proposed to set up a school in Port-Louis for 
elementary education in English and Tamil and to train teachers to teach in schools to be opened, 
with the help of Reverend Hardy who was engaged in providing education to the children of 
labouring classes in South India, Higginson opined that the proposal should not be neglected, and he 
was in favour of trying it out. Subsequently, with a grant of £ 200, an experimental school was 
started for the children of Indian immigrants in the Savanne district. An Indian school teacher was 
appointed to run this school and the medium was the vernacular. This experiment was not a success 
and had to be abandoned after few months because educating their children was not on the minds 
of the immigrant labourers and very few children came to attend.242 However, another observer 
ascribes the possible reasons for the lack of attendance to the inability of Indian teachers who ‘had 
no experience in education’.243        
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Despite this failure of his initial experiment, Higginson was not deterred and in 1854, came the 
famous Minute of Higginson on education which was the foremost document on the education of 
Indian immigrants in Mauritius, covering almost all its aspects.  In this Minute he announced that,  

‘‘Time has  arrived, when some systematic attempts should be made, to extend 
the blessings of at least the rudiments of Education and of Moral training to the 
children of our labouring classes – and the success of which would unquestionably 
prove alike beneficial to themselves, to their employers, and to the community at 
large.’’244 

Higginson was trying to set up an educational system for the immigrants but he was aware of the 
‘obstacles’ in making it a reality, which he attributed primarily to the background of the 
‘uncivilised’ immigrants and their scattered pattern of settlement in Mauritius:  

“When we call to mind the class of men from which our Indian immigrants are 
chiefly recruited – the social position which they occupy here – their transitory 
residence – their ignorance of the English language and the different dialects 
spoken by them – their apprehensions of proselytism so easily alarmed – the 
surface over which they are scattered – and the absence of those civilising 
influences which, under a less exceptional state of Society, might be exercised 
over them – it will be obvious to all, that the obstacles to be over come by the 
Government in maturing and introducing any general or comprehensive system for 
importing even the most elementary introduction to the Indian population are no 
light of ordinary character.”245 

He was well aware of the fact that reluctance would emanate from both the concerned parties – 
labourers as well as the planters. Since most of the children of immigrant labourers began to work 
on the plantations at an early age, a situation which not only contributed to the earning of their 
families, but also provided a relatively cheap labour to the planters (children were being paid less 
wages that adults), the reluctance would obviously come from both the parties, since sending the 
children to school would mean the sacrifice of immediate gains.246 Despite these apprehensions, he 
was optimistic that the Government, which possessed the power and the means for moral and 
social advancement, would be able to succeed in setting up a popular education system for the 
immigrant population of the island. 

For Higginson, the solution lay in making the education compulsory but without resorting to 
coercion. The main points of Higginson’s proposal to the Council were: 

1. Schools should be opened in the most convenient localities for the use of one, two, or more 
Estates as the case may be; 

2. As the medium of education, mother tongue could not be excluded and therefore education 
should be given in English and one vernacular language;   

3. The teacher’s salary and school books should be defrayed from a fund to be raised by a 
trifling deduction from the labourers’ wages;  

4. Planters were to provide ‘gratuitously suitable accommodation for the schools and for the 
residence of teachers’; 

5. To meet the requirements of qualified teachers, initially some teachers were to be 
introduced from India but later a Normal School would be set up in Port-Louis at 
Government expenses to train teachers, proficient in English and Indian languages.247 

The bottom line of Higginson’s proposal was the setting up of exclusive Indian Schools and financing 
it through a cut from the wages of immigrants. C. Kalla finds this proposal inadequate and ‘a feeler 
to gauge the reactions of the sugarocrats’ because ‘it did not make any mention of the curriculum 
or of religious instruction’, and ‘no mention was made of evaluation in the form of inspection.’248  
There had been no initiative for the education of Indian immigrants’ children by the time Higginson 
verbalised his proposals for the education of immigrant population, and the larger strategic concern 
for him was that whether the immigrants’ children should be included in the existing system of 
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schooling or a separate system in their familiar media needed be started; and if a new system was 
to be started what would be the logistic arrangements? The larger issue Higginson had to deal with 
was to choose a system and medium of schooling, and once these choices had been made, the 
curriculum and evaluation would have been obviously set forth by the administrators. 

Higginson’s proposal was submitted to a Special Committee of the Council of Government, which 
deferred the matter for more than a year before finally submitting its comments in May 1855. While 
agreeing with Higginson’s concern for the need of education for the children of immigrants, the 
special committee dissented on the issue of separate Indians schools in the vernacular medium 
because it opined that an exclusive education system would not only prevent the assimilation of 
Indian immigrants with the Creole population and a permanent, cohesive settlement of the 
immigrants in Mauritius, but would be a sign of a discrimination against the Creole population. 
Reflecting the dominance of planters in the Special Committee, it wanted education to be more 
functional for the sugar industry rather than training people for other vocations – curriculum should 
be designed to train the labourers for ‘the cultivation of the soil and ruder mechanical arts’.249 The 
Report of Special Committee signalled the planters’ obvious agenda behind supporting the 
education of the children of immigrant labourers in unambiguous terms – they wanted their dictates 
to be obeyed in deciding the essentials of the education system and use it as a means to further the 
interests of the sugar industry. 

Upon receiving the Report of the Special Committee, the Colonial Office gave its authorization to 
Governor Higginson to go ahead with his proposal of compulsory education but with a cautious note 
about not infringing upon the ‘prejudices’ of the coolies.250 Despite the disagreement of the Special 
Committee, Governor Higginson reiterated his preference for setting up separate schools for the 
children of immigrant population with vernacular medium of instructions. He proposed to augment 
the number of schools in each locality where a sufficient number of children could be found and on 
his initiative, two Indian schools were started in Port-Louis.251 To explicate the reasons for his 
choice, he noted in the minute dated 12th November 1856, 

“Indian parents prefer their children being instructed in language spoken and best 
understood by themselves…they can very rarely be induced to send their children 
to the Government Schools at present constituted; whilst they do not manifest the 
same reluctance to send them to the few Indian Schools that have yet been 
attempted”.252 

He intended to introduce the compulsory education because ‘education can not be forced except 
by making it compulsory’ and had the Compulsory Education Ordinance approved by the Council in 
1857. This Ordinance made it compulsory for all the boys between six to ten years to attend the 
school if they resided within 1 ½ miles of the school. There was a £ 5 fine for restricting children 
from going to school253 but unfortunately the medium of instruction, against the wishes of 
Higginson, was decided as French, which eventually earned the antagonism of the Indian 
Government. The Compulsory Education Ordinance could not ultimately take off because of the 
disapproval of the Government of India which objected to imposing compulsory education on the 
Indian population in the French medium on the grounds that it did not include their mother tongue 
and would lead to creolisation of Indian population.254 According to Hugh Tinker, a noted scholar of 
the indenture system, this disapproval from Indian government came because of the treatment it 
expected for the Indian labour Diaspora in their adopted lands. Tinker argues that the Indian 
Government wanted the immigrants not to be assimilated, but to be treated as ‘separate and 
unequal,’255 and therefore, it objected to the French as the medium of education because it would 
lead to the assimilation of the Indian Community with the Creole population. Whatever the logical 
push had been behind this objection, the Indian Government stalled the first attempts to introduce 
compulsory education for the Indian immigrants in Mauritius by this detrimental step, and it took 
more than two decades to recover from this and set forth a comprehensive education system for 
the Indian immigrants’ children.  The inadequate conditions of education among the immigrant 
population can be discerned from the relatively miniscule number of Indian children attending 
schools in the 1860s when the size of Indian labour Diaspora was more than two hundred thousands:   
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Table 1: Number of Children from Indian Community in Government Schools  

Year Number of Children  

1864 822 

1865 1169 

1866 1729 

1867 1287 

Source: ARPI, 1868. 

The next spurt in the development of education came in the post-Royal Commission era but, before 
going into that, we shall discuss the underlying motives of colonial administrators and planters 
efforts for promoting the education among Indian immigrants. By the middle of 1850s, the Indian 
labour Diaspora had acquired a numerically prominent presence in Mauritius with a sizeable number 
of young children and the colonial authorities began to call for rescuing these children from ‘stalid 
ignorance’256 and ‘elevate their moral and social conditions’257. But did these benevolent 
civilisational intentions really induce the administrators like Higginson to take so keen an interest in 
promoting education or there were more matter-of-fact reasons behind it? Racial stereotyping of 
the Indian immigrants continued to be reflected in Higginson’s minutes on education where he 
traced the absence of civilising influences among them.  The colonial authorities, as well as 
planters, portrayed these ignorant immigrants as undisciplined, destitute and a potential source of 
disorder and crime in the society, and they found educating these uncivilised characters to be only 
way out because education was supposed to make the Indian children ‘docile and useful 
subjects’.258 Higginson echoed the same tune,  

“Knowledge is the surest guarantee of social order – as ignorance is the chief source of 
crime and immorality”.259 

There was a very strong pejorative undertone in the purpose of educating the children of 
immigrants. They were being educated, not for their overall growth, but to learn their obligations 
and limitations as servants. This was the rationale of the moral training programme of the Indian 
Reformatory School, which was set up in 1860 to restore vagrant children of immigrant population. 
The moral training programme was to teach these ‘vagrant children’ 

“[...]  the first principles of religion, the moral obligation of servants towards their masters 
[...] and those portions of the law relating to servants and masters, and of the criminal 
code with which it would be most useful for them to be acquainted”.260      

Those revelations of the colonial promoters of education make it clear that their innate 
motive for promoting education among the Indian immigrants was essentially based on the racist 
binary division of civilised/ barbaric where illiterate immigrant labourers were seen as barbaric and 
possible threats to the ‘civilised order of plantations’.  Therefore, they were to be educated to 
dissuade them from turning towards the anti social disruptive ways of life. And it was not at all 
aimed at improving their general conditions by genuinely educating them. 

After Higginson’s initial efforts, only occasional exertions were made during the 1860s and early 
1870s. In 1866, ten new schools were opened261, but the problem of finding trained teachers in 
vernacular media again came in the way of extending the education system.  A Superintendent of 
Government Schools noted, in his report for 1867, that ‘the greatest difficulty is experienced in 
finding men qualified to teach the Indian dialects, especially those which are spoken in Bengal’. His 
suggestion to solve this crisis was to set up a Normal School to train teachers for other schools, 
while the Protector opined that inviting teachers from India would be more pragmatic, 

“the object would be best attained by introducing school masters from India. While these 
would probably be better qualified to teach, they would also, through the influence of 
caste, be more likely to enlist the sympathies of the classes whence the children have to be 
attracted”.262  

This administrative uncertainty over the separation of schools for the different communities in 
Mauritius and the medium of education for the children of Indian Diaspora continued to encumber 
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the spread of education among the Indian immigrant community. Geoghegan reported in 1870s that 
‘education does not appear to be much attended to.’263 

However, one significant attainment in the field of education during this period was the setting up 
of Grant-in-Aid school system which aimed at providing financial assistance to the non-Government 
schools.  In later years, this system opened up the possibilities of setting up schools on the 
plantations because it reduced the financial burden on planters in running schools for the children 
of labourers which they were most hesitant to do, for its ‘non-productive’ implications.  Adolphe de 
Plevitz, who was trying to secure a fair treatment for the immigrant labourers while maintaining a 
school on his estate for the children of Indian immigrants, was very much concerned with the their 
education as well because he envisaged education as a vehicle of socio-economic emancipation and 
strongly believed that education would give the children the opportunity of improving themselves 
so as to be able to cope in their adult life in Mauritius.264 He raised the issue of inadequate 
educational arrangements for the immigrant labourers on estates in the press and before the Royal 
Commission. He underlined the lackadaisical attitude of the Colonial Government which had not 
taken a single legislative initiative to promote education among the children of immigrant labourers 
and a lack of qualified teachers for the Indian schools.265 The derisory arrangements of education 
for the children of Indian labour Diaspora were validated by the Royal Commission also. Royal 
Commissioners reported that ‘the education was deplorably low among all classes of Indian 
population’ and out of nearly 40,000 Indian population between the age of five and fourteen years, 
not more that one thousand were attending schools, and even among this infinitesimal number of 
school going children, the proportion of girls was negligible.266 In spite of expressing serious 
concerns over the deplorable condition of education for the immigrant children, Royal Commission 
did not make any concrete suggestions for the setting up of a comprehensive education system. At 
the level of a vague suggestion, it recommended for ‘some system of compulsory education’ for the 
children up to ten years of age.267     

2. DEVELOPMENT OF INDIAN EDUCATION, DEBATES ON THE MEDIUM OF 
INSTRUCTION AND LANGUAGES TAUGHT 

The steady development of ‘Indian education’ in Mauritius began only after the arrival of Arthur 
Phayre as Governor in 1874. Phayre’s concerns were similar to Higginson – saving the Indian 
children from growing up as destitute.268 However, he was clearer in his priorities and more in 
command of the situation than Higginson had been, and therefore he could attain certain 
landmarks in establishing an educational system for the children of Indian diaspora. The need for 
educating the children of immigrants was realised by colonial officials who witnessed the 
permanency in their settlement patterns.  Those officials could visualise the growing prominence of 
Indian Diaspora in the economic realm of the island because of the large scale land acquisitions by 
the diasporic community. The Procureur Général suggested for government intervention in the 
education for immigrants, because he could envisage them as ‘the future Lords and Masters of the 
land in Mauritius’.269 In Phayre’s opinion, English education was not of much use for the children of 
immigrant community, and he proposed languages spoken by the immigrants as the medium of 
education. In Phayre’s scheme of education in vernacular medium, the Superintendent of Schools, 
Browne, noted his disagreement and proposed a two language system – English as the main 
language, and Tamil or Hindi as secondary language. He reiterated the scarcity of qualified 
teachers as the main obstacle for adopting the vernacular medium as the primary language of 
education. However, Phayre remained unperturbed and firmly decided to go ahead with his 
proposal of setting up of separate schools for immigrants’ children in their own languages, 
especially Hindi and Tamil.  

The medium of instruction for the Indian population remained one of the principal concerns in the 
domain of education throughout the colonial period and its consequences continue to sway the 
education system of post-colonial Mauritius. The Government of India consistently opposed adopting 
French and Creole as media of instruction for the children of Indian immigrants out of apprehension 
of their ‘creolisation’.270 The Government of Mauritius was not in favour of including Indian 
vernacular languages.  The main argument for insisting on creole was the familiarity of Indian 
children (the majority of whom were born in Mauritius) with the Creole patois, and they were 
supposed to live their lives in Mauritius. Another reason for the opposition was the high expenditure 
in obtaining teachers from India to teach in vernacular mediums.  
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However, contrary to general perceptions, the Indian community was averse to sending their 
children to schools because their children were not taught in their native medium, there is one 
report which argues the other way. Muir Mackenzie reports that:  

“there is no evidence […] that the Indian refrains from sending his child to school 
because the vernacular is not taught there”.’271  

The main problem, according to Muir Mackenzie, was the teaching of two foreign languages – 
English and French, and therefore he recommended learning one language – preferably English but 
ultimately this was to be decided by the parents. For him the language mattered least as long as 
the children could be taught with practical knowledge, and therefore he argued for treating the 
language question according to the practical efficiency.  

“[...] it seems obvious that education in two languages must be of less practical use to the 
Indian than education in one [...] Indian will suffer in the ciphering and other practical 
subjects by being obliged to devote a considerable portion of his time to the acquisition of 
the second language”.’272  

Similar concerns regarding the learning of multiple languages and its detrimental effects on 
general education levels of the Indian community was noted by Manilal Doctor in his 
deposition to the Royal Commission of 1909.  He argued for English as the main language of 
learning at secondary level, and that second language had be optional between French or 
an Indian language.273        

2.1 SCHOOLS IN INDIAN LANGUAGES  

On Phayre’s insistence, the Education Committee finally assented to open the schools in 
immigrants’ languages on an experimental basis.  To start with, three schools were opened in the 
Grand Port area under the supervision of Reverend Wright, which were later increased to five. 
These schools were in Beau Vallon (Hindi), Plaisance (Hindi), St. Hubert (Hindi), Mare Chicose 
(Hindi, Tamil and Marathi) and Riche en Eau (Hindi). Phayre’s ardent preference for vernacular 
schools over the Government schools led to consistent incongruity between the Governor (Phayre) 
and the Council of Government which was dominated by the representatives of the planters’ 
interests.  Therefore, when Phayre left Mauritius, the fate of vernacular schools tumbled. New 
Governor, George Bowen, appointed an Education Committee to examine the working and efficacy 
of the vernacular schools. The Committee found the working of these schools highly satisfactory 
and well organised and creditable proficiency among the students, yet it recommended for the 
closure of these experimental schools.  The main contention of the Committee for the 
discontinuation of these schools was related to the medium of instruction.   The Committee opined 
that vernacular learning would be of no use to the immigrants, and that English education would be 
better for them. Further, the Committee found the expenditure on importing teachers from India 
uncalled for.274 Upon the recommendations of this Committee, Governor Bowen decided to change 
the nature of these schools. Some were relocated, English was included as the medium of 
instruction, and these were rechristened as Anglo-Vernacular Schools after their administrative 
control was handed over to the School Department. At first glance, this emphasis on English 
appeared to be very progressive, since inculcate progressive values in the children of immigrants’, 
but the essential motivation of the administrative authorities for the education of immigrants’ 
children remained the same to make them capable of calculating their wages. This attitude 
exemplifies the discriminatory attitude of the colonial administrators who wanted the Indian 
immigrants to be labourers forever. The Protector for example, noted in his Report for 1881, ‘all 
that need to be taught is to be able to read and write and to master thoroughly the principles of 
addition and subtraction in order that they may be able to calculate their wages due to them and 
may be able to jot up their accounts’.275  

3. DEVELOPMENTS AFTER ROYAL COMMISSION 1875    

Considering the apprehensions of the Indian community, Colonial authorities in Mauritius were very 
careful about education being provided and propagated by the Church. Phayre ignored pressure 
from the missionaries to promote Church education so the children of Indian community could be 
induced to convert to Christianity, and his observations on ‘secular instruction’ were very 
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progressive and very much ahead of his times, and they remain an illustration of the State should 
not indulge in promoting religious education,  

“The pupils will for the most part, be children of Hindus or Mohamedans. It is not the duty 
of Government to provide for the conversion of these people. It would be wrong to do so 
without the consent of their parents or guardians; and a Government cannot, in my opinion, 
ever be sure of the voluntary consent of hundreds or thousands to the instruction of their 
children in a religion other than their own. The noble work of instructing these children in 
the truths of Christianity, may probably be left to the clergy of the Churches in the Colony, 
to be accomplished elsewhere than in school.”276  

This might have some disadvantages for the spread of education among the Indian community if we 
compare it with similar experiences of spread of education in India, particularly in the tribal 
regions, but in overall terms, it should be regretted because it saved the immigrant from a several 
essentials of their identity which were very critical for their surviving negotiations in an alien land 
and social-cultural setting, religion being one of them.     

In 1883, a committee was set up under the Protector of Immigrants which recommended the 
creation of new primary schools under Government control, converting the Anglo-Vernacular 
schools into Second Grade schools and English as medium of instruction. Being the Protector of 
Immigrants, Trotter had first-hand experience of the appalling economic conditions of Indian 
immigrants and therefore, he made the most crucial recommendation of this committee – free 
education for the children of immigrants – for the first time in the history of education which had 
far-reaching consequences in the development of Education. Another set of important proposals 
were put forward by the Committee on Education in 1887. Taking a radical departure from the 
existing discourse, this Committee recommended the prohibition of employment of children 
between the ages of 7 and 12 until they had attended the 4th standard education. Another 
recommendation was making the education free for children upto age 12 years.277 However, both 
these proposals, which would have possibly transformed the situation of education among the 
Indian community, were not implemented for practical reasons – the value of children’s’ work for 
their families and financial burden on the state.       

The next major official development in the education of immigrants’ children took place in 1891 
when half-time schools were proposed. These schools were proposed to improve the crucial earning 
potential of the young children for their families. These schools would hold two sessions of three 
hours each, in the morning and afternoon; so that the value of children’s contribution in the family 
income would not entirely lost. Children who worked in the morning would attend afternoon 
session, and those who worked in the evening, would attend the morning session. In the curriculum 
of these schools, children had the option to substitute English or French for one vernacular 
language, and the teachers in these schools were required to speak vernacular languages.278 These 
schools were to be included under the ‘grant-in-aid’ schools and receive funds from the 
Government.  

These provisions were reiterated again in the 1902 Code of Education. At long last, a tentatively 
organised and most importantly free education system was brought into being by 1910. Protector of 
Immigrants, J. F. Trotter, spoke before the Sanderson Committee stating that ‘free but not 
compulsory education should be given to all, and there ought to be a school near every estate.’ 
However he also admitted the limited reach of the education, that it was accessed only by the 
better class of the Indians.279           

By 1880, there were 42 Government schools and 54 Grant-in-Aid schools in Mauritius, which 
increased to 47 and 57 schools in 1882,280 and this rising trend in the number of schools continued 
thereafter. Yet the number of educated immigrants continued to remain at a low level. The 
situation did not show much improvement even till the end of first decade of 20th century.  

The Sanderson Committee, in its report, made similar observations underlining the poor state of 
education among the children of Indian community in 1910. The Sanderson Committee observed in 
its report that only about 7000 children of Indian parents were in the schools when the number of 
Indian children of school age was between 50,000 to 60,000. The solution for the problem, 
according to the Committee, was in starting schools on the estates, which was not being 
implemented due to the financial pressure.281     
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In a memorial282 submitted to the Royal Commission of 1909, A. De Boucherville made the following 
observation on behalf of ‘Action Libérale’ committee, which reveals the deplorable state of 
education among the Indian diaspora:  

“In fact the bulk of Indo-Mauritian population do not attend any school. They are not 
allowed, to idle away their time. They are educated by labour, either being employed in 
field work – each estate having a numerous young ‘chokras’ (boys) – or made to assist their 
parents in their various pursuits and trades; or again, trained as domestic servants or cooks. 
These remarks apply exclusively to boys, as the girls stay at home, and married at an early 
age.”283                                                          

This memorial was also very critical of the existing educational system which made people 
suffer because ‘education consists in cramming of a purely literary knowledge, instead of preparing 
skilled workmen, artizans, and agriculturists’: 

“On the whole, there is an opening but for few belonging to the upper working or 
to the middle class, and the mass of the boys of the lowest classes are not prepared 
to earn their daily bread, and to become useful members of society. They leave 
school with a smattering of English, an imperfect knowledge of French, and the 
first notions of arithmetic; and however poor is the acquisition, it is sufficient to 
make them believe that it would be infra dignitatem to make use of a hoe or a 
tool. Moreover, their physical strength has not been developed, and the lighter 
manual work would be hard to them.”284        

The following table of the figures of Indian children attending schools as per Census reports of 1901 
and 1911, also corroborates the above observation regarding the low educational levels among the 
Indian diaspora in a very persuasive manner:  

 
Table 2: Number of Children Attending Schools in 1901 and 1911 

 

 

Schools/Population   
1901(259086)* 1911(257697)* 

Male Female Male  Female  

 

Government 

European, White, Mixed 
and Coloured 

3929 2560 2356 1652 

Indian  2773 595 2289 357 

 

Aided  

European, White, Mixed 
and Coloured 

2226 1944 2162 1968 

Indian 1257 382 1376 410 

 

Private 

European, White, Mixed 
and Coloured 

737 809 498 663 

Indian 233 92 278 129 

 

Royal College 

European, White, Mixed 
and Coloured 

389 - 279 - 

Indian 19 - 38 - 

 

At Home 

European, White, Mixed 
and Coloured 

68 105 76 147 

Indian 33 09 22 22 

   * The figures within brackets is the total Indian population in the respective year. 

    ^ for 1911 another category of ‘not specified’ schools had been listed and 730 ( 449M+281F) 
children from the General population and 498 (420M+78F) children from immigrant community 
were attending these schools.  

Source: Census Reports for 1901, 1911. 
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4. REASONS FOR APATHY TOWARDS EDUCATION AMONG THE INDIAN 
IMMIGRANTS   

The demand for education from the Indian Diaspora did not come until the turn of the century. As a 
matter of fact, the Indian immigrants opposed the educational initiatives for their children till 
quite late, and this has been ascribed by the colonial authorities as well as by many scholars as the 
factor responsible for the restricted growth of education among the Indian Diaspora, despite the 
serious efforts made by the administrators. We have already examined the validity of the colonial 
claims for promoting education among the immigrant children. Therefore in this section we shall 
discuss only the possible reasons behind the immigrants’ reluctance to send their children to the 
schools. Primary education was dominated by the Christian missionaries, and the curriculum for the 
children had obvious focus on the religious values of Christianity, which made it suspect in the eyes 
of the Indian immigrants. They feared that their children would be proselytised to convert into 
Christianity in these schools, and this apprehension prevented many of them in sending their 
children to schools. 

The other major obstacle was the medium of instruction, which was a major issue of contention 
among the administrators as well. Barring a few years under Phayre’s term, the medium of 
instruction remained predominantly Creole and English till the late 1880s and children had to learn 
multiple languages. The very first lessons in an alien language created a widespread lack of interest 
among the children as well as in their parents who could not visualise the ‘far-reaching’ benefits of 
English and French education as pronounced by the administrators. The completely alien medium of 
instruction further dissuaded the already apathetic diasporic community for whom the knowledge 
permeating through an alien medium was regarded as offensive to their value system, and which 
would make their children misfits in the community.  

The Memorandum submitted by the Action Libérale Committee has underlined probably the most 
pragmatic reason behind the low attendance, and the reluctance from Indian parents in sending 
their children to schools. This Memorandum is very significant in terms of stressing the concerns of 
the immigrant population and the limitations of the existing educational system in addressing those 
concerns, which resulted in lower attendance at school. Since the majority of the immigrant 
population was from the labouring classes without much resources at their disposal, their 
expectations were quite practical – having education should help in raising their income and finding 
alternative employment. However since the avenues were very limited, and they were not being 
trained in vocational skills, they were not very forthcoming about sending their children to schools. 
They preferred to have their children do the odd jobs on the plantations and add to the family 
income.285   

Similar concerns regarding education leading to unemployment were expressed by the Protector 
J.F. Trotter in his submission before the Royal Commission of 1909. He even found it would 
eventually lead to disorder and the degeneration of the people. Therefore, he recommended 
reducing the expenditure on education, and rather the creation of employment opportunities for 
the people already educated, instead of educating more.286  

These views of Trotter were shared by Manilal Doctor who also conceded to the fact that with some 
education, the youths would find it degrading to do manual work and eventually get into bad 
company and commit crimes.287 However, this should not lead us to the conclusion that Manilal 
Doctor was against education for the children immigrant labourers per se.  Basically his criticism 
was targeted at the particular kind of education which was provided for the Indians in Mauritius and 
in the same deposition he demanded for more schools for the children of Indian immigrants closer 
to the estates or on estates because of difficulties they were facing in traveling long distances (5 or 
6 miles) to attend school. He also criticised learning two foreign languages, English and French, and 
demanded that apart from English which should be the principal language, students should be 
allowed to choose between French and an Indian language.288    

Further, in Mauritius, education was always fee-paying till the 1880s, which worked as another very 
crucial deterrent to the spread of education. The colonial administrators always opined that 
education should always be paid for by the beneficiaries because only then would its importance 
would be realised. Instead of furthering its importance, the system of paying for education actually 
made it a premium service which became unattainable for the Indentured labourers who were 
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living in extreme hardship and for whom it was very difficult to spare resources for the education of 
their children.  

4.1 Economic Potential of the Children and Lack of Education   

The other important economic factor, but which had been propagated the most in the colonial 
authorities’ blame game, for the absence of children of Diaspora was their productivity potential 
for an economically distressed community. From a very early age, the children of indentured 
labourers began to lend a helping hand to their families in plantation work by taking up work that 
was not so physically demanding. The work of children on the plantations, which was encouraged 
by the planters as well because it provided them relatively cheap labour, contributed significantly 
to the incomes of immigrant families and reduced the financial strain. Colonial authorities and 
planters were also responsible for institutionalising child labour, and therefore deprive children of 
educational opportunities. Education was not made compulsory and in fact, child labour was never 
institutionalised and approved in the labour regime. Children who were over 9 years of age were 
allowed to work and were paid 5 s wages and after four years of work.  At the age of 13 only, their 
wages were increased to   8 s, which was the rate of wages for an adult of 18 years- above.289  This 
tempted parent to engage their children at a much early age, ever before reaching the age of 18 
years. Also the labourers above the 12 years were provided full rations. This was well-defined 
institutionalisation and a blatant approval of child labour which deprived children of the 
opportunities to get education.           

But this logic was at work only till the 1870s, and in the post - 1870 phase when the Indian 
immigrants gradually amassed modest amount of wealth, they made every possible effort to secure 
the best possible education for their children. In fact, the lackadaisical attitude of the colonial 
authorities who never made education compulsory in a clear manner, the insensitive response and 
refusal of support from the planters and the imposition of an alien medium of instruction deterred 
the spread of education more than the economic pressure of the immigrant community.  

5. CHANGING ATTITUDES, DEMAND FOR EDUCATION 

With the changing economic fortunes of the Indian labour diaspora, their attitude towards the 
education of their children also began to change. Despite acquiring considerable economic 
resources, they still felt handicapped because of their ignorance and they gradually focused on the 
education of their children, which they were now in a position to pay for. Indian children were 
educated in the traditional knowledge through Baithakas and Madrasas. In fact, Baithakas 
contributed very significantly not only to inculcating the initial education in the children but were 
also vital in the emergence of community consciousness among the immigrants. The first demand 
from the Indian immigrants for their participation in education, as traced by C. Kalla, came from 
the Muslim community towards the end of 1880s when a petition signed by more than 7,000 
members of the Indian community was submitted to the Governor.290 This sectarian classification of 
this petition by Kalla was falling in line with the distorted explanation offered by the colonial 
administrators to reject the petition, and it does not carry much weight as Kalla himself mentions 
that the petition was signed by members of diasporic community across the religious affiliations. 
The possible lead was taken by a group of Muslim merchants who were emerging as economically 
influential class among the Diaspora. At the turn of the century, the attitude of the Indian 
immigrants witnessed a gradual positive change in favour of educating their children, as Governor 
Jerningham reported to the Secretary of State, ‘The half-time schools are rapidly becoming full 
time second grade schools, a proof that Indian parents are anxious to give to their children the full 
benefit of a whole day’s education’.291 This affirmative outcome of this changed attitude soon 
began to be reflected in the increased representation of Indian community in different ‘white 
collar’ vocations like clerks and some even went to European countries after being educated at the 
prestigious Royal College, as a report observed in 1906: 

 “Many of their children are educated in the Government Schools, and have become clerks in 
Government and mercantile houses. Several have obtained the laureateship at the Royal 
College, and taken up liberal professions in Europe.”292 

The diasporic community not only became more attentive towards having the basic education but 
also turned gradually sought access to more specialised and highly professional education like 
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Medicine and Law. In a petition to the Governor, members of Indian community tried to focust his 
attention on the confusion created from the discrepancies in the compatibility of Secondary 
Education between the Mauritian and Indian Education System and demanded special facilities for 
the diasporic Indians for their entry into Indian universities, especially in law and medical 
education.293 

6. COMPARISONS WITH GENERAL POPULATION IN MAURITIUS    

On the basis of the majority presence of the Indian diaspora in professional services, particularly 
civil services which require certain level of formal education, there has been a general observation 
(at least in the scholarly world outside Mauritius, and if people in Mauritius do not perceive it that 
way, it may be corrected) that the Indian community had been privileged in the access to 
education and had achieved high levels of education. However, if we look carefully at the empirical 
evidence available, the outcome is just the contrary, at least till 1930s. All the reports, Census 
returns and other sources of information point out, without any ambiguity, that the proportion of 
education was much higher in the other segments of population listed as General population 
(unfortunately it is a very broad category grouping together all the non-Indian people of the island  
and resulting in room for speculation about the proportionate access of education to different 
communities like descendants of slaves and the European population) compared to the Indian 
community in Mauritius.           

According to Muir Mackenzie, in his Report presented in 1893, for the non-Indian children between 
the age of 5 to 15 years, out of the total 25,724, those children who attended schools were 13,400 
or 52% of the total numbers. For the Indian population, the total number of children was 58,645 out 
of which only 3,700 were attending schools amounting for less than 7% of the total children of 
school-going age.294 The following table compiled from the Census returns illustrate this trend in no 
uncertain terms:  

Table 3: Number of School going Children 1901, 1911, 1931 

          Community 
Year 

Indian including Indo-
Mauritian and Other 
Indians (Female)  

General Population  

1901 5,393 12,767 
1911 5,420 10,531 
1931*  14,793 14,194 (Gen Pop) 

873 (Chinese) 
Source: Census Reports 1901, 1911, 1931 

* From the 1931 Census, the Chinese Community was enumerated separately   

In proportional terms, the figures were even more disquieting. According to the 1911 Census, the 
total number of children between 5 to 19 years was 89,544 among the Indian community, while 
only 5,420 or 6% children were attending. For 1931, the total number of school-going children from 
Indian community might have surpassed the total number of children from the General Population, 
the proportion remains much less. For the General Population, the proportion of school-going 
children was 26% and for the Indian population, it was still around 11% of the total children of the 
school-going age.295    

Another important marker to show lower levels of education among the Indian community was their 
ability to read and write off.  However this should be analysed with certain caution because it 
counted the ability to read and write English and French. In 1911 returns, 41.9% of the general 
population was listed as being able to read and write while only 1.7% of the Indian population was 
able to read and write. In 1931 returns, 40% male and 36% female from general population were 
able to read and write while only 5% for Indian male and 1% of Indian female had the ability to read 
and write.296     
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7. COMPARISONS WITH OTHER INDENTURED DESTINATIONS       

While mentioning the development of education among the children of Indentured labourers in 
Mauritius, it may be worth bringing in some figures from other colonies which were importing the 
indentured labourers from India in order to bring in the comparative perspectives which will help to 
underline the general administrative apathy and low levels of education among the children of 
Indian immigrants in Mauritius. Surgeon Major Comin reported that in Trinidad about 19% of the 
total children were going to the school and in Demerara it was 20% of the total number of children 
among the immigrant community. For the Mauritius, as reported by Muir Mackenzie in 1893, only 
about 7% were going to school.297  

An almost similar story appears in an official report presented to the Government of India in 1915. 
James McNeill and Chiman Lal made a detailed enquiry about the conditions of Indian immigrants in 
Trinidad, British Guiana, Jamaica, Fiji and Surinam.298 For Trinidad there were schools within one 
to miles away from every estate.299 In British Guiana, schools were very close to estates and in fact, 
the majority of estates had schools on site. Of the total children of school-going age about ⅓ were 
attending schools.300 For Jamaica, also, about more than ⅓ of children among the Indian community 
were going to school.301 The level of education was remarkably high among the Indian immigrant 
population in the Dutch colony of Surinam where more than ½ of the total children of school-going 
age were attending schools.302  Only for Fiji did they report that education among the children of 
Indians was not satisfactory, and that few were attending schools. According to this report, the 
primary reason for such higher levels of education among the children of Indian population in these 
colonies were primarily the encouragement of the colonial governments and the estate owners. 

Now let us look at the figures for school-going children among the Indian community in Mauritius. 
According to the Annual Report of the colony for year 1908, only 7,000 children of Indian parents 
were going to school when the total number of children of school going age was between 50,000 to 
60,000 which means that only about 12-14% children were attending schools even at the beginning 
of 20th century. 303 In the case of Mauritius, schools were not very close to the estates, often five 
six miles away,304 which made it very difficult for the children to walk such long distances (there 
was no other means of transport available to that class at that time) just to attend  school. 
Moreover, there was general disapproval among the planters towards the education of the children 
of labouring population, since it would lead to their exposure to other vocations and would make it 
difficult to obtain labour for the plantation work.305  

8. CLASS ANALYSIS OF THE ACCESS TO EDUCATION IN THE INDIAN COMMUNITY  

It is worth exploring who the children were who had the access to education and those who were 
making it to the elite educational institutions like Royal College and, by the turn of 20th century, 
even to the overseas destinations. Owing to the limitations of time and resources, we do not have 
much empirical evidence and would just make some observations on this based on two markers 
which indicate, and not thoroughly substantiate, towards a trend of the class belonging of these 
children and young students. Most of the reports underline a class privilege in access to education. 
J. F. Trotter, Protector of Immigrants, emphasised to the Sanderson Committee that only the 
better class of Indians liked to educate their children.306  Manilal Doctor, in his deposition to the 
Royal Commission, argued the fact that education was beyond the reach of poor parents, even if 
there were scholarships. All the scholarships for Higher Education were awarded on the basis of 
qualifying examinations which needed extra learning; therefore, only the children of prosperous 
Indians would qualify for these scholarships, as their parents could afford private tuition for their 
children; and even if a poor parent wants to send his child to Higher Education establishments, it is 
most unlikely that the child would win a scholarship for that.307    

Provisions for child employment also had its detrimental impact on the access of education for the 
children of poor parents. For those parents, sending their children to schools was basically the loss 
of opportunity and resources. Since there were not many opportunities available beyond the 
plantation sector and the education system was not linked with vocational training for other jobs, 
even those who benefited from education were not finding employment.        
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THE END OF THE INDENTURED LABOUR SYSTEM 
IN MAURITIUS 

The question has often been asked: When did indentured immigration officially come to an end? 
This question can be answered in two ways: When did indenture come to an end legally? When did 
Indian labour immigration into Mauritius really end? The reason is that many labourers continued to 
arrive, even though the system of indenture had officially ended and these new non-indentured 
endured the same hardships as the indentured. Just as employers in the 1830s found it hard to 
adjust to ‘free’ indentured labourers as opposed to having slaves, they found it equally hard to 
distinguish between what was a ‘free Indian’ and an Indian who had come under the ‘indentured’ 
system. A life history of one family is also provided here as an example, but there are many others 
who also deserve to be known. 

THE ROYAL COMMISSION OF 1909 AND THE SANDERSON PARLIAMENTARY 
COMMITTEE 

In 1909, the Council of Government of Mauritius requested for a Royal Commission of Inquiry in 
order to secure a loan for the revival of the local economy. The Royal Commissioners discovered 
that there were still widespread abuses in the sugar industry such as the double cut system, the 
non-payment of wages of the indentured workers and mistreatment. 

A careful reading of the report of Commissioner Swettenham and his fellow Commissioners to the 
Colonial Office shows that they felt that the importation of indentured immigrants to Mauritius 
from India should be permanently abolished. In 1910, as a direct result of the Commission’s 
findings, the Earl of Crewe, the then Secretary of State for the Colonies, appointed a Special 
Committee consisting of members of the British Parliament, under the chairmanship of Lord 
Sanderson.  

The Committee investigated the social and economic conditions of indentured workers who were 
sent from British India to work in the various overseas European colonies. During the course of the 
same year, the Sanderson Committee Report was published and it recommended that the 
exportation of indentured labour to British Mauritius cease. It partially based its recommendations 
upon the fact that between 1900 and 1909, there was a gradual decline in the number of new 
indentured immigrants who were being brought to Mauritius. 

THE LAST INDENTURED WORKERS 

The Mauritius Almanac of 1913 provides important statistics on the last decades of the indentured 
labour system in the colony. Between 1906 and 1910, more than 1,700 indentured labourers arrived 
in Mauritius, while more than 3,400 of them left. There were thus twice as many indentured 
immigrants leaving rather than arriving. In addition, during the 1910s, thousands of former Indian 
sugarcane workers left Mauritius for India or for other sugar colonies such as Natal, Guyana and Fiji.  

Between 1923 and 1924, around 1,395 labourers landed in Port Louis harbour and in May 1924, the 
last batch of indentured workers set foot on Mauritian soil.  Most of these labourers came from the 
United Provinces and they had already worked in other British territories such as British Guyana, 
Trinidad and Natal in South Africa. By December 1924, more than half of these Indian workers were 
not satisfied with their working conditions and opted to return to India. 

MAHARAJ SINGH’S REPORT 

In January 1925, Kunwar Maharaj Singh was sent by the British Government of India to Mauritius.  
As Hugh Tinker remarked, it was the first time an Indian official had been sent to study other 
Indians: ‘At last an Indian official of standing had been deputed to examine the situation of 
overseas Indians’. Maharaj Singh’s objective was to investigate the social and economic conditions 
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of the Indian immigrants settled in Mauritius. The key question which he needed to answer was: 
Whether the colony still needed to import additional Indian labourers for the local sugar industry?  

On 27th February 1925, Maharaj Singh submitted his report to the British Government of India. He 
stated that the Indian labourers and their descendants had achieved a lot in terms of social and 
economic progress and the indenture system should be terminated. A few weeks later, the British 
Colonial Authorities in India accepted his recommendation and indentured workers were no longer 
sent to Mauritius. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This project on the Economics of Colonialism, Slavery, Indenture and their consequences on 
Contemporary Mauritius covers the salient features of the complementary dual processes of 
economic development and under development of Mauritius from the periods of colonisation of the 
three European Colonial Powers, Holland, France and Britain, until today.  Particular care was 
taken to be able to implement the mandate and, in particular the objects, of the Truth and Justice 
Commission as defined in Section 3(1) of the Act.  A political economy approach was adopted so 
that due consideration may be given to the contribution of those who matter most: the enslaved 
peoples, indentured labour and their descendants. 

Slavery and the indentured labour system in Mauritius were developed and sustained by Colonial 
Powers: the Dutch, the French and the British. Profit brought the first colonisers to Mauritius and 
has dominated life ever since.1 There has been a striking continuity underlying the process of 
colonisation by each of the colonial powers: on the one hand, the development of specific 
economic and social structures and, on the other hand, economic exploitation and social oppression 
and exclusion. A rigid class and racial hierarchy was established. 

A turning point was reached in the 1830s with the legal abolition of slavery and the importation of 
indentured labour from British India. Not only the trauma of slavery, but also the harsh conditions 
of apprenticeship and of abolition contributed to the leaving of sugar estates by ex-enslaved 
people. They were paid very low wages based on those of indentured labour and they lost the 
housing facilities and the land which they had been cultivating for decades. They could not 
reconcile their newly-acquired ‘legal’ freedom with their loss of basic necessities like land and 
housing. They were excluded from the new Capitalist System, and most of them earned a meagre 
living by fishing with primitive equipment and by working as stevedores, drivers and artisans. Many 
were somewhat permanently unemployed, forming a lumpen proletariat living on the margin of the 
plantation (sugar) economy.2 

Moreover, the subservience of the economy to the British Colonial Empire with (amongst others) its 
free trade policy and adoption of the cheap labour policy and the frequent economic depressions in 
the international economy and in Mauritius led to a growing lumpenproletariat, together with 
unemployed ex-indentured labourers. Under such circumstances, other sectors of the economy 
would progressively come under the fold of very cheap labour, excluding those used to working for 
somewhat higher wages. Unemployment and poverty were very much prevalent by the last third of 
the nineteenth century and in the major part of the twentieth century. 

The plantocracy kept on pressing for the importation of indentured labour to sustain its cheap 
labour policy, creating further unemployment and poverty. And the Colonial State caused further 
impoverishment of the labouring classes and the poor by levying heavy taxes on them. And the 
Royal Commission of Enquiry of 1909 essentially recommended measures in favour of the 
plantocracy, with hardly any for the labouring classes and the poor. 

By then, the internal dynamics of the economic system, through the need to modernise the Sugar 
Industry to face international competition, created the conditions for the parcellisation of land. In 
the process, those excluded from the plantation economy did not, and could hardly, become 
buyers. On the other hand, those mainly from the ex-indentured labourers, the job contractors, the 
sirdars, the traders, the middlemen would become small landowners. A new social class of small 
and medium planters was born and a new business community and elite was in the making. The 
emergence of this new social class did not fundamentally have a major impact on the prevailing 
large lumpenpoletariat and generally on the poor. The overall social structure would prevail, 
except with this new transformation: the plantocracy and the Colonial State would continue to be 
the supreme powers. 

Another major turning point in the historical development of Mauritius was the unparalleled 
resistance of the labouring classes (especially in the 1930s and 1940s) to the oppressive and 
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exploitative system: the strikes and marches of the labourers and small planters of 1937, the strike 
of the dockers and labourers of 1938 and the strikes and marches of the labourers in 1943. 
Preceding these events, the Mauritius Labour Party was founded in 1936 by Dr. Maurice Curé, 
assisted soon afterwards by Emmanuel Anquetil. The Colonial State would react with a mix of 
approaches: repression, divide and rule tactics and accommodation. 

On the societal level, a new bourgeoisie/elite emerged. Experts were sent by the British Imperial 
Government to study the economic and social state of affairs and to make recommendations: 
Meade, Titmuss and Balogh. The Colonial Power in the end controlled the situation and created 
conditions, with the help of the elite and the business community, to grant Independence to 
Mauritius. But, the perennial problems of unemployment and poverty were still prevalent. Social 
exclusion had become a permanent feature of Mauritius; economic power was still concentrated in 
the hands of the sugar oligarchy, whilst the new bourgeoisie stepped to the shoes of the Colonial 
Power and made its way slowly into the world of business. An entrenched economic and social 
system developed and nurtured over more than two centuries, prevailed. 

During the post-Independence period, major changes took place: economic diversification, 
development of educational facilities like free secondary education and the setting up of public 
universities, expansion and improvement of the public health system as well as the private one, 
development of wide-ranging social security system. Moreover, fundamental changes to the 
economic and social structure did not materialise. Whilst economic power remains concentrated in 
a small minority, including the new and the old bourgeoisie, political power is controlled by the 
new bourgeoisie. 

Depending on the prevalence of economic boom or depression, the labouring classes face alternate 
conditions of relative well-being or very hard times. Unemployment and poverty, admittedly on 
smaller scale than in the 1960s, are prevalent, so much so that social exclusion has not been 
eradicated. On the contrary, with ultra liberal economic policies and the international economic 
crisis, inequality is on the increase; factory closures are more frequent and poverty and social 
exclusion are still entrenched in Mauritian society. 

Colonialism, together with slavery and indentured labour, has had consequences of a systemic 
nature. The policies of the post-Independence era have, only to a limited extent, succeeded in 
mitigating these consequences. But still, cheap labour policy has been adhered to; in new sectors, 
like BPO, and in new privatised services, like cleaning, working conditions are awful and, in the 
latter case, very low wages (about Rs. 3500) prevail. No doubt, improvements have been made in 
the economic and social fields. But the old capitalist system, reformed to a certain extent, still 
prevails with its obvious limitations like acute material disparity between the social classes, social 
exclusion, corruption and poverty.  
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CHAPTER 1 THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

1.1 Introduction 

According to the latest records, Mauritius did not have any indigenous population.  Mauritius, as an 
entity, was created by European Colonial Powers in their quest for trade with, and for investment 
in, Asia.  However, prior to their arrival and presence, there was much trade in the Indian Ocean 
involving the Arabs, the Asians (Indian, Malays etc.).  To our knowledge, Mauritius did not acquire 
any major importance for the trading countries involved. 

It was when the route around the Cape of Good Hope to the East Coast of Africa and to Asia was 
opened up for Europe that the somewhat isolated and uninhabited islands, like Mauritius, in the 
Indian Ocean became important as they were initially used as transit places by the ships from 
Europe trading with Asia. 

The need for trade is the emerging industrial bourgeoisie is the emerging industrial bourgeoisie 
between Europe and Asia, amongst others, was consolidated with the development of the Industrial 
Revolution, and the emergence of Capitalism in Europe.  In fact, International Trade expanded 
exponentially. 

1.2 Emergence of European Colonialism 

In the 16th and 17th centuries, major transformations took place in International Trade, with 
geographical discoveries by European nations, initially led by Holland, Portugal and Spain.  Further 
changes were taking place in various countries in the mode of agricultural production leading to the 
Agrarian Revolution in Britain.  The latter was, in turn, followed by the Industrial Revolution.  All 
these processes contributed to the emergence of Capitalism, a new economic system born from 
traditional feudal agricultural societies in Europe. 

3On the one hand, markets for industrial produce from European countries were expanding and, on 
the other hand, plantation economic systems and plantation societies were being developed to 
produce goods for European countries: tobacco and coffee for consumption, cotton and indigo for 
the development of the textile industry, and sugar for consumption on a massive scale both 
domestically and industrially. 

The economies of the new colonies in America, in the West Indies and in Asia were emphatically 
given an export orientation to satisfy the demand and the needs of European countries.  To achieve 
this, the prevailing economic system in the colonies was sometimes destroyed and made 
subservient to the needs of the Colonial Powers; the cost of production was minimized with coerced 
labour and, later, with abundant, cheap labour, amongst other things.  Ruthless oppression of the 
indigenous populations, and different forms of indentured white labour were initially used, leading 
to the near extermination of the local people, as in the case of the Amerindians.  Ultimately, the 
enslavement of mainly African peoples and, to a lesser extent, of the Asian peoples, would turned 
out to be the means to ensure a regular source of abundant coerced labour and later of cheap 
contractual labour. 

Commercial outlets and commercial supremacy led to industrial supremacy and vice versa. The 
various European Colonial Powers then engaged in an intense competition for markets for their 
industrial produce, for labour and land for their export-oriented industries in the colonies, and for 
the control of sea routes to reach their destinations.  This intense intercolonial rivalry led to 
centuries of colonial wars among the main Colonial Powers: Spain, Portugal, Holland, Britain and 
France.  

Whilst the initial major thrust of colonial expansion took place in America and in the Caribbean 
Islands in the 16th and 17th centuries, by the 18th and 19th centuries, Asia and the Indian Ocean 
became of major importance for the Colonial Powers.  The somewhat isolated islands of the Indian 
Ocean acquired strategic importance for them.  Mauritius, Réunion Island, the Seychelles, 
Rodrigues, the Chagos Archipelago, Tromelin, the Comoro Islands, etc. were colonized.  On the 
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other hand, East Africa and Madagascar, together with some Asian Countries, like India and the 
Malay Peninsula, provided sources of slave labour. 

1.3  The Dutch in Mauritius 

The first settlers in Mauritius were the Dutch during the four periods of the 17th century in 1598-
1638 and in 1658-64.  During the 16th and 17th centuries, there was intense rivalry between Spain 
and Portugal on the one hand, and Holland on the other hand, leading to wars between Holland and 
the other two countries.  In particular, Holland was competed with Portugal with respect to trade 
with Asia, with India, China, Japan, Indonesia, etc.  The trade for spices, among other things, was 
of major importance; by then the intense rivalry among the emerging mercantilist European Powers 
had already started in the Indian Ocean.  The Dutch initially controlled the trade in pepper, cloves 
and nutmeg and defended the Moluccas Islands against any threatening European power.  

Initially, there were small Dutch trading Companies, but after a few years, the Dutch State found 
that such companies were not very effective.  Thus, it took the initiative to ensure that out of 
these small companies, a strong monopolistic trading company emerged, so as to be able to 
compete more effectively with the Portuguese in their trade with Asia.  In 1602, the Dutch East 
India Company was thus established, so that the Dutch would control trade with Asia; P.J. Moree, 
writes: “A strong monopolistic commercial organization was considered to be the most effective 
weapon against the enemy in Asia, the Portuguese.”4 

The Dutch felt the need for a permanent refreshment station for the Dutch East India Company 
ships, because of the length of the voyages. Mauritius, with its good harbouring facilities and an 
abundance of fruit and birds, turned out to be appropriate for the Dutch. 

They would set the tone for the way Mauritius would be used thereafter by other European Colonial 
Powers.  Firstly, Mauritius would provide the ships with food, water and with a resting and 
recuperative place to the sailors and passengers of ships during their long voyages between Holland 
and Asia. 

Secondly, the Dutch would start the process of deforestation by felling ebony trees and shipping 
them both to the Dutch possessions in Asia, and to Europe.  The export orientation given to the 
‘development’ of Mauritius became there and then the underlying thread connecting all Colonial 
Powers settling and controlling in Mauritius. 

To provide supplies to the ships, and given the prevalence of very fertile land, the Dutch started, 
to some extent, the development of agriculture: rice, fruit trees, vegetables, sugar cane, and 
indigo. The Dutch also brought in cattle and poultry. 

For all the tasks mentioned above, there was a need for hardworking manual workers: woodcutters 
and labourers in particular.  Whilst the Dutch brought some workers with them, they resorted to 
the slave trade with Madagascar and brought slaves to Mauritius. Additionally, trade with 
Madagascar in cattle, rice and beans was carried out. 

Thus, the Dutch would start a set of historical processes which would dominate the history of 
Mauritius:  the introduction of the sugar cane, the production of a liquor, arrack, from sugar cane, 
using slaves from Madagascar as labour, developing trade between Madagascar and Mauritius, using 
Mauritius as a ‘key’ of the Indian Ocean, in Holland’s rivalry with Portugal for trade with Asia, and 
using Mauritius as a port of call for its ships. 

Finally, in spite of itself, Dutch settlement equally set the tone for the emergence of resistance to 
slavery by the slaves.  The slaves marooned and moved into the forests, ready to attack the Dutch 
settlements, whenever necessary.  So much so, that when the Dutch left Mauritius, there were 
some slaves in the interior: the first Mauritians and the first freedom fighters were born. 
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1.4  French Colonialism 

The international wars in the Americas and the Caribbean Islands and the wars among the European 
Powers had a bearing on intercolonial rivalry and the wars in the Indian Ocean, the details of which 
are not dealt here, due to lack of space.   

The spice trade with Asia attracted French colonialism to that region; the French wanted to 
develop trade with Java, and the Malay Peninsula, but the presence of the Dutch prevented them 
from doing so.  Moreover, just like the Dutch, the French needed at least a port of call in the Indian 
Ocean to allow its ships to reach Asia more easily and to be able to have some control of the 
corresponding sea routes.  They initially settled in Bourbon Island, and later in Mauritius or Ile de 
France in 1721, not long after the departure of the Dutch.  They also tried to settle in Madagascar, 
in the 17th century, but resistance from indigenous people of that country made them leave. 

Moreover, by the 18th and 19th centuries, the French would be the main European power involved in 
the slave trade in the Western part of the Indian Ocean and in India in order to provide slave labour 
to the emerging plantation economies of Bourbon and Mauritius. 

But, with the weakening of, first the Portuguese, and then the Dutch, the Anglo-French rivalry for 
colonisation of India and of Asia and for the control of the Indian Ocean and the corresponding sea 
routes would be the dominating issue of the second half of the 18th century and early 19th century.  
Moreover, that rivalry was prevalent in Europe, as well as in the Americas, as reflected in the War 
of the Austrian Succession (1740-48), the American Revolutionary War (1778-83) and the Napoleonic 
Wars (1803-15).  The latter would lead to the defeat of the French both in India and in the Indian 
Ocean, with France losing both Bourbon and Mauritius.  With the Treaty of Paris of 1814, Bourbon 
would be handed back to France, whilst the Capitulation Treaty between the French and the British 
with regard to Mauritius would become effective as from 1810. 

By 1815, the ‘hegemony’ of British Colonialism in the Indian Ocean and in India became a reality 
and lasted into the 20th century. 

1.5 British Colonialism 

Mauritius was a ‘unique’ British colony in several ways.  To understand the rationale underlying this 
uniqueness, we shall briefly examine the phases through which British Colonialism went and the 
particular characteristics of the Anglo-French rivalry, especially in the Indian Ocean. 

By the 16th century, Britain undertook the colonization of North America.  Initially, mercantilist 
Britain was interested in trade. By the mid 16th century, British businessmen were among the first 
slave traders in the era of colonial slavery. Sir John Hawkins, who was a ship owner and 
entrepreneur, carried a cargo of enslaved Africans from the West African Coast to be sold in the 
Spanish Colony of Haiti, known then as Hispaniola.  By the early 17th century, the trade was 
enhanced, with the colonisation, first of Newfoundland, then of Virginia, New Britain and the 
Caribbean Islands etc. 

The colonists or new settlers brought with them European indentured labour to work on the 
plantations or to practise their badly-needed specialized craftsmanship (carpenter, tinsmith, etc.).  
These workers had a contract of between four and ten years and were paid wages.  The driving 
force of the emerging industrial bourgeoisie in Britain towards colonising North America was the 
pursuit of profit; Lawrence James wrote: “The pursuit of profit remained the most powerful driving 
force behind Britain’s bid for North American colonies.”5  At that time, the settlers were 
accompanied by priests who would reassure the colonists that “God intended that the land, usurped 
by unreasonable people (i.e. the natives), be redeemed by British settlement.”6 

Intercolonial rivalry was rife in the Americas: in particular, Anglo-Spanish and Anglo-French.  In the 
Caribbean Islands, the Spanish colonists were somewhat easily defeated by the relatively new 
British colonists.  Furthermore, Virginia, in North America, would become a major plantation 
economy/society with the production of tobacco.  Prior to a massive tobacco production at that 
time, tobacco was still a luxury in Europe, but thereafter, smoking became a commonly-accepted 
habit by the population at large throughout Europe.  Britain imported Virginian tobacco on a 
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massive scale, and with a market for it in Europe, it re-exported much of the tobacco to European 
countries. 

Labour supply was a major issue.  The Amerindians could never be roped into the colonists’ plan.  
Indentured white workers and convict labour from Britain, Ireland and Scotland were imported.  In 
North America, very cold winters, on the one hand, and the prevalence of malaria, on the other, 
made matters worse.  In the Caribbean Islands, very quickly, the British business community found 
out that indentured British labourers were not capable of satisfying the demand for sugar cane 
cultivation in the tropics.  In particular, the planters, driven on by profit as a motive, wanted to 
maximize their investment in labour and wanted to recoup their costs of the transport of labour as 
quickly as possible, by making the labourers work very hard.  The news of such a state of affairs 
filtered through to prospective workers back to Britain, so much so that labour shortage became 
somewhat permanent by the mid 17th century.  For some time, convict labour from Britain provided 
short-term relief, but this measure was not sustainable. 

Then, the solution to what appeared as the insoluble problem of labour shortage was found: 
coerced African unpaid slave labour! Gradually, the enslaved African peoples would replace 
European indentured white labour. 

Various Colonial European Powers created colonial plantation economies/ societies producing one 
or two commodities like sugar, cotton, tobacco, coffee etc., with coerced, unwaged African 
enslaved people as labour.  All those plantation economies were very much labour intensive; thus, 
millions of African enslaved people to be used as unwaged labour were transported to the Americas 
and the Caribbean.  It was the triumph of the ‘most powerful driving force’ of colonization, that of 
the pursuit of profit. 

The British plantocracy was enriched; the British Colonial State increased its revenue very 
significantly through various duties and taxes; the colonies became, in turn, a market for goods 
manufactured in Britain, thus stimulating the industrial development in Britain. 

But thereafter occurred the American War of Independence; there was an alliance between the 
Americans and the French, while France was defeated in Canada.  British Colonialism would adapt 
to the new situation, as mentioned below.  At the same time, by 1776, Adam Smith’s book The 
Wealth of Nations was published.  Up to a point, it would influence the thinking of the political 
elite in Britain and that of the British Government, especially with respect to slave labour and free 
trade. 

The defeat of British Colonialism in the American War of Independence created the conditions 
necessary for a second wave of British Colonialism:  Asia, (esp. India and China), Australia and 
hence, the Indian Ocean and the Cape of Good Hope became the new targets for expansionism, 
trade and investments.  The sea routes to the East acquired major significance and Mauritius, of 
major strategic importance for the Colonial Powers.  Intercolonial rivalry and, in particular, Anglo-
French rivalry dominated the struggle for the control of sea routes to India, Asia and Australia.  
Hence the Anglo-French wars for the control of the Indian Ocean.  In fact, intercolonial rivalry took 
on almost planetary proportions. 

The third wave of British Colonialism reflected changes happening in the industrial and financial 
developments of the European Colonial Powers.  Raw materials, labour and land became more and 
more important, leading to a scramble for Africa. 

1.6  Concluding Remarks 

The development of Capitalism in Britain and in Europe produced an offshoot Colonialism, initially 
driven by Mercantilism, then by industrial and financial capitalism. 

Slave labour and indentured labour are labour systems developed and nurtured by the various 
European Colonial Powers. Plantation economies and societies would emerge where the economies 
of the colonies, and, in particular, of colonized islands like Mauritius would be tailor-made to 
satisfy the sustained pursuit of profit, the accumulation of capital and in the process, satisfy the 
demands/needs of the commodity markets of the European Colonial Powers. 
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Any thorough study of slavery, i.e., the system of coerced labour of enslaved peoples, can only be 
done in the context of the study of Colonialism and its ramifications.  The coerced unwaged labour 
of the enslaved people, with its initial very high death-rate, ensured the ‘optimal’ minimization of 
the costs of the production of the planters and various related companies from Europe and, as a 
consequence, the maximization of profits.  Moreover, following the resistance of the enslaved 
people, the publication of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations in 1776, the defeat of Britain in the 
American War of Independence, and the interests of the East India Company in India and Asia, slave 
trade and, later slavery, would be abolished in most of the British Empire, much later, in 1835. 

But the plantocracy needed labour and, where necessary, it looked elsewhere for cheap labour.  
Thus, cheap indentured labour on a massive scale progressively replaced the labour of the enslaved 
people to secure, if not to perpetuate, the maximisation of profits and capital accumulation, and 
all the related financial/business interests of the Colonial Powers and, sometimes of new emerging 
interests from among the colonized peoples. 

What should not be overlooked is that the various economic and labour systems were developed to 
satisfy the needs of emerging classes of people and the States in Europe: initially, a mercantile 
bourgeoisie, then an industrial and financial bourgeoisie from the Colonial Powers, and, obviously, 
of the plantocracy in the island-colonies.  Thus, Auguste Toussaint wrote: 

“The mercantile bourgeoisie had had its day; at the end of the 18th century, it 
began to be replaced in Britain by a new bourgeoisie, born of the Industrial 
Revolution.”7 

Slave labour came from Africa and Asia, especially India and the Malay peninsula.  As for indentured 
labour in the 19th century, Britain made good use of the reservoirs of cheap labour in its new 
colonies/semi-colonies:  India and China. Auguste Toussaint would emphatically point out that, 
following the abolition of slavery: 

“The solution then was to turn to those vast reservoirs of cheap labour, India and 
China.”8 

Thus for Mauritius, to understand the slave system and indenture labour system, the role played by 
French and British Colonialisms is of paramount importance. 
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CHAPTER 2:  THE FRENCH COLONIAL PERIOD 

2.1 The Economic evolution of Ile de France 

2.1.1 The First Years 1721 – 1735   

Ile de France was governed by the French Compagnie des Indes Orientales from 1721 to 1767.  The 
first few years were particularly difficult and the French colony hardly took off.  The Compagnie 
des Indes Orientales had a monopoly of trade, and this created conditions for fraudulent trade both 
in goods (especially foodstuffs) and in slaves. In 1725, there were 213 people in Ile de France, 
including 34 slaves 9. 

Moreover, by 1726, there were land grants:  the upper classes (i.e. l’état major de l’île) obtained 
312 arpents known as ‘grande concesssion’, whilst soldiers and workers obtained 15610 known as 
‘petite concession’.  The owners had to pay various taxes to the Government; this level of taxation 
and scarcity of labour caused many soldiers and workers to leave Ile de France.  Whilst Ile de 
France and Ile Bourbon were governed as one political entity, there was an uneasy relationship 
between the two.  Some colons in Ile Bourbon came to Ile de France; agriculture took off in Ile 
Bourbon, but not quite in Ile de France.  There was an obvious need for labour, and slaves were 
brought from Madagascar.  And by 1735, according to Labourdonnais, there was a population of 
838, including 648 slaves.11   

 

2.1.2 Mahé de Labourdonnais and after 

When Mahé de Labourdonnais met the Directors of the French East India Company in 1734, he 
convinced them of the need to find a safe harbour to break the strenuous long voyages between the 
Spice Islands (the Moluccas), India and Europe. There was a need for a place where travellers and 
crews could rest and restore their health, where ships could be refitted and repaired and fresh 
supplies of food and water could be obtained for the continuation of the journey.  In his mind, Ile 
de France, of which France had claimed possession in September 1715, given its strategic position 
in the Indian Ocean, was the best location for what he had in mind.  It was thus the intention of 
Mahé de Labourdonnais to develop Ile de France as a port of call, a stop-over and a transit station 
between Europe and Asia. 

In particular, Port Louis was developed as a harbour which, in turn, provided for ship-building and 
ship repairs. Buildings for the governmental administration, hospitals and infrastructures in relation 
to water supply were developed. On the economic front, he developed agriculture, including the 
Sugar Industry, to some extent. 

To be able to carry out these policies, Labourdonnais brought in labour, both free skilled labour 
from India and slaves from Africa, Madagascar and India. Some aspects of conditions of the 
enslaved people and other section of the labouring class are dealt with in Section 2.3. 

The slave population grew steadily in size during the 18th century, from 2,533 in 1746, to 15,027 in 
1767, to 33,832 in 1787, to 60,646 in 1806, to reach 63,821 by 1810, prior to the British conquest.12 
Their occupations consisted of agricultural labourers, household servants, fishermen, artisans, dock 
workers and sailors. The enslaved people faced a harsh regime. So much so, that the engineer 
Charpentier-Cossigny in 1753 wrote that “the company was hiring slaves, then starving them to 
death”.13 Just like Labourdonnais before him, Charpentier-Cossigny provided some form of 
apprenticeship to slave labour. According to him, “for every skilled slave in an ‘atelier’, there were 
another ten or so manual labourers performing the essential backbreaking tasks of breaking and 
carrying stones, digging trenches, loading and unloading ships, building roads”. This ‘vast army’ of 
Government slaves included many women.14  

On the other hand, most slaves were owned by small-scale owners. And by 1778, it was reported 
that many owners had effectively ‘abandoned’ their slaves.15 With small-scale owners, it was also 
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easier for the slaves to escape. Whilst many of them managed to earn a living, others were in a 
state of poverty and destitution. 

Moreover, by 1767, the French Crown took control of Ile de France and Ile de Bourdon, after having 
bought the two islands from a bankrupt Compagnie des Indes in 1764 for the sum of 7.6 millions 
livres.16 Pierre Poivre, as the first ‘Intendant’, encouraged large scale production of cash crops like 
cotton, indigo and spices, but his attempt to transform Ile de France into a plantation economy 
failed.17 

However, with the new administration, various major changes were carried out, which would 
create the right conditions for the development of international trade, to a very remarkable 
extent. By 1769, the Compagnie des Indes lost the monopoly of Asian trade and Port Louis was 
designated as a free port open to all nationals in 1787.18 

In the 1780s, France was the largest trading power in Europe (and the world).19  The total value of 
French long-distance trade with Africa, Asia, America and re-exports to the rest of Europe was 
equal to £25 million.  The total value of British long-distance trade was only £20 million.  The 
growth of French trade from the 1710s had been faster than the growth of British trade.  The main 
support to long-distance trade, the plantation system, was larger and more efficient in the French 
colonies than in the British ones.  Based on Daudin’s work, it can be said that the 18th century was 
the golden age of the French ascendancy and prosperity in international trade.  An essential 
ascendancy of long-distance trade and the most profitable aspect of such trade was the slave 
trade.  The purpose here is to situate Labourdonnais’ visit to the headquarters of the French East 
India Company in that wider ascendancy and the search for a convenient location for the 
establishment of a base for the development of French trade in the Indian Ocean.  We must also 
bear in mind, in that connection, the recurrent rivalry between Britain and France for the control 
of India, and the need for France to establish a strong foothold in the Indian Ocean in order to 
consolidate its presence in the subcontinent. 

The reference to French long-distance trade in the 18th century aims to situate the growing 
importance of Port Louis as a centre of entrepôt trade.  The importance of commercial activities 
and the lack of interest of the Isle de France colonists in agriculture were due to the lure of easy 
money.  According to J. F. Dupon20, the growth of speculative transactions thwarted the 
establishment, at the Ile de France, of relatively permanent estates and plantations.  Unlike at Ile 
Bourbon, this never became a feature of French settlement.  There were then substantial 
incentives for the colonists to engage in commercial transactions.  The manipulation of bills of 
exchange could generate profits of 25% to 35%, compared to yields of 5% to 6% for successful 
planters. 

Besides, at a time when France was often at war with Britain, privateering was a great spur to 
commercial activities and local merchants derived much profit from their investment in these 
activities.  The heyday of Ile de France in the 18th century came with the designation of Port Louis 
as a free port in 1787.  Visitors to Port Louis in those days described the harbour “crowded with 
ships of numerous nations, the commercial sector lined with shops filled with provisions and 
merchandise from every quarter and with colonial produce and the adjoining streets plying their 
trade with a general appearance of abundance and prosperity.”21 

The embryonic state of domestic activities and the absence of domestic infrastructures contrasted 
with the flurry of trade in Port Louis.  Before the British occupation, there was not a single street in 
Port Louis that was convenient for a carriage and scarcely any for a cart. People travelled on foot 
or on horses and the upper classes used palanquins which were manned by slaves. 

In the 18th century, Ile de France was an important transit place and entrepôt and a convenient 
stop-over on the long and arduous journey between Europe and Asia. This was reflected in the large 
variety of goods that were traded here, but also in the crowds of people who thronged the 
waterfront.  

The trading environment between Ile de France and France was such that sailors and adventurers of 
all sorts, renegades or discharged soldiers, but also merchants and traders thronged the alleys and 
lanes of Port Louis. 
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Mauritius was then considered as a Mini-State.22 A Mini-State has been defined as a State in which 
the exposure to foreign activities is so important that economic events are largely beyond its 
control. Goods which are produced tend to be exported; goods which are consumed locally tend to 
be imported, and the commodities which are both produced and consumed in the country tend to 
be services. Besides, a significant proportion of the services are used by foreigners in a Mini-State 
like Mauritius where external activities and services account for a substantial part of economic 
transactions. 

Right from the start, the strategic position and the importance of external trade were determining 
factors in the settling and development of Mauritius. In many small States, economic activities 
pertain essentially to foreign trade and the domestic sector is confined to an ancillary or supporting 
role, providing goods and services to local workers in public services, transport, trade and 
distribution and maintenance and repairs of infrastructures and equipment. These services would 
not exist, were it not for the market provided by exports or by workers whose income is derived 
from exports. 

In Mini-States, the domestic sector is thus a mere appendix of export activities, is largely 
dependent on them and cannot be planned exogenously. This statement gives an indication of the 
importance of external events-institutional, political and economic and external trade in these 
states and underlines the extent of their exposure to external shocks on which they have no 
control. Such is the situation which prevails in these countries which have to adjust and adapt 
continuously to the exigencies which derive from their small size or insularity and remoteness. This 
may also help us to form an idea of the difficulties which confronted the French administrators and 
colonists, when they undertook the task of creating a colony in such a remote location as that of Ile 
de France in the 18th century. Such were also the responsibilities and commitments which 
Labourdonnais had taken, following his meeting with the Directors of the French East India 
Company in 1734. After his arrival at Ile de France on the 4th June 1735, Labourdonnais lost no time 
in setting about this task with zeal and determination. Unfortunately, a good deal of his time and 
the island’s resources, scanty as they were at that time, were spent on refuting the accusations 
levelled against him and on a failed struggle against Britain in India. 

Meanwhile, the bankruptcy of the Compagnie des Indes aggravated the situation of the 
Mascareignes and the plight of the inhabitants. It was only after the retrocression to the French 
Crown in 1767, that order was restored in the administration of the islands, and the engineer 
Tromelin was commissioned in 1772 to clear Port Louis harbour of several wrecks with which it was 
cluttered. 

Port Louis harbour was the centre of intense maritime activity during the second half of the 18th 
century, after the island was reclaimed by the French Crown and Port Louis had become a free 
port. The new administrations transformed the place. The town was enlarged and embellished. In 
the rural districts, agriculture was stimulated. New development works were undertaken. More 
settlers were brought from France. According to Toussaint, Ile de France underwent a 
regeneration. 

In 1769, 785 ships of all types berthed at Port Louis; there came 176 in 1783, 203 in 1789, 266 in 
1791 and 347 in 1803. The number of arrivals declined sharply during the Napoleonic Wars: 177 
ships arrived in 1806, 76 in 1809 and 25 only in 1810.23 

The merchants of Ile de France invested large amounts in equipping vessels and crews for 
privateering expeditions and generally acquired substantial wealth from these activities, in spite of 
the high risks involved in such enterprises. Among the merchants, as A. Toussaint wrote, there was 
“l’attrait du gain et l’argent facile”, i.e. the attraction of quick profits and easy money.24 

2.1.3 The Business and Social Environment at Ile de France and the Lure of Easy Money. 

Success at first, and then failure, such was the lot of the majority of people who went to the 
Mascarenes in the 18th century in search of wealth. Bar a few exceptions, those who went to India 
or the Mascarenes did not go there to colonise the country; they went there to get rich and go back 
as soon as possible.25 For them, Ile de France was just a transit place and a source of personal 
enrichment.  A frenzy for easy money characterised the trading and business environment. 
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According to Daudin, the 18th century was the “era of international trade in which France had a 
prominent place”. 

The average life expectancy was then barely fifty years, especially in the colonies, which Toussaint 
has described as a race against time. In that context, trade gives rise rapidly to speculation. Anglo-
French rivalry in the Indian Ocean, the lack of appropriate legislation, an abundance of paper 
money, the absence of banks, all those factors promoted speculation and led to recurrent periods 
of scarcity, or prosperity. 

Although speculation reached its peak during the French Revolution, it was present from the very 
beginning of colonization. There was much speculation during the last years of the Compagnie des 
Indes and some spectacular bankruptcies under the new administration. 

At the beginning of the Revolution, the shortage of specie caused further bankruptcies among 
traders and ship-owners until the arrival of Decaen. In 1807, the tightening of the British blockade 
and the prevailing scarcity led to more bankruptcies. The traders were then the ruling class on the 
island and those with the largest share of the wealth. Under the previous administration there were 
barely 200,000 piastres in circulation, and there is no indication that there was an increase in 
specie under Decaen. On the other hand, there was a large increase of “paper money (credit notes) 
to compensate the shortage of metallic currency”. 

2.1.4 The Need for Capital 

Besides the need for an abundant labour supply, another critical factor was the availability of 
capital.  According to Allen, the foundations of Mauritian domestic capital formation were laid 
during last third of the 18th century, when the island flourished as a commercial entrepôt that 
attracted shipping from as far away as Northern Europe and the United States. According to the 
same source, the greatest spur to this activity was the island’s status as a base, from which French 
privateers preyed on British, and allied, shipping during the wars of American Independence, of the 
French Revolutionary and Napoleonic eras. The total value of the prizes is difficult to ascertain but 
large sums were involved. One Port Louis merchant house reported that the value of British and 
allied shipping, lost to locally based privateers between 1778 and mid-1781, totalled 24,000,000 
livres. Other contemporary estimates put the value of captured Anglo-Indian shipping between 1793 
and mid-1804 at £2,500,000; Auguste Toussaint estimated the value of prizes taken between 1803 
and 1810 at almost 50,000,000 francs. The extent to which any of these monies found their way 
into the island’s agricultural sector cannot be determined with any precision, but increasing 
numbers of local merchants and seamen did invest in local properties over time. And given the 
blockade, some investment was directed to agriculture, especially to the production of foodstuffs. 
Moreover, following the rebellion of the enslaved peoples of the Dominican Republic, the demand 
for sugar in France and Europe increased significantly. In Ile de France, there was investment in the 
sugar industry by the end of the 18th century until around 1806. Sixty sugar mills were in operation 
at that time and sugar exports by 1806 were around 4000 metric tons. M. Vaughan expresses a 
similar view when she wrote: 

“Furthermore, increased French commercial interest in the island combined with 
the profits of privateering and the collapse of sugar production in St. Domingue, 
were helping to finance the island’s nascent sugar industry. Finally the island 
seemed to have arrived at a situation in which commerce was financing 
agricultural production.”26 

2.1.5 The British Blockade and the Decline and Fall of the Ile de France 

As from 1806, the British Navy began the blockade of French trade in the Indian Ocean. The British 
blockade disrupted considerably the flow of maritime traffic to the island and seriously eroded the 
prominence of Ile de France in commercial activities and entrepôt trade and brought a sharp 
decline in the fortunes of local merchants and a series of bankruptcies. During the last years of Ile 
de France, there was a scarcity of specie in the colony and many businessmen were heavily 
indebted.  

In order to counter the British blockade and ensure the maintenance of minimum supplies to the 
local population, the French Authorities at Ile de France reinforced the privateering activities in 
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the region, with the participation and support of leading local merchants and businessmen. These 
privateers preyed on British ships plying the Indian route. The excitement, with which news of 
some major “prises” were greeted in the island, underlines the dire situation of the local 
population during the last years of the Ile de France. 

When Britain conquered Ile de France in December 1810, it inherited a colony which had been 
ravaged by war and deprivation. Mauritius had been neglected by the French who used the island’s 
resources to supply their ships during the war against Britain in India and generally left the 
inhabitants to fend for themselves. The finances were in a deplorable state following the British 
blockade of the island. Most of the colonists were heavily indebted. While it had prospered as a 
naval base and a trading port under the French, Mauritius became initially an outpost of minor 
importance to Britain. The absence of financial institutions, the lack of financial rigour and the 
reckless speculation, which characterized the last years of Ile de France, left deep scars on local 
financiers. It was the unenviable task of Governor Farquhar and his new British administration to 
bring some order in this chaotic situation. 

 

2.2 The Emergence of the Coloured Population 

As in colonial slave societies, there emerged in Ile de France an intermediate social class or social 
group between the slave masters and the enslaved people. 

The demography of the Coloured Population represented certain special features. It was very small 
at the beginning, with only 587 in 1767. But by 1806, there were 7,154 Coloured people, whilst 
there were 6,798 Whites and 60,646 Slaves. The economic role of the Coloured was felt only in the 
last quarter of the 18th century. They had different types of occupations;27 they were: interpreters, 
Government functionaries, seamen, and skilled artisans, such as blacksmiths, carpenters, masons 
and tailors.  

Furthermore, the Coloured People progressively accumulated some capital. The means to achieve 
this accumulation were through grants and the purchase of public land. Between 1748 and 1810, 
there were 410 such grants and sales.28 Other means were through bequeaths and donations. 
Moreover, the property acquired was rather limited. In 1788, the Coloured People owned only 3.5 % 
of land, and by 1806, only 7.1 % of all inventoried land was theirs. By 1809, they were farming 
about 9 percent of all cultivated land.  

Another source of revenue and capital for the Coloured People was through the purchase and sale 
of slaves and for their renting as well. According to the 1776 Census, the Coloured People owned 
623 slaves; by 1809, they owned at least 8,163.29 

The Coloured Population thus had a special relationship with the other social groups or classes in 
French Colonial Society. Their economic role was rather limited and was made worse during the 
period of Decaën who restored certain regressive legislation on landownership by the Coloured 
Population. 

 

2.3 Labour Systems 

2.3.1 Slave Labour 

The predominant form of labour during the French colonial period was the labour of enslaved 
peoples who were brought mainly from Madagascar, East Africa, Mozambique and India.  The 
enslaved peoples were chattel labour, considered as the private property of their owners.  The 
Code Noir was proclaimed on the 18th September 1724 in the form of Lettres Patentes. 
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Certain features of the 54 articles which constitute the Code Noir are highlighted.  In its preamble, 
it is stipulated that: 

“[…] que l’Ile Bourbon est considérablement établie par le grand nombre de nos 
sujets, lesquels se servent d’esclaves nègres pour la culture des terres; que L’Ile 
de France qui est proche de la dite Ile de Bourbon commence aussi à s’établir […]” 

A clear allusion to the exploit economically the enslaved people is included.  The Code Noir was 
meant to ensure that the enslaved people remained as coerced, unwaged labour and to ensure 
their labour power could be reproduced to sustain the slave system.  Thus, they did not have the 
right to own property, as Article21 stipulated: 

“Déclarons les esclaves ne pouvoir rien avoir qui ne soit à leurs maîtres, et tout ce 
qui leur vient par leur industrie, […]” 

Furthermore, they did not have the right to carry out commercial activities, unless allowed to do so 
by their masters.  The punishment for any claimed offences/crimes were characteristic of the 
barbarism of old times.  Having defined the enslaved people, as per Article 39, as: 

“Voulons que les esclaves soient réputés meubles et comme tels qu’ils entrent 
dans la communauté, […]” 

The Code Noir further confirmed that status by explicitly specifying the slaves’ inability to receive 
any donation/heritage from the Whites, as per Articles 51: 

“[..] déclarons cependant, les dits affranchis ensemble de nègre libre, incapables 
de recevoir de Blancs aucune donation entre vifs à cause de mort ou autrement, 
[…]” 

This oppression led to resistance by the enslaved people through maroonage.  Governor 
Labourdonnais led a most violent campaign in his attempt to defeat the maroon community, 
training some slaves and dogs to carry out this campaign.  Yet by 1797, there were 49,000 slaves 
out of a population of 59,000. 

2.3.2 Indentured Labour 

For colonies to survive, there was a need for labour across the world.  Whilst slave labour was the 
predominant form of labour, there were also indentured workers from both France and India.  From 
1727 to 1740, 237 French workers as ‘engagés’ were brought from France.30 From India, skilled 
workers were brought to build Port Louis harbour and to carry out various construction projects. 

2.3.3 Other Forms of Labour 

As trade between French colonial Power with China developed, there was a tendency for the 
French to bring Chinese labour by force, or otherwise, to Ile de France to cater for different types 
of occupations, just as they used their ‘comptoirs’ in India to transport Indian slaves and skilled 
workers to Ile de France. 

As early as 1761, during the rule of the French East India Company, 300 Chinese with wives and 
children from Amboyna, were kidnapped by Admiral d’Estaing and brought forcibly to Ile de 
France.31  They were forced to work as agricultural workers and were tied by rigid laws ‘prevailing 
in the island’; but they resisted and the Government had to accede to their request for 
repatriation. 

Later in 1783, during the rule of the French Royal Government, with the policy of free trade, ships 
of different nationalities traded with Ile de France, which also involved the transportation of 
labour. L. Dermigny mentioned that more than three thousand Chinese were transported by English, 
French and Danish ships to Ile de France.32  In particular, in a vessel belonging to M. d’Arifat, he 
transported 132 men, including shoemakers, blacksmiths, tailors and carpenters. 
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2.4 Concluding Remarks 

French occupation of Ile de France followed the path defined by Dutch Colonialism.  Ile de France 
was used as stop-over in carrying out trade with a resourceful Asia, especially China and India.  
Moreover, there was intense colonial rivalry, because British colonialism was equally competing for 
trade and investment in India, China and other parts of Asia.  The intermittent colonial wars 
resulted in the defeat of the French by the British, thus creating the conditions for Mauritius to 
undergo a long spell of the dominant colonial power of the time.  The impact on labour, 
demography and the economy of Mauritius was considerable and has had consequences to this day. 

French colonialism depended on slave labour as the dominant form of labour, looking eagerly for 
skilled labour in India, China and France.  That labour started clearing the forests, developing sugar 
cultivation and contributing to the development of Port Louis and Mauritius in general.  Even today, 
due recognition is not given to this contribution. 

However, just like the Dutch, the French would cause environmental degradation, albeit probably 
to a lesser extent.  There was a demand for wood in India, especially in Calcutta.  Fire was used to 
clear the land, and this had a very negative impact on the environment.  As cited by Dr. Teelock,  
“under Company administration, deforestation had also occurred at an alarming rate.”33  

Admittedly, Pierre Poivre would try to control the situation. 

Mauritius was set to follow the pattern of ‘development/underdevelopment’ imposed by both the 
Dutch and French colonialism: trade, profits and capital accumulation, economic exploitation of 
labour and environmental degradation.     
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CHAPTER 3  BRITISH COLONIAL PERIOD AND SLAVERY (1810 – 1839) 
 

3.1 Introduction 

The acute Anglo-French rivalry during the 18th century culminated with the utter defeat of French 
Colonisation in India, in the Indian Ocean and elsewhere during the Napoleanic Wars.  In the Indian 
Ocean, Britain conquered Ile Bourbon (later Réunion) and Ile de France, to be renamed Mauritius.  
The strategic importance of Mauritius, with its very good harbouring facilities at Port Louis, was 
given due recognition; with the Treaty of Paris of 1814, Réunion was handed back to France, whilst 
Britain kept Mauritius. 

The defeat of the French was incorporated in a Capitulation Treaty signed and ratified on the 3rd 
December, 1810.  Three articles of the Treaty are particularly relevant to the future development, 
whether political, economic and social, of the colony of Mauritius: 

Article VII: That the properties of the inhabitants, whatever they may be, shall be respected. 

Article VIII: That the inhabitants shall retain their religion, laws and customs. 

Additional Article I: The public functionaries of the French Government shall be authorized to 
remain within the colony for a reasonable time in order to settle and arrange the public accounts 
with the inhabitants of the colony. 

The blockade of Mauritius and of France by the British Navy during the period 1804-1810 had made 
it impossible for any meaningful level of trade to be effective for the traders community in 
Mauritius.  The production of sugar and arrack went down drastically, and a shift to agricultural 
production for subsistence took place.  The environment was not favourable for trade agriculture 
and business in general; on the contrary, speculation for commodities and spices was rife.  

3.2 The Economics of Slavery in the period 1810-1839 

3.2.1 Emergence of a monocrop economy – the Sugar Industry in 1810 – 1839 

At the time of the conquest of Mauritius by the British, the new Governor, Robert Farquhar, was in 
favour of keeping Port Louis as a free port.  Moreover, the prevalence of the British Navigation 
Laws imposed some restrictions on trade; thus, all trade with France was carried on in British 
vessels, and there was an eight percent duty on goods imported from Bourbon. 

During the latter part of French rule, Port Louis was a free port and trade flourished so much that a 
class of merchants and traders was thriving.  Moreover, as from 1806, the blockade by the British 
Navy, in the context of Napoleonic Wars, brought economic stagnation and even famine to Isle de 
France. 

The uncertainties of the new situation under British rule, with regard to trade on the one hand, and 
the access to the British market for its sugar, once Mauritius became a Crown colony, on the other 
hand, created the right conditions for a sugar expansion.  It should be borne in mind that, during 
French rule, following the loss of Saint-Domingue by France, there was an increasing demand for 
sugar in France and Europe.  By the turn of the 19th century, sugar production received a major 
boost: by 1806, there were 60 sugar mills, with a production of 6000 tons of sugar34.  Arrack 
production also increased considerably.  During the Napoleonic Wars, the neutral countries, such as 
US, bought sugar from Isle de France and sold it to France and Europe. 

Corsairs and privateers also contributed in that trade.  Moreover, the British blockade did have an 
impact in the end, reducing sugar production to only about 400 tons in 1810, albeit with 60 
factories in operation. 

Following the British conquest, a shift towards sugar cane cultivation and sugar production built on 
relatively recent past developments; this shift was further enhanced by the participation of some 
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British officials and investors in the process.  The shift, therefore, developed somewhat in earnest.  
Planters started to invest more, not only in land, but also in the improvement of sugar milling 
equipment.  Thus, in 1819, Charles Telfair introduced horizontal rollers in replacement of vertical 
cane crushers at Bel Ombre.  This new technology made the crushing process easier and more 
efficient, so that more cane juice was obtained.  Furthermore, in 1822, a steam engine was 
installed for mill drive at Belle Mare factory by Adrien D’Epinay.  The steam engine made cane 
crushing more efficient in areas where water power was not available. This, until then, had to 
depend on animal or wind power, or even slave power for driving the mill.  The number of sugar 
factories then increased rather dramatically from 60 in 1810 to 157 in 182335. Sugar production  
progressively increased substantially as from 1815.  The land area under cultivation equally 
increased substantially as from 1815, until well into the 20th century. 

The rate of commercial sugar extracted from cane increased from 5 % in the period 1811–1820 to 
6.00 % in 1821-18303.  And it is of interest to note that, already in 1806, 4,040 hectares of land 
were under sugar cane cultivation, whilst this became 3,636 hectares in 1812-1820 and increased 
dramatically to 10,504 hectares for the period 1821-183036. 

Moreover, planters were not happy with the prices they had to pay to Britain for their sugar, as 
they had to pay an additional 10 shilling duty, compared to the planters in the British Caribbean.  
The planters pressed the British Government to equalize duties on Mauritian sugar, and in this, they 
had the support of Governor R. Farquhar37.  They sent memorials to the British Government in 1821 
and 1823.  In 1825, the Trade Bill was passed, and its impact on sugar production in Mauritius, on 
the economy and society of Mauritius would be far reaching, and beyond anyone’s expectations.  
The area of land under sugar cane cultivation, and the production of sugar, grew at a very 
impressive rate as highlighted in the table below. 

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The area under cane cultivation increased by around 50 % in 1831-1840, when compared to 1821-
1830. Between 1841-1850, and 1851-1860, the area almost doubled to reach 110,000 arpents. 

The implications were, and are, very serious for Natural Resource Management; so much so that 
whilst in 1826, forests were two-thirds of Mauritius, by 1872 the area of Mauritius covered in forests 
was less than one-sixth38.  The impact on water supply would soon be felt. 

Similarly, there were big leaps in sugar production, as highlighted in Table 3.2. 

Table 1 Land under Sugar Cane Cultivation (Arpents) 

Year Area 

1812-1820 9,000 

1821-1830 26,000 

1831-1840 40,000 

1841-1850 59,500 

1851-1860 110,000 

1861-1870 124,000 

Source: The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, 1853-1953. 
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Between 1825 and 1826, sugar production doubled and further increased by more than 50 % by 1830 
(33,963 metric tons) to reach 130,375 metric tons in 1860. 

This economic transformation could only take place if, on top of the availability of the British 
market, certain conditions could be met; there had to be a compliant labour force in sufficient 
numbers, sufficient capital, appropriate development of infrastructures, close collaboration 
between the State and the economic forces and the mastery of scientific developments in sugar 
manufacture, in the development of appropriate canes and in the cultivation practices at the level 
of field-work.  

In the context of the acquisition of the appropriate scientific culture, it is appropriate to note that 
the interest in Sugar Botany developed by the end of the 18th century, when there was a surge in 
sugar cane cultivation.  

This interest was enhanced by the establishment of the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences in 1829 
by Charles Telfair, with the support of the Colonial Government; the latter provided financial 
support.  

Having emphasized so far the implicit role of the plantocracy in developing sugar cane cultivation 
and sugar production, we should now consider the direct contribution of a key partner in the 
creation of wealth: labour.  Thereafter, we shall consider the contribution of investors in bringing 
the capital necessary and the role of the Colonial State. 

3.2.2 Value of Slave Labour (1823-1835) 

3.2.2.1 Introduction 

The aim of this section is to investigate the characteristics of slave labour based on occupation, 
gender and age, and model the determinants of slave prices between 1823 and 1835. We construct 
a unique data set from Notarial Acts on public slave auctions in Mauritius involving 5,580 slaves 
during that period.  Firstly, we model price variation in relation to the slaves’ specific 
characteristics.  Secondly, we estimate whether slave prices vary much in relation to the sugar 
cane harvest season.  Thirdly, we compute an estimated value of slave labour, using slave prices 
between 1823 and 1835.  We take into account how the probability of the abolition of slavery may 
have impacted on slave prices, and hence on the value of slave labour.  This may indicate whether 
slave-owners would alter slave prices or not in the event that slavery were abolished or might think 
that they would be compensated.  Our results reveal significant variations in slave prices across 
occupation, age and gender, such that young males who are skilled are more likely to fetch higher 
prices.  We note a gender disparity in slave prices where males are priced higher than females.  In 

Table 2 Sugar Production (Metric Tons) 

Year Production 

1815 1,252 

1824 12,167 

1825 10,869 

1826 21,244 

1830 33,936 

1840 41,024 

1850 55,468 

1860 130,375 

Source: The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, 1853–1953. 
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comparison, the prices of older and unskilled slaves are also much lower.  Lastly, we note that the 
value of slave labour varies significantly with sugar production and the price of sugar.  It was 
observed that a rise in the price of sugar led to a two-fold increase in the value of slave labour.   

3.2.2.2  Methodological Framework 

The foundation for measuring the value of slave labour is the application of a political-economic 
model of asset-pricing39 in which we assume that the value of slave labor is determined by 
traditional economic factors and public expectations about the long-term viability of slavery.  The 
key intuition is that slave-owners as rational economic agents should react to changes in their 
subjective assessments of the probability of abolition: if the probability of abolition declined, then 
the expected value of slaves as assets should increase, and the price of slaves should also rise. 

The standard model of asset-pricing is based on present value calculation.  The asset-pricing model 
asserts that the value of any slave depends on the discounted present value of the annual net 
income, plus any capital appreciation (depreciation) expected over the life of the slave.  The most 
obvious return from owning a slave was the income gained each year from the slave as a productive 
labourer.  This includes the following: 

i. The physical output produced by the slave (that is the marginal physical product of the 
slave); 

ii. The value of the slave’s output (that is the price of the output times the marginal physical 
product); and 

iii. The cost of maintaining the slave including food, shelter and any tools which were 
necessary for the slave to be a productive worker. 

Two observations are pertinent at this point.  First, note that it is the expected stream of income 
over the lifetime of the slave that is relevant to the calculation of the slave’s market value.  
Second, so long as the anticipated annual value of output of the slave at least covered the 
expected maintenance costs over his or her lifetime, the price of the slave will be positive.  This 
was the minimal condition for slavery to be ‘profitable’.  The annual production of the slave on the 
farm was the most obvious source of income from the investment in a slave, but there was another 
source of return to slave assets.  The slave-holder would benefit from any appreciation in the price 
of slaves owned and also any natural increase in the number of slaves.  The asset-pricing model 
predicates a world where slave-ownership brings financial returns to the slave-holder and where 
the price of a slave reflects those returns over time.40    

The model41 captures the potential sources of variation in the present value of slave-ownership that 
one would expect to observe. The easiest, in economic terms, are the ‘price of output’ and 
‘marginal product of labour’ variables. If the price of sugar, or the productivity of slaves working in 
sugar, rises, then the price of slaves is expected to rise also. The time rate of discount represents 
the opportunity cost of the labour tied up in labour assets. 

The interesting feature of the model is the impact on asset-prices of the probability that slavery 
will be abolished. Even a small risk of abolition had to be taken extremely seriously because it 
affected the value of the entire future income stream. If individuals changed their expectations, 
even slightly, about the persistence of the slave regime, the amount they would pay for their slave 
would also shift.  A rational individual would then buy a slave if the expected present value of 
slave-labour exceeded the price at which slaves could be purchased at auction.  In terms of the 
model, the price of emancipation would be greater under the British rule than before, with the 
near abolition of slavery. This, in turn, would imply that, ceteris paribus, expected present value 
of the slave also increased.  On the other hand, if abolition seemed unlikely, then the price of 
emancipation would have remained essentially constant over time with, ceteris paribus, there 
would be no change in the expected present value of the slave. 
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3.2.2.3 Data Set and Data Representativeness 

Data Set 

The main source of information was the Notarial Acts in the General Inventory of Notaries which 
are located at the Mauritius Archives in Coromandel, Mauritius.  Data was collected over the period 
1823 to 1835 from all Notaries.  Data on all variables used in our analysis were available only for 8 
Notaries namely: Arnaud, Bonnefin, Bouic, Bussie, Dubor, Jolivet, Maignard, Trebuchet, as well as 
some others not specified in the Notarial Acts.  The Acts document the sale of 5,580 slaves during 
auctions over this period.  In addition to the selling price (in piastres or livres tournois), most 
records either stated the slave’s gender explicitly, or that information can be inferred from the 
transaction’s phrasing.  Moreover, the slave’s age, ethnicity, occupation and the auction date were 
reported.  Figure 3.1 below shows the distribution of slaves across the main Notaries.   

Figure 3.1  % of Slaves per notary 

 

To assess its representativeness, our sample is compared to the slave population which is the 1826 
census42 .   

 1826 census Notarial Acts (1825-1835) 
All Sample Number % Number % 
Male 33,330 62.24 4,327 77.57 
Female  20,222 37.76 1,251 22.43 
Total 53,552 100 5,578 100 

Our sample differs somewhat from the 1826 Census for the male-female ratio.  We find that 62.2 
per cent of the slaves are male in the census but this percentage is 77.6 in our sample.  Males are 
therefore over-represented in the Notarial Acts43.  However, our sample has the same age and 
ethnic characteristics as those of the slave population.  We can conclude therefore that our sample 
is representative of the entire slave population during the period of study. 

Table 3 Comparing Slave 1826 Population and 1825-1835 Notarial Acts 
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3.2.2.4 Data Analysis 

(i) Characteristics of our sample of slaves 

We analyse the distribution of the 5580 slaves in our sample from 1823 to 1835 by gender, 
ethnicity, occupation and age.  Figure 3.2 below shows gender differences on our data, where 78 
per cent of slaves are male and the rest, 22 per cent are female.   

Figure 3.2: Distribution of Slaves by Sex 

 

The larger share of slaves were the locally born, that is, ‘Créole de Maurice’ group with 41 per 
cent, followed by Mozambiques 33 per cent and 19 per cent Malgaches (see Figure 3.3 below).    
The large number of natives may possibly be the result of the ban of slave imports enforced by the 
British.  There are reasons to believe that many planters would declare their slaves to be native to 
conceal the then prevailing illegal slave trade.  Slaves from Madagascar and Mozambique are nearly 
equally represented while a small percentage consists of Indians (5 per cent).  On average the 
ethnic distribution of slaves in this sample is a good representation of the slave population. 

Figure 3.3: Distribution of Slaves 
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Figure 3.4: Age Profile of Slaves 

 

From Figure 3.4 above, we note that 27.2 per cent of the slaves are within the age group 21-30 
years, while 26.9 per cent are between 31-40 years.  18.4 per cent are aged 41-50 years, while 
around 15 per cent are between 11-20 years and 7 per cent are within the age category of 51-60 
years.  In addition, we note that the age-price profile which is the familiar bell-curved pattern 
identified in other slave economies.44  We observe a higher average price of slaves of 308.56 
piastres in the age group of 21-30 years, followed by 283.72 piastres for those slaves in the age 
group of 31-40 years.  Those in the age category of 11-20 years also fetched higher prices averaging 
273.77 piastres.  The maximum price for children age below 10 years is 1,100 which is above the 
maximum values for the other age categories.  In fact, this may well confirm the existence of an 
outlier in our data.  As age rises, prices of slaves drop, as shown by Table 3.4 below. 

 (ii) Price Profile of Slaves 

Table 4 Age-Price Profile of Slaves (in piastres 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Age      

1- 10 yrs 129 183 134 30 1100 

11- 20 yrs 833 274 137 50 1010 

21-30 yrs 1516 309 146 25 1040 

31-40 yrs 1496 284 148 25 1000 

41-50 yrs 1022 200 122 20 1000 

51-60 yrs 401 120 92 10 800 

61-70 yrs 101 88 65 10 301 

>71yrs 72 63 77 10 300 

We find that male prices are higher than female prices.  A male slave, irrespective of age, origin 
and occupation, fetched on average a price of 263.76 piastres relative to 227.19 piastres for a 
female slave.  Further from Table 3.5 below, prices also differ across different origins.  Créoles de 
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Maurice fetched a higher price of 283.73 piastres compared to the Malgaches and Mozambiques 
with respective prices of 261.95 piastres and 231.51 piastres.  The ‘Indian’ slaves fetched the 
lowest price of around 150 piastres.  In fact, non-native slaves were sold at a lower price.  Creole 
slaves had the advantage of being better adapted to conditions in Mauritius and less subject to 
illness and marronage.  In some way, ‘Indian’ slaves were ‘smaller’ people and were perceived to 
be less productive than their ‘African’ counterparts, while the ‘Creoles’ were perceived to be more 
adapted to local conditions. 

Table 5 Ethnicity and Price Profile of Slaves 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Origin      

Créole de Maurice  2250 284 150 20 1100 

Malagasy 1043 262 155 10 1000 

Mozambique 1813 232 141 10 1000 

Indian 264 150 94 10 600 

From Figure 3.5, we show the trend in sugar production from 1823 to 1835, with a peak in 1826 and 
a continued upward trend till 1831, with fluctuations and an ultimate decline in 1835.  The trend in 
sugar production over this time span is likely to be closely linked with slave prices and also 
anticipation about the abolition of slavery in 1835. 

Figure 3.5: Sugar output from 1823-1835 

 

Overall, we conclude that gender, ethnicity, occupation, age and sugar output appear to determine 
the price level of Mauritian slaves.  Descriptive statistics, however, do not identify the individual 
effects of prices on each characteristic, as potential correlations across factors are not taken into 
account.  For this purpose, we resort to multivariate econometric analysis. 

3.2.2.5 Methodology 

We investigate the characteristics of slave labour based on occupation, gender and age and model 
the determinants of slave prices between 1825 and 1835. We construct a unique data set from 
Notarial Acts on public slave auctions in Mauritius, involving 5,580 slaves during that period.   

The microeconomic model of slave prices allows us, firstly to capture price variations in relation to 
slave’s characteristics and also sugar production in Mauritius.  Second, we estimate whether slave 
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prices vary much in relation to the sugar cane harvest season.  The model considers that slave 
prices may be sensitive to changes in the value of the goods (that is sugar) that they produced. This 
occurred because slave-owners expected to be able to expropriate the earnings from their slaves’ 
labour for a longer period of time.  Third, we test whether there was a change in attitudes about 
slavery over time. We specifically account for whether there was a change in expectations among 
planters about the long-run viability about slavery, and account for the “regime shift” during the 
periods 1810 and mid-1830s in the process that determined slave prices.   

The Mincerian pricing model is applied to capture price variation in relation to the slaves’ specific 
characteristics.  The Mincerian equation is particularly appropriate when supply can sensibly be 
considered as price inelastic.  Hence, following standard practice,45 we regress log of slave prices 
on the slave’s attributes and the slave’s human capital, as well as the sugar output during that 
period.  Moreover, we introduce timing variables and time-varying parameters to capture dynamic 
and seasonal effects.  

The econometric model is as follows: 

ttttitti

titiittitit

TimeQuartertSugarOutpulnOccupationachelgMa

MozambiqueCDMInvalidSexAgeAgeicePrln
i









1110987

6543
2

210
(6) 

where lnPriceit is the recorded price, i denotes the slave identity, t is the time period and εt is the 
white noise error term.  The explanatory variables are as follows:     

i. Slave’s Attributes 

a) Age is age of slave at time of sale; 

b) Age2 captures the concave link between price and age; 

c) Sex equals 1 if male; 0 if female; 

d) Invalid equals 1 if invalid; 0 otherwise; 

e) CDM equals 1 if ‘Créole de Maurice’; 0 otherwise; 

f) Mozambique equals 1 if  of Mozambique origin; 0 otherwise; and 

g) Malgache equals 1 if  of Malagasy origin; 0 otherwise 

ii. Occupation 

iii. We include different types of occupation, namely pioche (labourer), manoeuvre (trainee 
mason), cuisinier (cook), maçon (mason), gardien (watchman), commandeur (overseer), 
charpentier (carpenter), charretier (carter), blanchisseur (laundress), calfat (caulker- factory 
work), cloutier (nail maker-factory work), cordonnier (shoe maker), forgeron (blacksmith), 
gardien de troupeaux 9cattle keeper), matelot (sailor), menuisier, natteuse (mat maker), 
palfrenier (stable boy), pêcheur (fisherman), scieur (sawyer), and sucrier (sugar maker), among 
others. 

The occupations were also split into factory work, field work and domestic/household work.   

iv. Sugar Output: 

ln SugarOutput is the log value of total production of sugar from 1823 to 1835. 

v. Time of Sale: 
a) Quarter includes dummies for four Quarters in which the slaves were sold.  Quartert equals 1 

if slave was sold in tth quarter; 0 otherwise where t =1,2,3. 

b) Time is time dummies and equals 1 if slave is sold in a given year; 0 otherwise, where time 
dummies = 1823-1835 
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3.2.2.6 Findings 

(i) Slave prices 

Our results reveal significant variations in slave prices across age.  Appendix 2 presents the first set 
of findings.  First, we find a concave relationship between age and price, i.e. a term containing the 
square of age.  A similar result was obtained for the US.46  We note that on average, slave’s highest 
prices were fetched in the age group of 21 to 30 years.  A similar result was obtained47 for Mauritius 
on a smaller sample size, where slaves at the age of 23 fetched the highest prices.  Second, a male 
slave fetched a premium of 12.5 per cent.  This estimate is larger than the 9 per cent figure by 
Kotlikoff, (1979) for Southern US and Newland and Segunda, (1996)48 for Peru, but smaller than the 
premium of 25 per cent estimated by Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum (2003)49 for Mauritius.  
In fact, there was a strong demand for male slave labour which probably resulted from the demand 
for physical force in sugar cane plantations.  Indeed, this is confirmed by very lower prices for 
handicapped or invalid slaves, a figure which is close to that found by Newland and Segunda 
(1996)50 for Peru. 

Third, the ethnicity dummy variable which differentiates between Malagasy, Créole de Maurice, 
Mozambique and others confirm the presence of a premium of 19.6 per cent for Créole de Maurice.  
For Cuba, it was found that non-native slaves were sold at a lower price.  Native slave had the 
advantage of being better adapted to conditions in Mauritius and less subject to illness and 
marronage.   ‘Indian’ slaves were ‘smaller’ people and deemed capable of lower physical effort51 
than their ‘African’ counterparts, while the ‘Créoles’ were perceived to be more adapted to local 
conditions.  Mozambiques and Malgaches were considered slaves who could perform very difficult 
tasks. 

Fourth, with respect to occupation, we find that Calfat (Caulker), Cloutier (Nail Maker), Matelot 
(Sailor), Scieur (Sawyer), Forgeron (Blacksmith), Commandeur (Overseer) were more likely to fetch 
higher prices.  The premium ranges from 27.6 per cent to 45.8 per cent.  These occupations 
necessitated particular skills.  In fact, in Table 5 below, we present our second set of findings 
where we group the different types of occupations into three broad categories namely: factory 
work, household work and field work.  The results reveal that factory workers fetched a higher 
premium of 29.8 per cent, compared to field workers, and domestic workers fetch higher prices of 
the order of 16.8 per cent relative to field workers.  These premia are lower than those found for 
the US and for Peru.52  Nonetheless, human capital was valued positively by slave-owners despite 
Mauritius being an agricultural economy.  Two reasons may explain this.  First, Mauritius had an 
important rental market for slaves, regardless of occupation; urban slaves could be rented out to 
plantation owners, especially during the sugar cane harvest season.  Therefore, as for other slaves, 
skilled slaves were also mobile across occupations.  Moreover, the demand for skilled slaves reflects 
the isolation of the island from metropoles.  Long journeys from Europe and the Indian Ocean 
implied that Mauritius had to develop local production of houses, clothing and shoes, among others, 
rather than relying exclusively on manufactured imports from Colonial Powers.  The flexibility and 
local demand for output produced by skilled slaves explain their positive price premium. 

Fifth, sugar production has a positive and significant effect on the prices of slaves. This result no 
longer holds true, once we include time dummies.  This can be explained by the fact that the time 
dummies may also capture the change in sugar production over time, as slave trade arose mainly 
because of sugar production and the expansion of the plantation economy.   Sixth, the time at 
which the sale took place is also important.  A price increase of 13 per cent is found if the sale 
occurred in the fourth quarter.  This indicates a strong seasonal component with peak prices 
coinciding with the sugar cane harvest53.   

Lastly, time dummies are included to capture any variation in prices over time.  We observe that, 
in the initial years of our sample, that is from 1824 to 1826, there was a negative and significant 
time effect on slave prices.  However, as from 1827, slave prices show an upward trend.  This can 
be explained by a peak year in slave demand and was probably a delayed consequence of the 1825 
British equalisation of import duties.54  Indeed, between 1825 and 1827, Mauritian sugar production 
nearly doubled from 10,869 to 20,309 metric tons.55  Mauritian slave price increases are also 
consistent with price increases found elsewhere56,  namely for the Atlantic Coast of Africa, where 
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real slave prices increased by 41 per cent between 1821-1825 and 1826-30.  The cost of adjusting 
production to increase sugar exports could explain the two-year lag.   

However, prices of slaves declined from 1831 onwards (as per Appendix 2) and 1832 (as per 
Appendix 3).  Indeed, an expected abolition of slavery reduces an investment’s time horizon used in 
calculating the net discounted expected value of owning a slave and, consequently, the maximum 
price a slave buyer is willing to pay.  Slave-buyers, in 1827 till 1830, did not anticipate the 1835 
abolition, despite the enforcement of the 1807 slave trade ban by the British in Mauritius after its 
conquest.57  However, after 1830, the threat of abolition caused a decline in slave prices in the 
small island plantation economy. 

 (ii) Value of slave Labour 

From the above, market prices for slaves reflect their substantial economic value.  The prices for 
slave reflected two economic factors, namely the characteristics of the slave and the conditions of 
slavery such as age, sex, physical condition and skill level.  A rational individual would then buy a 
slave, if the expected present value of slave-labour exceeded the price at which slaves can be 
purchased at auction. 

We use data on sugar production, sugar prices and number of slaves from 1823-1835.  Table 3.6 below presents 
the data used in the computation of the net present value of slave labour in Mauritius.  

Table 6 Sugar Production, Average Sugar Prices and Numbers of Slaves from 1823 -1835 in Mauritius 

Year       Sugar  Production(tonne)      Average Price of Sugar (£ per tonne) Number of Slaves 

1823 13,700 32.5 66,000 

1826 21,244 33.6 63,000 

1830 33,963 27.0 63,281 

1835 32,432 37.4 61,652 

Source: Computed 

We first use equation (2) above to calculate the net present value of slave labour.  Second, we 
estimate equation (5) which is an elaborated model of value of slave labour, taking into 
consideration the risk of the abolition of slavery.  Even a small risk of abolition needs to be 
considered as this will affect the value of the entire future income stream.  The possibility of slave 
revolts in groups, or escapes, either of which were likely to make the slave unavailable for service, 
would affect the value of slave labour.  If an individual changed his expectations, even slightly, 
about the persistence of the slave regime, the amount he would pay for the slave would also shift.   

The fact that slavery was profitable is obvious (Wahl, 1996).58  Slavery brought in a new dimension 
to sugar plantations around the world, and in particular, for the Mauritian sugar industry.  
Investment in slaves generated high rates of return to planters.  To estimate equation (2), one must 
decide on the appropriate interest rate. This decision is unexpectedly easy. It is quite clear that no 
interest rate below 3 percent makes any economic sense (Simon and Neal, 1971).59  The rate of 
return on slaves was about 10 percent which was comparable to returns on other assets (Wahl, 
1996).60  Further, the Ut term in equation (2) is defined as upkeep costs in time t.  In fact, upkeep 
costs were very minimal and would not affect our estimate.  In addition, no account is taken here 
of any indirect economic damage to slaves and their off-springs due to the cultural and physical 
impoverishment of slavery, because any such account is extraordinarily speculative. Nor is any 
accounting made for mental and physical suffering due to slavery and its aftermath.  We further 
assume that the useful life of the slaves vary from 10 to 20 years (Grynaviski and Munger, 2003).61 
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Our computation results are described in Table 7. 

Table 7 Computation of Value of Slave Labour (Useful Life of the Slave – 10 years) 

 Discount Rate - 10% 
£ 

Discount Rate -7% 
£ 

Discount Rate - 3% 
£ 

1823-1825 12.22 16.12 23.59 

1826-1830 35.40 46.68 68.32 

1831-1835 23.63 31.15 45.60 

Source: Computed 

 

Computation of Value of Slave Labour (Useful Life of the Slave – 20 years) 

 Discount Rate - 10% 
£ 

Discount Rate -7% 
£ 

Discount Rate - 3% 
£ 

1823-1825 4.71 8.19 17.56 

1826-1830 13.65 23.73 50.84 

1831-1835 9.11 15.84 33.93 

Source: Computed 

We use different discount rates for simulation purposes to capture the variation in the value of 
slave labour over the different periods.  We note that during 1823-1825, the average value of slave 
labour (whose expected useful life is 10 years) was in the range of £12 to £24 (around $60 to $120) 
under the different discount rates.  From 1826 to 1830, which was the peak period for sugar 
production and sugar prices, the average value of labour nearly tripled in the range of £35 to £68.  
In fact, the correlation between sugar production and value of slave labour is very significant as a 
change in sugar output is translated into an almost two-fold change in the average value of slave 
labour.  This 2:1 relationship is further confirmed with our above analysis on slave prices based on 
the Mincerian framework.  The output elasticity from Tables 4 and 5 which is in the range of 0.163 
to 0.175 further confirms this robust relationship between sugar output and value of slave labour.  
We further compute the average value of slave labour for those workers whose expected useful life 
is assumed to be 20 years.  The value falls over the years with the age of the slave.  A similar link is 
noted between age and price of slave in the auction sale. 

Value of Slave Labour with the Risk of the Abolition of Slavery 

Suppose the probability of escape is actually 0.001 in any given year and that the probability of 
emancipation is 0.001 and assume that the slave is expected to have a useful life of 10 to 20 years 
(similar simulation made by Grynaviski and Munger, 2003)62, the value of slave labour will change.  
The computation is presented in Tables 9 and 10 below. 

Table 8 Computation of Value of Slave Labour (Useful Life of the Slave – 10 years) 

 Probability  
of Abolition 

Discount Rate - 10% - 
£ 

Discount Rate -7% -£ Discount Rate - 3% -£ 

1823-1825 0.980 11.98 15.80 23.13 

1826-1830 0.980 34.70 45.75 66.97 

1831-1835 0.980 23.16 30.53 44.69 

Source: Computed 
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Table 9 Computation of Value of Slave Labour (Useful Life of the Slave – 20 years) 

 Probability of 
Abolition 

Discount Rate - 10%- £ Discount Rate -7%- £ Discount Rate - 3%- £ 

1823-1825 0.961 4.53 7.87 16.87 

1826-1830 0.961 13.11 22.80 48.84 

1831-1835 0.961 8.75 15.21 32.60 

Source: Computed 

From the above, a low probability of abolition and emancipation would not affect the value of 
labour significantly.  However, it may have been the case that, prior to the middle 1830s, it was 
widely believed that slavery would eventually not come to an end. After the mid-1830s, if our 
interpretation of the history is correct, there was little doubt that the slave regime would persist 
indefinitely. In terms of the model, Pem would be greater in the late 1820s. This, in turn, would 
imply that, ceteris paribus, the expected present value would increase.  On the other hand, if 
abolition seemed unlikely, then Pem would have remained essentially constant over time with, 
ceteris paribus, no change in the expected present value.   

Aggregate Value of Slave Labour vs. Aggregate Value of Sugar Output 

From Table 10 below, we note that aggregate value of slave labour is much more that the value of 
sugar output.  From 1826 to 1830, it can be observed that the total value of slave labour is twice as 
much as total value of sugar output in the economy. It is to be noted that any possible change in 
the value of the pound sterling during the period under study has not been taken into account. 

 

Table 10 Computation of 
Aggregate Value of Slave 

Labour  

Discount Rate - 7% 
(Useful Life 10 years) 

Aggregate 
Value  
of Slave 
Labour 

Discount Rate -7% 
(Useful Life 20 years) 

Aggregate 
Value  
Of Slave 
Labour 

1823-1825 £ 16.12 £1,039,740 £ 8.19 £528,255 

1826-1830 £ 46.68 £2,947,399 £ 23.73 £1,498,32
4 

1831-1835 £ 31.15 £1,945,832 £ 15.84 £989,469 

Source: Computed 

 

Computation of Aggregate Value of Sugar Output 

Year Sugar Production 
(tonne) 

Average Price of Sugar  
(£ per tonne) 

Total Value of Sugar Output 

1823 13,700 32.5 £ 445, 250 

1826 21,244 33.6 £ 713,798 

1830 33,963 27.0 £ 917,001 

1835 32,432 37.4 £ 1,212,957 

Source: Computed 

 

3.2.2.7 Concluding Remarks 

This section had analysed the characteristics and price variation of slave labour in Mauritius from 
1823 to 1835.  We have constructed a unique data set from Notarial Acts on public slave auctions in 
Mauritius involving 5,580 slaves during that period.  The microeconomic model of slave prices has 
allowed us firstly to capture price variation in relation to slave’s characteristics and also sugar 
production in Mauritius.  Second, we have estimated whether slave prices varied much in relation 
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to the sugar cane harvest season.  The model has considered that slave prices may have been 
sensitive to changes in the value of the goods (i.e. sugar) that they produced. This occurred 
because slave owners expected to be able to expropriate the earnings from their slaves’ labour for 
a longer period of time.  Third, we tested whether there was a change in attitudes about slavery 
over time.  

Our findings reveal that there is a concave age-price profile and a significant price bias in favour of 
male slaves relative to their female counterparts.  In fact, the strong demand for male slave labour 
which probably resulted from the demand for physical force in sugar cane plantations led to this 
gender price disparity.  Furthermore, handicapped or invalid slaves were likely to fetch lower 
prices.  The ethnicity dummy variable also shows that non-native slaves were sold at a lower price.  
Creole slaves had the advantage of being better adapted to conditions in Mauritius and less subject 
to illness and maroonage and were subsequently sold a relatively higher price.  With respect to 
occupation, we find that Calfat (Caulker), Cloutier (Nail Maker), Matelot (Sailor), Scieur (Sawyer), 
Forgeron (Blacksmith), Commandeur (Overseer) were more likely to fetch higher prices.  These 
occupations necessitated particular skills; the result is thus in line with the human capital theory.  
This is further confirmed by the fact that factory workers and domestic workers fetched a higher 
premium.   

In addition, sugar production has a positive and significant effect on prices of slaves. This result no 
longer holds true once we include time dummies.  This can be explained by the fact that the time 
dummies may also capture the change in sugar production over time as the slave trade arose mainly 
because of sugar production and the expansion of the plantation economy.  Lastly, the time at 
which the sale took place was also important.  A price increase of 13% is found if the sale occurred 
in the fourth quarter.  This indicates a strong seasonal component, with peak prices coinciding with 
the sugar cane harvest.  Time dummies were also included to capture any variation in prices over 
time.  We observe that in the initial years of our sample, that is from 1824 to 1826, there was a 
negative and significant time effect on slave prices.  However, as from 1827, slave prices showed 
an upward trend.  This can be explained by a peak year in slave demand and is probably a delayed 
consequence of the 1825 British equalisation of import duties.63  Indeed, between 1825 and 1827, 
Mauritian sugar production nearly doubled from 10,869 to 20,309 metric tons.64  However, prices of 
slaves declined as from 1831.  Indeed, an expected abolition of slavery, after 1830, caused a 
decline in slave prices in the small plantation economy. 

3.3 Labour Systems 

3.3.1 Introduction 

As in the period of French colonization, colonies cannot survive without labour, and in particular 
without coercible, unwaged labour in the period of British colonisation from 1810 to 1839. 

Moreover, there were several ‘types’ of labour: free labour (including that from the French period), 
unwaged coercible labour of the enslaved peoples of Africa, Madagascar and India, and the equally 
unwaged coercible labour of the convicts from British India.  And lastly, in an attempt to 
compensate for a lack of labour on sugar estates following Emancipation, the last type of labour 
introduced was indentured labour, mainly from India.  The unwaged coercible labour of the 
enslaved peoples was the driving force in wealth creation during the dramatic transformation in 
sugar production in this period. 

3.3.2 Labour of the enslaved peoples 

The institution of slavery ensured that there was, on the one hand, a compliant, unwaged coercible 
labour to carry out all tasks required by labourers, factory workers, domestic servants and various 
skilled workers. On the other hand, there was a repressive legal apparatus, the Code Noir amongst 
others, to make sure that labour was indeed ‘compliant’.  Furthermore, the Code Noir dealt with 
various social matters such as the family of enslaved peoples which prevented consolidation of the 
community of the enslaved peoples. 

We are not going to deal with all these issues as research has covered them to a certain extent 
elsewhere.  In her work ‘Bitter Sugar, Sugar and Slavery in 19th-Century Mauritius’, Dr. Teelock has 
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clearly demonstrated that the expansion of the Sugar Industry was solely responsible for 
unrelentlessly causing much suffering to the enslaved peoples working on sugar estates through 
overwork, severe treatment and punishment, bad food supply and an ‘unrelenting discipline’. 

We shall, instead, highlight the fact that slavery was a system that involved the most extreme form 
of economic exploitation.  The propaganda, value systems, belief systems and sometimes ignorance 
of the plantocracy, of the Colonial Society, in general, have permeated the psychology and thinking 
of people in even the 21st century; it is believed, in some quarters , that the labour of enslaved 
peoples can be conveniently ignored.  Everything has been achieved by the colonists and their 
capital! 

In section 3.2.2, we have estimated the value of the labour of enslaved peoples during the period 
1823-1835, since it is agreed that the plantation economy then developed in Mauritius and, of 
course, slavery was ‘officially abolished’ on the 1st February, 1835. 

3.3.3 Convict Labour 

With Mauritius becoming a Crown Colony in 1815, the Sugar Industry had a major boost as Mauritius 
had access to the British market.  Moreover, the dominant form of labour was that of the enslaved 
peoples; with the abolition of the slave trade, there was an urgent need for labour, although 
admittedly illegal slave trade flourished until around 1827, with some estimating that up to 30,000 
enslaved individuals were illegally transported to Mauritius. 

The first Governor of Mauritius, Robert Farquhar, was very much aware of the utility of Indian 
convicts in public works projects and in private enterprise, since he was Lieutenant Governor of 
Penang, an established destination for Indian convicts.  Usually, in Mauritius slaves were used in 
public works.  Further, the planters had to provide the Government with a certain number of slaves 
as “Corvée” labour every year. 

There was thus a major issue of labour supply and Governor Farquhar found in the importation of 
Indian convict labour an opportunity to increase the workforce and, at the same time, to reduce 
labour costs.  Convict labour needed only some rations for upkeep, as prisoners were already 
housed in prisons and there was no need to cater for further housing.  As Clare Anderson wrote: 
“Convicts were cheap, controllable and easily replaced”.65  Their labour played a most important 
role “in building the communications necessary for the development of the sugar industry which 
was to place Mauritius at the centre of global trading networks.”66  

Thus, from 1815 to 1837, there would be a regular supply of mainly Indian convicts from Bombay 
and Bengal, and some from Ceylon; there were about 1500 of them in all. In 1815, there were 316 
convicts of which the number increased progressively to 735 in 1818; thereafter, the number 
stabilised at around 600, but by 1834, it reached a peak of 986.  In 1837, in the year when 
transportation of convicts took place for the last time, there were 730; this number would 
progressively decrease through deaths. 

With time, the convicts were becoming old and invariably less productive.  Furthermore, by 1834, 
the importation of indentured labourers from India started.  It was felt that the convicts might have 
a negative influence on the newly-arrived indentured labourers.  Thus in 1839, it was decided that 
there would be no more transportation of convicts.  In fact, in 1847, a committee of Enquiry was 
set up to enquire into “the most advantageous mode of disposing of the labor of the Indian convicts 
[…].”67 After having classified the convicts as effective, half-effective and invalid, the Committee 
reached the conclusion that: 

(i) “The cost of the maintenance of each effective labourer, after allowing for the ineffective, is 
as great as that of hired labourers”; and 

(ii) “Free” labourers from India, introduced expressly for the purpose of working on public work 
contracts, would be as cheap and effective as convict labour. 

The major importance of convicts in the expansion of the Sugar Industry labour is highlighted by the 
fact that, in 1837 and in 1839, there were requests to reinstitute convict labour, because 
considerable savings would be made through their use in repairing roads and bridges which were 
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deteriorating.  With the expansion of the Sugar Industry, the network became of vital importance 
for the transportation of sugar cane and sugar. As in the case of the ex-slaves, the convicts would 
be done away with, once an alternative source of cheaper labour had been found: indentured 
labour. 

3.3.4 Indentured labour 

With the abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807 in the British Empire, there would progressively be a 
problem of labour availability to sustain the various plantation economies in the Caribbean and in 
the Indian Ocean.  In the Caribbean, with the increasing occurrence of slave rebellions, the matter 
was still worse. 

With that in mind, Robert Farquhar, who had experience in the Moluccas Islands and experience as 
Governor of Penang as from 1802, had witnessed the presence of Chinese immigrants and, in 
particular, of Chinese labour in these British possessions.  In 1807, he wrote to the British 
Government a document entitled ‘Suggestions arising from the abolition of African Slave trade for 
supplying the demands of the West Indian colonies with agricultural labourers’, whereby he 
proposed “a plan for the introduction of Chinese labourers, already so successfully employed in the 
British settlements in the Eastern seas, into the British colonies in the West Indies”.68  But the plan 
was not accepted because it was claimed that there were practical problems in its implementation.  
Moreover, this episode indicated already that the abolition of the slave trade was creating serious 
labour problems for the various plantation economies/societies in the British Empire.  There is no 
doubt that, with the proposed abolition of slavery, the labour problem would become very acute, 
indeed.  Certainly, for Mauritius, the planters were exploring, well before the enacting of the 
corresponding Legislation, alternatives ways to supply labour.  The issue was on the agenda of the 
British Government.  In 1827, A. D’Epinay was possibly the first planter who recruited and 
employed contractual Indian labourers.  H. Ly Tio Fane-Pineo, in her work Lured away – The life 
history of Indian Cane Workers in Mauritius and R. Quenette in his book La fin d’une Légende 
referred to this. 

In 1829, there were attempts to recruit indentured labour by planters from Singapore and India, 
without the involvement of the Government.  On their arrival in Port Louis, they were sent 
straightaway to the sugar estates of the planters who recruited them.  According to H. Ly Tio Fane 
Pineo, the labourers felt cheated because they had a meager salary and were assimilated to slaves.  
The labourers protested openly against their working conditions and left the cane fields.  The 
Government had no alternative but to repatriate these labourers; moreover, the planters had to 
cover the costs involved. 

Following this experiment, the planters sought and obtained the participation of the Government in 
the recruitment of indentured labourers from British India; the contracts would be signed before a 
Magistrate by the parties concerned.  That would ensure that especially the indentured labourers 
would abide by the terms of the contract and, in particular, that the labourers did not change the 
sugar estate owner who engaged them in the first instance. 

In the end, British planters, Arbuthnot and Hunter, recruited 36 ‘Hill coolies’ who landed in 
Mauritius on the 2nd November, 1834.  And by 1842, there were 26,090 indentured labourers from 
British India, with 25,076 males and 1,014 females.  This recruitment was made possible because 
the Arbuthnots were merchants and industrialists in British India.  As owners of an indigo factory, 
the Arbuthnots in India identified the ‘right’ type of prospective ‘Hill coolies’.  Further, this 
business of labour recruitment would develop both in British India and in Mauritius, with many 
companies and businessmen involved.  The British Empire already made use of that reservoir of 
cheap labour in Asia; this new development would create conditions for the British Empire to make 
enormous profits in this new lucrative business across the oceans. 
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3.3.5 The Labour of the Recaptives or the liberated slaves 

Following the abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire in 1807, the British Government sent 
its Navy to seize enslaved peoples on board French and other ships.  Those slaves were referred to 
as ‘liberated Africans’, a misnomer as they were far from free.  In effect, they were given to 
private employers or a Government Officer as apprentices or indentured labour for a period of up 
to fourteen years.  In some cases, in spite of a somewhat liberal Legislation, these new apprentices 
were very harshly treated, no better than the slaves.  Hence, historians are now using the term 
‘recaptive’ Africans to describe this category of slaves/apprentices 

During the period 1811 to the early 1840s, given the rapid expansion of the Sugar Industry and given 
the abolition of slavery and the uncertainties associated with the importation of indentured labour, 
these ‘recaptive’ Africans would play a most important part in helping to mitigate the 
unavailability of a sufficient labour force, somewhat like the Indian convicts.  Moreover, the 
carrying over of ‘recaptive’ Africans was kept going until the late 1860s, when it was felt that the 
source of indentured labour from British India was reliable and provided much cheaper labour than 
the ‘recaptive’ Africans. 

In 1811, the first group of ‘recaptive’ Africans, captured in an Arab vessel in May off the coast of 
East Africa, was brought to Mauritius.69  The Colonial Authorities entrusted to the Collector of 
Customs the responsibility of ‘taking care’ of the ‘recaptive’ Africans and of allocating them to 
employers/Government Officials.  This first group was handed over as menial workers to the Police 
Department. 

During the period 1813-1827, according to the Collector of Customs 1827 list of ‘recaptive’ 
Africans, 2998 of them were transported to Mauritius.  Many were very young, aged less than 
fifteen years old.  The Collector of Customs gave preferential treatment to the Governor and 
Government Officials, so that about 500 of the African ‘recaptives’ were allocated to them.  The 
three who received the most were: Governor R. Farquhar with 47, the wealthy planter/Government 
Official Charles Telfair with 91, and Charles Stoker, District Commander with 45. 

Furthermore, during that same period, 206 of the ‘recaptive’ Africans were employed as labourers 
and manual workers within the Local Government, and 224 were in the armed forces.  By late 
1820s, the Colonial Government decided to extend the contract of the Government’s ‘recaptives’ 
by seven years.  It turned out that the Government was able to secure a pool of cheap labour from 
among the ‘recaptives’ at a time when the demand for labour was increasing.  As it has been 
mentioned before, in 1829 there were failed attempts to recruit Chinese and Indian indentured 
labour from Singapore and India. 

Moreover, the ‘recaptive’ Africans had a very mixed experience although, by Law/Regulations, they 
were supposed to have better working conditions than the enslaved population at large.  There was 
a high death-rate on the one hand; on the other hand, a high percentage of them marooned.  For 
example, between 1820 and 1826, 1085 males and 272 females marooned, but about 64% of them 
were re-captured.70  This may explain why certain observers of that time have described the so 
called ‘benevolent’ attitudes/policies of British Colonial Authorities to the ‘recaptive’ Africans as a 
disguised slave trade and a pool of cheap labour readily available, as and when required. 

3.4 Banking, Finance and the Economy 

3.4.1 The Economy in 1810-1839: An Overview 

The period prior to the British conquest of Mauritius was characterized by Anglo-French Colonial 
Wars and, in particular, the Napoleonic Wars. Trade suffered a lot; speculation was rife; industrial 
production went down, and uncertainties did much harm to trade and business in general. 
Following the British conquest in 1810, the British Navigation Acts initially impeded trade, 
especially with the ban on foreign ships, in spite of a declared policy of free trade by Governor 
Farquhar. 

The Merchant Class was flourishing before the British blockade, as from 1806. But the immediate 
post-war period impacted negatively on trade and business in general for that class. Shipbuilding 
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went down because, on the one hand, there was a decrease in demand for ships and, on the other 
hand, there was stiff competition from shipyards in India and New South Wales. Furthermore, there 
was a great fire of 1816 which destroyed about half of the warehouses and buildings of the 
Merchant Class, followed by some destructive tropical cyclones. 

According to A. d’Epinay,71 “[…] pas un navire ne quitte l’île sans emporter plusieurs des riches 
familles en Europe […]. Comme tous ces colons émigrants sont précisément ceux qui ont realisé de 
la fortune, il en résulte que la Colonie devient de plus en plus pauvre.” There is no doubt that some 
of these emigrants were possibly leaving because they could not live under British rule. Moreover, 
the capital exodus resulting from movements of the wealthy would be a recurring feature in the 
19th century Mauritius. 

What was the response of the new British Colonial Government in Mauritius? Very early on, 
Governor Farquhar encouraged the setting up of the Bank of Mauritius in 1813 and later founded a 
Société Agricole with the objective of encouraging the development of the Sugar Industry. Further, 
in response to the requests for assistance from the Merchant Class after the fire, the Government 
took two measures. Firstly, a first loan of 100,000 dollars, followed by a second loan of 200,000 
dollars were granted to the newly-created Bank of Mauritius; and secondly the Government passed, 
as a temporary and exceptional measure, the suspension of the Navigation Acts. As a consequence, 
Mauritius became a free port which would favour both external trade and agricultural production, 
with French ships being allowed to come to Port (see-table below). 

Table 11 Ship Movements from 1816 to 1820 

Year No. of British Ships 
No. of Foreign Ships 

(of which French ships) 
Total 

1816 237 109 (84) 346 

1817 272 148 (101) 420 

1818 214 139 (105) 353 

1819 234 128 (105) 362 

1820 232 69 (56) 297 

Source: Mauritius Almanachs  

The impetus to trade was obvious, given that the French ships also stopped over at Réunion Island 
(ex-Bourbon Island). Equally, in the aftermath of the defeat of Napoleon in 1815, France felt the 
need to import sugar. Thus, as from 1816, Mauritius benefited from the temporary suspension of 
the Navigation Acts by exporting sugar to France, the more so since import tariffs in France were 
lower than in Britain, and French ships were coming to Port Louis. Thus agricultural production 
benefited too. But this trade came to an end in 1820, following lobbies from Réunion Island. 

Meanwhile, the plantocracy lobbied the Colonial Government intensely in Mauritius and the 
Imperial Government in London to do away with the preferential tariffs on sugar imports into 
Britain in favor of the British West Indies. And, in 1820, Britain granted freedom of trade, so that 
Port Louis became a free port. In 1821, the British West Indies lobby in Britain succeeded in fighting 
back by arguing that Mauritius could not benefit simultaneously from free trade and preferential 
tariffs for its sugar. 

In Mauritius, there were debates between the Merchant Class and the Planters Class. It should be 
noted, however, that with the expansion of the Sugar Industry, the Merchant Class (of French 
colons) would progressively invest in the very profitable new business. The Planter Class was led by 
A. d’Epinay who resolutely defended the interests of the expanding Sugar Industry, emphasizing 
that Mauritius should rely more on sugar production and should lobby for preferential import tariffs 
to Britain rather than for a waiver from the Navigation Acts. Meanwhile, sugar production received 
a boost from 1820 to 1825 thanks to exports to France and to the waiver from the Navigation Acts. 

Nevertheless, the preferential tariffs for the British West Indies, together with the freight 
differential, represented a major disadvantage vis-à-vis the British West Indies, which proved to be 
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powerful competitors within the British Empire. The planters in Mauritius found support through the 
Sir R.T. Farquhar, ex-Governor, and other supporters of free trade in the House of Common, like 
Mr. Huskisson, then President of the Board of Trade. The Mauritius Trade Bill came to British 
Parliament on 21 March 1825. In the debates, Mr. Huskisson, in presenting the resolution, said: 

“This island is cultivated in the same manner as the West-India islands. I know of no 
advantage it has over them; whilst its greater distance, by increasing the expense of 
freight, and its frequent exposure to hurricanes would seem to place it under some 
natural disadvantages […] I do not now apprehend that any serious prejudice can 
accrue to the West-India planter, as the quantity of sugar grown in that island is not 
considerable.”72 

The last comment would turn out not to be the case in the future, as sugar production increased 
exponentially over the next four decades in Mauritius. For his part, Sir R. Farquhar had this to say, 
amongst other thing:  

“Being thus frustrated in their speculation as to the free trade, they naturally 
became an agricultural colony, and in consequence of the successive hurricanes which 
destroyed the cotton and clove plantation, sugar was the only produce which enabled 
them to provide for their own subsistence, or to pay their taxes […] Bourbon being 
severed, by the Treaty of Paris, from Mauritius, enjoyed all her ancient advantages […] 
Mauritius was placed in this anomalous situation, since her connexion with Britain, 
that she was sacrificed to European policy; and, as to her trade, depressed, under 
some reference to our India system.”  

Sir R. Farquhar used some of the arguments of the plantocracy in Mauritius, with regard to the 
comparison with Bourbon and with regard to the impact of hurricanes on the destruction of cotton 
and clove plantations. Moreover, Sir R. Farquhar also placed the plight of Mauritius in the context 
of overall British Imperial policy. At the time of the British conquest, Mauritius was under the aegis 
of the East India Company, hence this influence on ‘our India system’. Indeed, Mauritius was 
conquered because of its strategic importance to the British Empire; for the same reason, and to 
some extent in defence of free trade, there would be an equalization of tariffs on the imports of 
sugar into Britain for all the colonies of the Empire. 

The impact of the tariff equalization was enormous: the rapid expansion of the Sugar Industry, the 
flow of capital from British credit houses and merchant companies and the resulting investment in 
machinery and new technology. The Planter Class, conscious of the fierce competition for sugar in 
the British Empire and on the world market, was ready to attract British capital by mortgaging its 
sugar estates. A. d’Epinay wrote in his memo to Lord Goderich: 

“Une quantité considérable de machines fut en peu de temps achetée de la Métropole, 
plus de 150 machines à vapeur destinées aux sucreries, avec une bonne quantité de 
machines de tous genres, roués, alembic, générateurs, etc., furent importés dans la 
colonie. La dépense totale pour ces achats des machines importées à L’île Maurice 
pendant les années 1826, 1827, 1828 et 1829 s’évaluent à £ 140,058 qui, d’après 
Monsieur Huskisson, dépasse de beaucoup les achats des colons des autres colonies 
avec les marchands de la Métropole. Toutes les plantations furent hypothéquées afin 
de subvenir aux frais de construction de différentes manufactures et peu des colons 
sont parvenus à s’acquitter.”73 

In addition, there would be a fair number of British traders and businessmen who moved to 
Mauritius, becoming involved in various economic activities: internal trade, shipping, buying sugar 
estates, etc. They would join the Merchant Class of French colons and of Coloured People. It is of 
importance to note that there was already a Merchant Class of Indian origin, mainly South Indian, 
since the days of French colonialism; by the beginning of the 19th century, and during that same 
century, there would be another flow of Indian merchants from Gujarat and Bombay. They were 
involved in internal trade and external trade, especially trade with India. Some of these two 
strands of traders would be able to accumulate sufficient capital to become major owners of 
immovable properties, in particular, of sugar estates as well as money lenders.74  
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Similarly, as early as the 18th century, there were a few Chinese inhabitants in Mauritius; with the 
encouragement of Governor R. Farquhar, Chinese immigrants came to Mauritius, with some 
becoming traders, whilst others would have such occupations as marine carpenters, sailors and 
artisans. 

3.4.2 Bank of Mauritius – 1813 

During the period of French colonialism, there was no bank operating in Isle de France.  It was only 
with the British conquest that Banking Laws were introduced and the first Bank was set up with 
capital from private individuals and with the active support of the Governor Sir Robert Townsend 
Farquhar.  It is to be noted that Sir Robert Farquhar, through a proclamation dated 17th September, 
1813, tried to institute a ‘sort of Government Bank,’ but he very quickly gave up the idea.   

On the 2nd December, 1813, a proclamation was issued whereby the new Bank of Mauritius was set 
up on the principle of a Chartered Bank.  That same proclamation contained equally the new 
Banking Laws.   

The initial capital was $200,000; 200 shares of 1000 dollars each were issued. It was essentially an 
association of private individuals.  It seemed that the Bank initially won over the confidence of the 
merchants, business in general and the public. 

Moreover, the fire of 1816 was so devastating that many persons doing business in Port Louis 
suffered heavy losses. As a consequence of this, access to credit was severely affected.  Thus the 
Bank called for assistance from the Government in October 1816.  In its response, whilst the 
Government was favorable to various requests made, it made it clear that the Bank and the 
Government should be independent and that, in particular, it could not accede to the request that 
“Government should guarantee the Bank paper in circulation.” 75  

Moreover, the Government agreed to the following: 

i. The Government would receive “Bank paper into the public chest”. 

ii. A loan to the Bank of 100,000 dollars. 

iii. An increase in the capital of the Bank by 100,000 dollars was allowed through the issuing 
new shares worth 100 dollars each. 

Further, the Government recommended that: 

a) “the object of the Government being to facilitate as much as possible the means of 
circulation among the merchants, recommends that no individual or mercantile house 
should in future have a credit exceeding 20,000 dollars at the bank and that no old debtor 
to that amount should have any new credit.” 

b) “a company Inspector shall be named by the Government, to be present, as a check upon 
the proceedings, at all the sittings of the Actionnaires”. 

Also, the Government bought the 164 unsold new Bank shares and 8 original Bank shares which 
amounted to 24,400 dollars.  Thus, Government had a direct stake in the Bank, on top of the loan 
of 100,000 dollars; this explained recommendation (b) mentioned above.  In spite of all these 
measures, the Merchant Class was complaining of difficulties in acceding to credit from the Bank, 
and in May 1818, the Government granted a further loan of 200,000 dollars at a rate of interest of 
6%. 

As regards recommendation (a) the Government was concerned that a few individuals or companies 
were having access to a greater share of credit facilities. 

Another problem facing the Bank and the economy was the shortage of specie. Moreover, in 1825, 
the Bank was closed due to bankruptcy and went into liquidation. It is to be noted that among the 
Directors of the Bank, there were certain well-known merchants: Gaillardon, Charles Pitot, Séries. 
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3.4.3 Petition for a new bank: 1826 

Following the collapse of the Bank of Mauritius, and the equalization of tariffs on sugar imports in 
Britain, there was an attempt to set up a new bank in 1826. A petition was sent to the Governor to 
that effect, giving full details of prospective shareholders, initial capital and of its constitution. 
The need to provide a more solid foundation to the new bank by mobilizing ‘considerable capital’ 
and by being able to have sufficient specie, whenever necessary, was felt; the petitioners proposed 
to look for capital abroad. 

The petitioners had a provisional committee constituted by the following personalities: Charles 
Pitot, J. Wiehe, Maure, Séries, G. Rougier Lagane, Gaillardon, J. Davy Junior, J. Delort and P. 
d’Epinay. The petitioners looked for capital from abroad; and the credit house, Cuttenden, 
Mackillogh & Co, based in Calcutta, agreed to contribute 100,000 piastres to the initial capital and 
to provide credit facilities of 300,000 piastres. 

It was then proposed that the traders in Mauritius, mainly the French colons, would contribute 
200,000 piastres to the initial capital, with each share priced at 1000 piastres. Thus the total initial 
capital would have been 300,000 piastres. 

But the Acting Governor, General Hall, rejected the proposal in a letter dated 13 February 1827.76  
Nevertheless, the planters would persevere and would come up with a new proposal in 1832. 

3.4.4 The Mauritius Bank – 1832 

The attempt to set up a bank with the help of British capital would succeed in 1832.  A. d’Epinay 
and his brother P. d’Epinay were the personalities who developed the necessary rapport with the 
British Financial houses Reid Irving & Co., Barclay Brothers & Co., and Fairlie Bonham, who would 
contribute significantly to the starting capital of 500,000 dollars (i.e. £ 100,000). 77 The 
contribution of the British investors was as follows (in dollars): 

Reid Irving & Co.    85,000 

Barclay Brothers & Co.   50,000 
Fairly Bonham & Co.   50,000 
A. W. Blanc     5,000 
E. Robinson     5,000 
Col. Johnston      5,000 

200,000 
Source: The Charter of Mauritius Bank MNA 

The 300,000 dollars left were to be obtained by subscription in the colony of Mauritius.  As the 
prevailing Banking Laws allowed for the Bank to start its operations once three-fifths of the starting 
capital has been raised, effectively, once 100,000 dollars were subscribed to in Mauritius, The 
Mauritius Bank started its operations.  It appears that the remaining two-fifths of the capital were 
hardly subscribed to.  Thus, the British investors would have contributed about sixty percent of the 
equity of the Bank. 

Adrien d’Epinay would be the Attorney of the Bank and would be appointed Director as well.  There 
was a Board of nine Directors, three of them would be British.  The first three British Directors 
were: Andrew Laing, James Alexander Pierson, William Thompson, who could be replaced, when 
necessary, by respectively Charles Telfair, Edward Chopman and Henry Passmore.  It is of interest 
to note the name of Charles Telfair who played an important role as a planter, a businessman and 
Government Official as from the British conquest.  Among the first Directors in Mauritius, were 
Gaillardon, R. Laganne, Henry Adam, d’Epinay; later on, C. Wiehe would join them. 

The Bank had to face the perennial issue of specie/metallic currency (mentioned early on) which 
was aggravated with the emancipation of slaves and the arrival of Indian indentures labourers.  It is 
true that the labourers, who were paid in metallic currency, tended to save them by hoarding and 
brought them to India, whenever they returned.  Further, with the influx of Indian labourers, 
consumption increased, causing an increase in imports which were paid in metallic currency.  
Moreover, there were other factors which contributed to the drain on the metallic currency: the 
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unfavorable balance of trade with India, Madagascar and Bourbon, Government policy of limiting 
expenditure and the holding back the excess revenue.  In 1841, in a letter to Governor Sir Lionel 
Smith, G. Robinson, President of the Mauritius Bank complained:78 

“Your Excellency is doubtless aware of the high rate of wages paid to all classes of the 
labouring population, a rate, I may be allowed to observe, far beyond what is necessary 
for their wants, or even for their lavish indulgence: the fact, however, is undoubted, 
and the consequences of it are that a very large sum of money is monthly abstracted 
from the circulation of the colony, hoarded by the Indian labourers and those of other 
countries, until the time may arrive when they leave the colony enriched by their 
highly paid labour.” 

And yet, the labourers were being paid miserable wages.  Both the British and French business 
communities jointly wanted very, very cheap labour.  Similarly, as early as 1832, the Directors of 
the Bank wrote a letter to Governor Sir Charles Colville, opposing some amelioration policies in 
favour of the enslaved people.  The Directors included: Gaillardon, A. d’Epinay, Andrew Laing, 
Pierson, W. Thompson, R. Laganne. 

Faced with the scarcity of specie, the Mauritius Bank and the Mauritius Commercial jointly wrote a 
petition on 27 June 1842, requesting Government to undertake to furnish Indian labourers (who 
wished to return) with Bills on Calcutta and Madras, to accept demand for a local currency and to 
pass a law prohibiting the export of specie.  The Government rejected the demands, but agreed to 
make monthly advances to both banks of £ 1200 for four months, to be paid back £800 monthly with 
interests. 

The issue of the need for a local currency would be raised again during the 19th century.  Further, 
through the Mauritius Bank, there was flow of capital back to Britain, especially to Reid Irving & Co.  
By 1847, with the economic crisis in London, Reid Irving & Co would collapse and so would the 
Mauritius Bank. 

It must be highlighted that the Mauritius Bank did all it could to oppose the setting up of the 
Mauritius Commercial Bank in 1838; thereafter, there would be intense rivalry between the two 
banks.  On the local front, in the polemics between Le Mauricien (which supported the Mauritius 
Commercial Bank) and Le Cernéen (the newspaper of A. d’Epinay), the point was made that the 
Mauritius Bank was charging a set of commissions to its customers, thus making credit very 
expensive. 

3.4.5 The Mauritius Commercial Bank – 1838 

Just like the Mauritius Bank in 1832, the driving force behind the creation of the Mauritius 
Commercial Bank was the British business community, in particular the traders based in Port Louis 
or London trading houses with an office in Mauritius.  The main company was Blyth, Brothers and 
Company.  The latter played a most important part in winning support for the bank from both the 
Colonial Government and the Imperial Government in London. 

The planters and traders in Mauritius found strategic partners in the British business community, 
just as the Mauritius Bank had done earlier on. 

The starting capital was meant to be 500,000 piastres; with 3/5 of that amount, i.e. 300,000 
piastres, the Bank started its operations on September 1838, as allowed by the Banking 
Regulations.  Out of 198 individuals/group of individuals who bought the shares, about ¾ were 
mainly the French colons, and the rest were from the British business community; there were also a 
few Coloured and two Indians who brought shares.  Moreover, about fifty percent of the 
shareholders bought less than five shares; thus they did not have voting rights, not owning the 
minimum of 5 shares.   

A fair percentage (about 25%) of shareholders was planters or planters/traders.  For example, Paul 
Froberville received financial compensation of £9020 in 1837 for 282 slaves; he was a big planter to 
possess so many slaves.  Similarly, such British shareholders as Hunter, Chapman, Arbuthnot, were 
planters or planters/traders. 
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3.5 The Economics and Politics of Abolition of slavery 

3.5.1 Introduction 

To understand the various issues concerning abolition of slavery, and the way people would react to 
them, it is important to recapitulate the social forces in Mauritius involved at that time.  There was 
the British Colonial State in Mauritius and the British Imperial Government; the Planters Community 
were predominantly French, with some British planters. Moreover, there was an important presence 
of the British traders or financiers either through a company in Mauritius, representing their 
interests or through an office set up in Mauritius, and they provided credit to the planters to such 
an extent that around three quarters of the sugar estates were effectively owned by them in the 
early 1830s;79 there was the labour of the numerous enslaved people, and finally the Free Coloured 
People. 

The process leading to the abolition of slavery on the 1st February, 1835, had been dealt with 
thoroughly by various authors.  We mention here certain salient features.  Two events of the 
French period are of relevance: firstly, the victory of the enslaved people of Saint-Domingue 
against French colonialism and, secondly, the arrival of two delegates from France, Baco and 
Burnel, in Isle de France, to implement the French Revolution’s decision to abolish slavery in the 
French Empire.  The French plantocracy was worried that the slaves in Ile de France might emulate 
the events of St. Domingue.  After all, they were dead against the abolition of slavery and they 
succeeded in getting Baco and Burnel sent back.  After the British conquest, the plantocracy 
carried out an illegal slave trade, succeeding to bring into Mauritius about 30,000 slaves according 
to the Commission of Enquiry of Colebrook and Blair, and this with the connivance of British 
Governors and British Officials. Thereafter, they opposed the amelioration policies in favour of the 
slaves to such an extent that the whole programme turned out to be a failure.  Yet again, they 
succeeded in initially getting Jeremie, sent by the British Government to implement the policy of 
abolition, returned after forty days of economic standstill.  They sent on two champions, a lawyer, 
Mr. A. d’Epinay, to represent and defend their interests in 1830 and 1833 in relation mainly to the 
abolition of slavery and their representation in governmental decision-making. 

3.5.2 The Act for the Abolition of Slavery 

On the 28th August 1833, the House of Commons in Britain approved “An Act for the Abolition of 
slavery throughout the British colonies; for promoting the Industry of the manumitted slaves, and 
for compensating the persons hitherto entitled to the services of such slaves.” 

The title of the Act is very misleading from one aspect in particular; this twenty-three page Act 
states on the last page, as per clause LXIV, the following: 

“And be it further enacted, that nothing in this Act contained doth or shall extend to 
any of the Territories in the possession of the East India Company, or to the Island of 
Ceylon, or to the Island of Saint Helena.”   

This clause clearly contradicts the title which refers to abolition “throughout the British colonies”.  
The non-abolition of slavery in India (one Territory in the possession of the East India Company) 
may have had a bearing on the development of the situation in Mauritius.  Slavery in India would be 
abolished in 1843. 

By this time, since the mid 1830s Indian indentured labourers were imported to Mauritius from a 
reservoir of very cheap labour in British India.  Already, the policies of British Colonialism in India 
on land had caused an increase in landless peasants. With the maintenance of slavery in India, 
there is no doubt that, to some extent at least, this had contributed to the depression of wages of 
the Indian labour force; in turn, the prospective indentured labourers would be in a position to 
accept very low wages. 

Thus, the following question arises: By so doing, did the British Imperial Government, possibly 
indirectly, contribute to the refusal of planters to pay decent wages to the emancipated enslaved 
people and hence to contribute to the latter’s leaving the plantations ‘en masse’?. 
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Moreover, it is interesting to note that there were many debates and lobbies from the West Indian 
planters/slaves-owners before the Act was passed.  The initial idea was not to pay any 
compensation to the slave-owners but to have a long period of apprenticeship; the latter which 
provided unwaged labour to the slave-owners would have helped to pay for the costs of 
emancipation.  Thus, the enslaved peoples themselves were to finance their emancipation!  
Thereafter, in February 1833, the British Government came up with a proposition of £15 million 
loan and twelve years’ apprenticeship13.  The lobby of the West Indian planters/slave-owners and 
British financial houses led to the Government changing the loan to a gift and then to increase the 
gift to £20 million.  It was then that the period of apprenticeship was reduced to six years for 
praedial slaves.  It appears that there was concern about the implementation of the Act in so far as 
the various conditions attached to it are concerned.  In fact, at a House of Commons sitting in June 
1835, Mr. F. Buxton moved  

“That a select Committee be appointed to inquire whether the conditions on which 
the £20, 000, 000 £ were granted for the Abolition of Slavery have been complied 
with.”80 

Moreover, after debates and the speech of Sir George Grey, Mr. F. Buxton withdrew his motion.81 

However, the implementation of the Act in Mauritius justified the apprehension of Mr. Buxton.  An 
Order in Council of September 17, 1834 defined the ways and means by which the apprenticeship 
system was governed. As Moses D. E. Nwulia wrote, 

“The Order in Council imposed heavy penalties on the apprentices for non-
performance or ill-performance of their duties, whether the duties were obligatory 
or contractual. 

Compared to the penalties imposed on the apprentices, the masters suffered only 
slight penalties for not fulfilling their responsibilities towards their apprentices.” 82 

The plantocracy wanted to sustain the expansion of the Sugar Industry and the Colonial State in 
Mauritius supported their efforts, irrespective of the impact on apprentices.  The Order in Council 
turned out to be worse still at the level of implementation.  So much so, that Lord Glenelg, the 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, wrote a despatch to Governor Nicolay, asking him to call to the 
attention of the Special Magistrates “the frequency of punishments generally and particularly to 
those of a corporal nature which are stated to be far beyond the proportion in the West Indies of a 
merely similar extent of population.”83  Thus, in many ways, apprenticeship in Mauritius was similar 
to slavery, without the whipping, in most cases! 

Furthermore, through the issue of the illegal importation of slaves during the 1810s and early 
1820s, was raised during debates at House of Commons and those of Lords, it was found by Lord 
Glenelg that: 

“Their Lordships must all feel that the difficulties which surrounded the 
identification of any individual negro who had been illegally imported into 
Mauritius were all but insurmountable.”16 During the debates, Lord Brougham said 
“that if we  pay 500, 000 livres or 600, 000 livres in respect of illegally imported 
slaves, or in other words, for felony and piracy, it would be one of the most 
hateful operations over perpetuated in the financial concerns of this country.”84 

3.5.3 The Economics of Abolition 

The British Imperial Government agreed to pay £20 million in compensation to the slave-owners 
throughout the British Empire.  The plantocracy in Mauritius, both British and French, together with 
the British credit houses obtained £2.1 million.  The plantocracy sent a representative, Mr. A. 
d’Epinay, to Britain to defend their interests: firstly, to obtain financial compensation and 
secondly, for the British Government not to impose any penalty on the illegally imported slaves.  
However, it was difficult for Mr. d’Epinay to meet the Colonial Secretary or Officials of his Office, 
the representatives of credit houses, like Reid & Irving and Barclay & Co. made representations on 
his behalf and succeeded in organizing some meetings for Mr. d’Epinay to have with the Colonial 
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Office.  It is to be noted that Reid & Irving and Barclay were those who contributed a major 
proportion of equity of the Mauritius Bank whose Director was Mr. A. d’Epinay. 

On the other hand, the British Business Community in Mauritius expressed its concern to the 
Governor Sir C. Colville as far back as 1832 on Amelioration Policies for slaves and later on against 
the visit of Jeremie.  In a letter to Sir Charles Colville, dated 3 April 1832, they requested a 
meeting between a delegation consisting of Mr. Hunter, Welbs, W. Thompson, J. Blyth and 
Sampson, to meet the Governor with respect to the Order in Council of 2nd November 1831, on the 
amelioration of conditions for slaves.  They highlighted in their letter that the security of immense 
capital from Britain and of their investment in the Sugar Industry.85  Later on, on 15 June 1832, 
they wrote another letter implicitly supporting the ‘agitation’ against Mr. Jeremie’s visit.86  The 
convergence of interests between the French plantocracy and the British Business Community 
would manifest itself with the setting up of the Mauritius Commercial Bank in 1838, after the 
launching of the Mauritius Bank in 1832. 

Following the payment of the compensation in the Caribbean Islands, there was the setting up of 
the ‘Colonial Bank’ in 1836, a bank which would become the Barclays Bank.  There is no doubt that 
some compensation money went into the equity of the Bank.  In Mauritius, twenty-two out of the 
twenty-four major trading houses contributed to the initial capital of the Mauritius Commercial 
Bank.87  Moreover, during the public debates in connection with the setting up of the Mauritius 
Commercial Bank, it was revealed that compensation money was involved.  Thus, a letter 
addressed to the Editor of Le Mauricien of 28 February 1838, contained the following: 

“Quant à la Banque actuelle, créée pour des opérations de finance sur notre 
indemnité, et pour liquider les propriétaires obérés, elle a atteint également son 
but, avec l’applaudissement de tout le monde […]’’ 

It is to be borne in mind that compensation money was paid during the years 1836 and 1837, until 
December 1837 and the Mauritius Commercial Bank was opened on the 1st September 1838.   

The payment of the compensation money, followed by an increase in the price of sugar, had 
definitely a positive impact on the economy.  There was much capital injected in the economy; 
consumption went up so that imports increased from £916,529 in 1836 to £1,035,783 in 1837, whilst 
exports was £831,050 in 1837 compared to £903,457 in 1836.  Most probably, there might have been 
some investment in the Sugar Industry. 

3.6 The aftermath of emancipation and the arrival of indentured labour 

3.6.1 Why did the enslaved people leave the plantations on Emancipation? 

For quite some time, it has been claimed that, in both Mauritius and the Caribbean Islands, the 
emancipated enslaved people chose to leave the plantation as a consequence of the inhuman 
treatment and of the economic exploitation which they suffered during the days of slavery.  Whilst 
this was possibly an issue influencing the movement of some the ex-enslaved peoples away from 
the plantations, the situation appears to have been somewhat different for the ex-enslaved peoples 
in general. 

As there has been some valuable research in the Caribbean Islands on the issue based on evidence 
given before the Select Committee of the House of Commons on the West India Colonies in 1842, 
we shall briefly review the findings of that research which enables us to put in context the 
movement of the emancipated enslaved peoples from the plantations in Mauritius.  According to 
Douglas Hall, 

“By 1842 the immediate reactions of both planters and ex-slaves to the emancipation 
had occurred, and although some measure of stability had been achieved in labour 
relations there was general complaint on the part of employers of the scarcity, the 
unreliability and the high price of estate labour.”88 

The evidence provided by the Select Committee came from the planters, not from the emancipated 
enslaved peoples; in spite of the in-built bias, the evidence would point to a different picture.  In 
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fact, in British Guiana, the withdrawal of the emancipated enslaved peoples reflected far more 
positive reactions to prevailing rates of wages and local market prices and their desire to preserve 
their freedom.   

Thus, almost all the ex-slaves remained on the estates of the planter Henry Barkly in British 
Guinana. 89  

Further, the emancipated enslaved peoples perceived their freedom in terms of retaining their 
rights to free housing and to cultivating plots of land allocated to them during the days of slavery 
for years.  The abolition of slavery could only mean a betterment of their living conditions, 
together with reasonable wages.  Instead, they were being asked to surrender these rights in the 
name of freedom!  Effectively, the planter H. Barkly of British Guinea, in response to a question 
from Mr. G. Berkeley, a Member of the Select Committee, had the following to say: 

“Berkeley: In British Guinea have you known a belief to exist among negroes, that 
when they were made free the Queen gave them their houses and land. 

Barkly: I believe that was a very general belief at first.  I was told by the negroes 
on Highbury estate, when I went there, that it was all nonsense that the Queen 
made them free without giving them a free house and land, and they called upon 
me to carry out that proposition, by giving up the houses and grounds.”90 

Similarly in Jamaica, the evidence indicated that whenever labour was not coerced by imposing 
rent and was being paid regularly reasonable wages, there was the availability of continuous labour 
on the sugar estates.   

In Mauritius, there was no Select Committee to investigate the conditions of the emancipated 
enslaved peoples, and research is lacking on that aspect.  Moreover, the gargantuan appetite for 
fat profits by the planters, and the British credit houses, together with the active support of the 
Colonial State, drove them to look for alternative sources of labour, and especially very cheap 
labour.  They found it in British India, where access to the vast reservoir of cheap labour and its 
relative proximity (and hence low transportation costs) would make it possible for them not to pay 
reasonable wages to the emancipated enslaved peoples or to give them access to free housing and 
land which they enjoyed for so many years. They would, thus, be able to compete more 
successfully with the West Indian planters, to expand further the Sugar Industry and to have a 
major share of the British market. 

In fact, since during the Apprenticeship Period, apprentices were paid very low wages for their 
‘extra service’ because there was already indentured labour since 1834 and the wages were based 
on the prevailing wage rates of indentured labour.   

The following article from Le Mauricien of 12 February 1838 is very revealing indeed: 

“Il est impossible de ne pas conclure de là que notre position offre encore 
d’immenses avantages parce que la même raison qui fait que le travail libre sera 
ruineux pour la Jamaïque, nous empêche de souffrir du nouvel ordre des choses; 
c’est-à-dire que s’il est exact de porter les salaires d’un laboureur aux Antilles à 22 
piastres 50 c. par mois, il ne le sera pas moins de ne les compter qu’à 5 piastres.  
Chez nous on a mieux procédé.  Il est vrai que nous avions un terme de 
comparaison: les gages des laboureurs indiens. C’est sur ces gages que l’on a basé le 
prix de l’extra-service actuel et la transition s’opérera naturellement sur la plupart 
des propriétés.  Nous pouvons donc en conclure que la position du maître vis-à-vis 
ses apprentis n’éprouvera pas un changement assez notable pour détruire 
l’équilibre actuel […] Ceci nous explique une demande qui a été faite dernièrement 
par le Gouverneur aux Juges spéciaux de la colonie, au sujet du prix de l’extra-
service.  La métropole trouvait le salaire de l’extra-service un peu mesquin : 
nous comprenons son scrupule si elle avait les états de la Jamaïque sous les 
yeux.’’91    

Thus, the planteurs in Mauritius were paying the apprentice labourers less than one-quarter of the 
wages paid in Jamaica!  Even the Imperial Government found the wages for extra-service as 
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‘mesquin’, i.e. as petty.  But the Imperial Government, having itself allowed the continuation of 
slavery in India, did not take any measures to remedy the situation.  Thus, the Imperial 
Government, the Colonial Government of Mauritius, the French plantocracy and the British 
traders/financiers converge consciously in implementing a policy which knowingly would do much 
harm to the emancipated enslaved peoples.  The latter would be excluded from the mainstream 
economy, deprived of any wages and of any land and housing in an increasingly monetised capitalist 
economy.  The subsistence economy, to which the apprentices were used, was threatened by the 
capitalist economy.  Their marginalisation and exclusion would be accelerated with the massive 
importation of indentured labour. 

3.6.2 The new economic system and indentured labour. 

Colonial plantation slavery was the worst form of exploitation, particularly economic exploitation, 
prevailing during the last five centuries.  No wages, an oppressive social system, the destruction of 
the family, the denial of the humanity of the enslaved peoples, cultural extermination. 

Indentured labour was imported in the context of the transformation of the economic system from 
a semi-feudal into a progressively capitalist economy.  The conditions of indentured labour were, in 
many aspects, similar to those of slavery.  A new system of economic exploitation was being 
instituted, the driving force being the profit maximisation and capital accumulation of the French 
colons and the British traders/financiers with active support of the British Colonial State and 
Imperial Government.  Nevertheless, whilst there was continuity in terms of exploitation, the 
system was not ‘a new system of slavery’ as proposed by Hugh Tinker.  With wages, and free 
housing and other facilities (just like slave labour), some sirdars and indentured labourers would be 
able to save and buy land later on, thus creating a Planter Class.  That was impossible under 
slavery. 

But, British colonialism created the fragmentation of labour by depressing wages; with the abolition 
of slavery, the British Colonial State would support the French planteurs in their use of the 
economic weapon to bring about this fragmentation.  And this, on top of the prevailing oppressive 
Legislation on labour, cultural rights, family rights, social relations! 

The exclusion of the ex-apprentices from the mainstream economy and the fragmentation of labour 
would have an impact even on modern Mauritius.  Admittedly, in the history of Mauritius, political 
leadership has now and then used that historical state of affairs in defence of their interests. 

3.7 Concluding Remarks 

The period 1810-1839 in the history of Mauritius saw the creation of a monocrop economy, with the 
destruction of the cultivation of other crops.  The driving force for fat profits and capital 
accumulation created conditions for a perpetual quest for coerced unwaged labour and later 
coerced waged labour.   

Moreover, the Capitulation Treaty not only created conditions for the continuation of slavery until 
1835, but created conditions for extensive corruption of the State apparatus.  With illegal slave 
trade, the British Government was in connivance with the French planteurs; the civil servants, 
whether British or French, were generally biased in favour of the planters/slave-owners.   

The value of slave labour for the period 1823-1835, gives an idea of the intensity of the prevailing 
system of economic exploitation.  The viciousness of the system was crowned with a compensation 
of £2.1 million for slave-owners at the time of the abolition of slavery.  And a new system of 
exploitation in the form of indenture labour would follow and be sustained during the 19th century. 
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CHAPTER 4  THE BRITISH COLONIAL PERIOD AND INDENTURED LABOUR SYSTEM 

 

4.1  The Organisation and Structure of the Mauritian Society and the Advent of Sugar 

4.1.1 The early form of organisation of sugar property. 

According to 1832 Census of slaves, out of some 2,605 estates in Mauritius, 1,424 of them, which 
contained some 8,370 slaves, were not agricultural.  38,594 slaves lived on some 1,036 agricultural 
estates, of whom around 26,000 lived and worked in as slave-and sugar-related environment.  The 
rural environment was characterised by a few large estates surrounded by a large number of 
smaller estates, some growing sugar cane, others not, but all linked to the larger sugar estates for 
jobs and services.  The poorer French colonists looked forward to the owners of the larger estates 
to provide leadership or to obtain the protection which they needed in the rural districts where the 
colonists lived in “a state of continual disquietude and hostility from runaway slaves”.  

The development of sugar cane plantations gave rise to a large number of establishments.  Sugar 
cane was grown on numerous estates which were of different sizes.  On account of the investment 
required and expenses involved, sugar cane could only be profitable on large sugar estates.  
Generally, estates with a large supply of slave labour concentrated on sugar cane cultivation which 
was the most labour-intensive crop.  Sugar cane cultivation and slave-ownership went hand in hand.  
In 1830, only 74,839 of 272,022 inventoried arpents of land were under cultivation.  There was still, 
at that time, a considerable amount of undeveloped land. 

The advent of sugar cane resulted in the disappearance of small landowners and led to the creation 
of large sugar estates.  Landownership soon came under the control of a handful of people.  As 
from 1825, with the equalisation of tariffs and the resulting opening of the British market for sugar 
from Mauritius and the rapid growth of the industry, British companies began to show a growing 
interest in the island.  They lent money to Mauritian sugar manufacturers on very advantageous 
terms to cultivate the plantations and purchase machinery for the mills.  Some of those companies 
established themselves in Mauritius and opened branches in Port Louis.  The arrival of British 
merchant firms revived trading activities on the island.  Trade grew steadily especially as from 
1830. 

The most significant change in 19th century Mauritius was the dramatic expansion of the sugar 
industry and its gradual encroachment upon the society and economy.  This period witnessed the 
transformation of Mauritius from a trading emporium to a sugar plantation economy.  The advent of 
British rule was to drastically transform the economic, social and political life of Mauritius and 
upset its socio-economic and racial hierarchy. 

Economic and social status, measured in terms of slave and landownership, became more important 
in differentiating between the colonists, and contributed to growing disparities between them.  
More importantly, it influenced the attitude and relations between slaves and their owners in this 
“extremely dramatic” transition and insertion into a sugar plantation economy.  The slaves then 
constituted the bulk of the population.  In 1826, there were 42,621 male and 26,455 women slaves.  
By 1835, when slavery was abolished, the slave population was estimated to be at 66,613. 

In the early decades of British rule, the issues of slavery, slave trade and the amelioration of the 
conditions of the slaves were at the forefront of political upheaval and tension in Mauritius.  

4.1.2  The emergence of the sugar oligarchy 

Interaction of slavery and sugar can be grasped fully, only with an analysis of the emergence of the 
sugar planters as an active force in local politics, in high finance and the judiciary.  The investiture 
of quasi-military and political power in the hands of the social and economic elite contributed to 
the emergence of the sugar industry oligarchy, which took advantage of the new conditions created 
by the establishment of British rule and the expansion of the sugar plantation economy to 
consolidate its hold over the Mauritian society. 
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At the core of the opposition to the measures promulgated by the British Government for the 
improvement of the conditions of the slaves, there was the Comité Colonial.  The Comité, which 
was created in 1827, was an outgrowth of the caucus which has campaigned successfully in the 
1820s for the abolition of the discriminatory tariffs on Mauritian sugar imports in Britain.  Besides 
their close connection with the sugar industry, members of the Comité Colonial they were also 
involved in trading and other activities. 

With a large resident planter class owning much of the sugar industry, there was no serious 
intention on the part of the Colonial Authorities to challenge the entrenched, local economic 
interests.  By 1832, control of the oligarchy over the political, economic and social life of the island 
had reached a point where they felt strong enough to confront British rule head on, with the use of 
physical force, if necessary.  It was estimated that some 5,000 men formed part of those 
“resistance” associations. 

Their leader was d’Epinay who had, by then, gained considerable influence and ascendancy over 
the local population.  The weaving of the web of economic, political and social interests took place 
principally on the rural districts.  Another group involved in the interplay of politics, family 
connections and race in the rural districts were the Civil Commissaries and their assistants, who 
took over from the District Commandants who had been reinstituted by Farquhar in 1816. 

In 1827, an Ordinance in Council was introduced to improve the conditions of slaves in Mauritius.  
This Ordinance appointed a Protector of Slaves.  The Protector dealt with all criminal cases and, as 
guardian of the slaves, he heard their complaints and brought them before the Tribunals. The 
Ordinance limited the corporal punishment inflicted on slaves and regulated the size of the tasks on 
the plantations.  A novel provision was the establishment of a government Savings Bank under the 
authority of the Protector for the preservation of slave property.  The Slave was empowered to 
purchase his own freedom and that of his descendants, if he could prove the funds to be his own or 
hold a certificate testifying to his good conduct for the past five years.92 

For the sugar oligarchy, the amelioration measures decreed by the British Government were the 
first step toward the emancipation of the slaves, hence their opposition to these measures.  The 
expansion of the Sugar Industry and preoccupation over the supply of labour retarded attempts by 
the Governor and the Colonial Establishment to enforce these measures.  The Bar and Bench were 
instrumental in obstructing the implementation of the Amelioration measures.  It took five years for 
the implementation of the Amelioration orders in Mauritius.  The influence of the Bar and Bench 
was also considered to be a prime cause of the colonist rebellion of 1832 over the appointment of 
Jeremie as Attorney General, in the place of Prosper d’Epinay, Adrien d’Epinay’s brother.93 

The opposition of the sugar oligarchy to the Amelioration measures were centred around the 
appointment of the Protector of Slaves who bore the brunt of their attack.  The creation of the 
post of Protector of Slaves caused much outrage and turmoil in the island.  The colonists were of 
the opinion that this measure would give the slaves, with the backing of the British Government, a 
powerful instrument to challenge the right of their masters over them.  Besides they feared that 
this would aggravate the problem of absenteeism on estates at a time when maroonage was still a 
serious and endemic problem, as it would provide slaves with an excuse to leave the estate to 
present their grievances before the Protector.  By the early 1830s, the feverish debate surrounding 
the Amelioration laws and problems of communication in a rumour prone society accentuated the 
apprehension and nervousness of the colonists and fuelled a state of ferment in the colony.  In 
1831, Goderich the British Under-Secretary of State expressed his concern that Governor Colville 
had not bothered to report on the disturbed state of the colony. 

4.1.3 Slavery and Maroonage 

In the reports and accounts of the structure and organisation of the early sugar plantation society 
in Mauritius, relatively little is said about the conditions and way of life of the slaves.  Yet, they 
constituted the bulk of the population and in 1820, outnumbering the white population by the ratio 
of 10:1.  Most of the slaves were confined to the estates.  In 1832, 56% of the slaves lived on the 
estates and were thus isolated from the members of the ‘free population’.  In spite of the 
constraints and restrictions placed on them, they influenced the island society in several ways. 
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Slaves were of diverse ethnic origins and background.  But with the ‘Creolisation’ of the slave 
population, it is most likely that there was an amalgamation of different cultures from the early 
days of slavery. Further, slaves developed a network of relations and a way of life of their own that 
was independent from that of their owners. 

The conditions of slaves differed from estate to estate and region to region.  The common factor 
that bound them together in the struggle against the harshness of their condition was the constant 
pressure and coercion which was applied on them in the execution of their tasks and the hardships 
which they endured at work and in their life on the estate. Slave-owners who were often strapped 
financially sought to maximise the amount of work which they could extract from their slaves.  The 
policies pursued by their owners in the treatment of their slaves resulted in high death rates among 
the slave population and contributed to their short stressful life. 

Slaves did not take lightly to the conditions of their life on the estates. According to Teelock, 
Mauritian slaves, like those of other plantation colonies, had to endure harsh living and working 
conditions as well as the constant threat of physical and psychological abuse.  In a typology of 
power systems, Teelock argues that “plantation despotism ranged at the very end of one extreme 
where violence was a “prima ratio” and the smallest infractions were often punished with the 
severest violence” 94 

Coercion and harsh treatment led to retaliation on the part of the slaves.  The threat, posed by 
runaway slaves or maroons, fostered in the island a state of continued anxiety and hostility.  As was 
the case elsewhere, the Mauritian response to maroon activity was harsh repression.  In the 18th 
century, regular maroon hunts were organised by the authorities and colonists.  Baron Grant noted 
in 1730 that fugitive slaves were treated like wild animals and shot ‘whenever the opportunity 
affords”.  Some sixty years later, the fugitives continued to be shot at will; local detachments of 
police killed 102 fugitives between 1790 and 1812 a manifestation of colonial of paranoia and 
racism in its most violent and abhorrent form. 

The level of maroon activity increased sharply following the cession of the island to Britain. 5,200 
declarations of maroonage were made to the Colonial Authorities between 1810 and 1826, an 
average annual desertion rate of 11.2% to 11.7%.  The rate of maroonage coincided with the 
plantation work cycle.  There was an increase of desertions at the time of the more arduous field 
operations. 

The colonists’ aversion to maroonage had two main causes:  On the one hand the threat to personal 
security and property posed by maroon slaves who remained “active and resourceful protagonists”. 
A second strong motive of resentment on the part of the colonists was that maroonage deprived 
them of valuable labour which was an indispensable element for the profitability of their 
operations.   

In these circumstances, the colonists, led by d’Epinay and the Comité Colonial mounted a strong 
opposition to the anti-slavery lobbying in the British political circles and the British Press.  The idea 
of losing control over their slaves dug deep into the hearts of the colonists and their perception of 
property.  Proposed Amelioration Laws sent further shock waves throughout the island.  The 
colonists were also aroused by reports of the Anti-Slavery Society in favour of the emancipation of 
slaves in British colonies without compensation.  News were received at the time by several 
commercial firms in Mauritius that the British Government had decided the immediate 
emancipation of slaves introduced after 1814 without compensation.  This order was later 
rescinded following representation made in London by d’Epinay. 

The problem of maroonage continued during emancipation and aggravated the labour crisis faced 
by the rapidly expanding sugar industry.  The impact of shortage of servile hands was compounded 
by the sugar industry’s shaky financial conditions which included tapping costly alternative sources 
of labour.  In these circumstances the threat of maroonage provided many slaves with a powerful 
weapon to renegotiate and alleviate the harsh conditions under which they lived and worked.  
Between 1835 and 1837, an average of 7.7% of the apprentices was apprehended every year for 
desertion. 

Some of the slaves, once they were emancipated, abandoned field work and left the estates.  They 
were granted squatting facilities by the Government.  Some drifted to Port Louis and others settled 
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on the coast where they eked out a precarious livelihood from the sea.  Their place in the island 
economy was taken by indentured labourers from India. 

4.1.4 The Rise and Fall of the Former Apprentices 

Mauritian historians have given a good account of the “Grand morcellement” of the 1880s but much 
less it’s known or reported about what Allen calls the “Petit morcellement” of 1839-1859.  The 
“Petit morcellement” refers to the subdivision of established estates following emancipation. 

The “Petit morcellement” arose from the general desire of the former slaves to acquire land and 
thus to affirm their emancipation from their former servile status.  The process, which began in 
earnest in 1839–40, accelerated rapidly in 1841 and 1842 when the number of sales of estate land 
seemed to have reached its peak.  The “Petit morcellement” may be seen as an outgrowth of the 
turmoil of the post emancipation situation.  It remained an important aspect of colonial life until 
1846.  Most of the estates comprised at the time large areas of uncleared and unused land. In 1830, 
only 74,839 of 272, 022 inventoried arpents were under cultivation. 

The most pressing problem of Mauritian planters was the need to deal with the loss of a substantial 
portion of their labour force.  It was against a backdrop of a severe, and possibly long-term, labour 
shortage that estate owners began to contemplate the subdivision and sale of part of their 
property.  It was also an attempt on the part of the authorities to bring some order in a seemingly 
chaotic situation.  After 1835, there was a precipitous decline in the size of the apprentice and ex-
apprentice population.  In 1836, at least 1,015 freed men, or nearly one-fifth of one district’s 
apprentice population had abandoned their homes and former masters within several weeks of 
acquiring their freedom.  Large numbers of ex-apprentices occupied land after their emancipation 
often near the estates where their presence was perceived as a threat to public order and to the 
estates’ economic viability. 

The socio-economic realities of post-emancipation Mauritius included a financially strapped sugar 
industry and the existence of a large and well-established Population of Colour.  As an early 
solution to the labour crisis faded in 1840, estate owners moved to protect their interests.  Hence, 
their attempts to bring back the ex-apprentices and tie them to the land through the “Petit 
morcellement”. 

According to Allen there is also a need to examine the post-emancipation situation in Mauritius in 
terms other than those of labour supply and/or labour relations.  The Mauritian authorities strongly 
understood that access and control of adequate amounts of capital were of equal if not greater 
importance to the supply of labour for the survival of the plantation regime.  On a number of 
occasions, the authorities expressed their concern about the financial distress experienced by some 
planters.  (Governor Gomm to the Colonial Secretary 1843; Gomm to Stanley in 1846). 

There, is thus, a need to examine the “Petit morcellement” in the light of the financial problems 
that many planters had to face at the time.  There was a strong speculative element in early 
morcellement activity.  The financial incentives to subdivide an estate could be considerable.  The 
subdivision of estate land yielded returns of 100-200 percent on the original investment for both 
large and small land owners.  The involvement of the Coloured Population in the “Petit 
morcellement” became especially pronounced after 1842, precisely at a time when the sugar 
industry’s problems would have made tapping into the substantial financial resources held by some 
members of the Coloured Population an alluring option for many planters. 

The labour and liquidity crisis of the 1830s and 1840s promoted, not only the parcelling of estates, 
but also the rise of a class of ex-apprentice gardeners and farmers. There were, in that connection, 
diverging opinions in official quarters at the time on the activities and contribution of the former 
apprentices in the island’s social and economic development. The standard view in many circles 
was that these individuals remained “ignorant, lazy and given to hedonism”. On the other hand, 
Governor Gomm, in 1846, expressed the opinion that the former apprentices had become “a 
thriving and improving class of the colonial population”. Some independent observers were equally 
impressed by the social and economic promotion of the former apprentices. The ex-apprentices 
small holders could be counted among the 30,000 Persons of Colour forming a middle class and fast 
rising in wealth and consequence. 95 
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Yet within the space of just a few years, the seemingly halcyon days of the mid-1840s had 
vanished. According to Dr. Mouat, a missionary, in 1852, many of the freedmen who had squatted 
on small plots of land, lived in a state bordering on misery and starvation. A decade later in 1864, 
some observers despaired about the future of the ex-apprentice population. For Governor Barkly in 
1866, “a large proportion of the former apprentices had never been tempted by high wages or the 
ambition of raising their children in the social scale.  They added little in proportion to their 
numbers to the exportable produce and wealth of the colony.”96 

4.2 Indian Indentured Immigration 

4.2.1 The Early Influx of Indian Indentured Immigrants 

The importation of Indian labourers in Mauritius began in earnest in 1834, with the introduction of 
36 hill labourers and 39 labourers from Bombay by Arbuthnot. These labourers came to Mauritius on 
private five-year contracts. They had to pay for their return passage in case they chose to go back 
to India. In 1835, 1,160 men, 61 women and 33 children were brought in. Between 1836 and 1839, 
despite Governor Nicolay’s ban on further introduction of indentured labourers in the island, 22,615 
men, 776 women and 192 children were brought.  In the view of the Colonial Authorities and the 
planters, this early private introduction of Indian labourers on a five-year contract of service 
worked very well.  The Colonial Secretary stated, in 1836, that the experiment, so far as it had 
been tried, met with great success.  The planters praised the character and general disposition of 
the Indians whom they found to be far more efficient and intelligent at agricultural work than the 
Africans, despite the fact that a great number of the labourers who were brought in were very raw 
labourers.  In 1836, a gang of fifty comprised only two or three who had ever handled a hoe.  But 
the planters were generally so satisfied with those early immigrants that they declared that they 
would not keep a single apprentice on their estates, if they had the choice. 

From 1836 to 1839, according to the Annual Reports of the Protector of Immigrants, 25,468 Indian 
indentured labourers were brought to Mauritius at a cost of nearly £280,000.  This substantial 
immigration was, in all likelihood, funded with compensation money received by the planters after 
emancipation or loans based on compensation.  Of all Britain’s sugar colonies, Mauritius was the 
one which weathered the problems of emancipation most successfully.  Before 1834, Jamaica had 
produced twice as much sugar and British Guyana 75 per cent more sugar than Mauritius.  Twenty 
years later, Mauritius had become Britain’s premier sugar colony:  its sugar production was more 
than twice that of British Guiana and was nearly five times greater than that of Jamaica.  Following 
emancipation, the compensation payments and the increased liquidity which this created made 
possible increased investment in sugar cane plantations and the number of sugar mills rose from 
167 in 1833 to 203 in 1838. 

The demand for labour created by this expansion was accentuated by the rising proportion of sugar 
factories converting to steam, the number of steam mills soaring from 69 to 130 during the same 
period.  This expansion in capacity and the increased capitalization of sugar estates required a 
corresponding increase in production and an enhancement of the cultivated area to make such 
investments worthwhile. Between 1841 and 1860, the sugar cane acreage increased from 59,500 
arpents to 110,000 arpents and sugar production rose from 41,024 tonnes in 1840 to 130,375 in 
1860. 

The key issue for the British Administration was “whether such large immigration of Indian 
labourers would not produce an oversupply of labour, thereby reducing the wages of the existing 
labour force or depriving them of their livelihood resulting in the creation of a nation of paupers”97.  
With the prospect of an unlimited supply of labour from British India, the chief reason would be 
removed on the part of the proprietors to induce the former slaves to settle down as regular 
labourers on fair terms. The planters, for their part, argued that the additional labour was required 
to provide the necessary man-power for the expansion of the Sugar Industry.  As it turned out, 
some of the former slaves wanted to discard all the links with their former servile status and 
conditions and the sugar planters did little to retain them. 
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4.2.2 The suspension of Indian Immigration.  The Government subsidisation of immigration  

Indian labourers in Mauritius were paid five rupees a month and were given rations.  It was 
estimated at that time that an indentured labourer costs the estate Rs. 10 to Rs. 11 per month 
(inclusive of the cost of rations).  Between 1834 and 1838, planters in the island spent £200,000 for 
the private introduction of Indian labourers.  In 1839, the Apprentice System was repealed.  In that 
same year, India suspended emigration to Mauritius following a public outcry in both Britain and 
British India over reports of the exploitation to which these early immigrants were subjected and 
abuses in the recruitment and transportation of labour, which raised in British public opinion the 
spectre of a new slave trade.  As a result from 1840 to 1843, scarcely any new canes could be 
planted, heavy field work on estates was abandoned and sugar production dropped from 42,000 
tonnes in 1840 to 27,500 tonnes in 1842.98 

The planters reacted quickly in defence of the indenture system and to safeguard their investment. 
According to M. Carter, they had the support of some influential personalities from British India 
who stressed the destitution of indentured labourers in their own ‘overstocked country’ and upheld 
the notion that all parties would benefit from the indenture system.  With the resumption of 
immigration in 1843, most of the sugar estates had to be extensively restored at any expense.  
Those estates did not return to full production until 1845. 

In 1843, Government began subsidizing immigration from an annual fund of £25,000.  In 1843, 
30,000 Indian labourers were brought to Mauritius and by September 1844, 74,000 Indians - 67,112 
of them male labourers had been brought in.99 

This ‘bounty’ system coincided with the Government control of immigration.  The subsidization 
stimulated the demand for indentured labourers.  But in the face of a threat to the island’s social 
balance and the island’s capacity to accommodate such a large influx of population, Gomm, who 
succeeded Lionel Smith as Governor in 1842, favoured the Government control of Immigration.  He 
strongly opposed the sugar planters’ vision of an unlimited supply of labour.  This led to frequent 
clashes in the Government Council between the Governor and the planters’ representatives, who 
were supported by a ‘small coterie’ of British commercial agents and by the planter controlled 
press.100 

On the other hand, in spite of his concern about the excessive importation of indentured labour and 
disputes with the sugar producers, Gomm had, it would seem, a very favourable opinion of the 
state of the colony and the sugar industry.  He wrote to the Colonial Secretary in 1845 that “he 
might confidently affirm that no spot on earth presents a more cheering prospect of abundance 
than the surface of Mauritius”.  Financial considerations may also account for Gomm’s attempt to 
restrict indentured immigration to Mauritius.  In 1847 he lamented to the Colonial Secretary on 
“the never-sated vortex of immigration expenditure to the neglect of public works”.101 

In furtherance of the policy of the Government control of Immigration, Gomm, in 1844, introduced 
the contingent system which provided for an annual quota of 9,000 immigrants.  Under these new 
arrangements, engagements could only be contracted at the Immigrant Depot, 48 hours after 
arrival in Mauritius.  On estates, one-year contracts replaced the former five-year terms.  These 
regulations were intended to safeguard as much as possible, the freedom of choice of the 
immigrant contracting an engagement in a new country during his period of “industrial residence” 
in the island.102 

In practice, the scheme was a failure.  The engagements at the Depot led to violent competition 
between estate sirdars bidding against each other for labourers.  Wages were bid upwards by the 
fierce competition between planters to re-engage workers as their annual contract expired.  No 
consistent policy for allotting immigrants ever seems to have been formulated or implemented, and 
many planters took advantage of loopholes in the regulations, competing openly against each other 
for new immigrants, raiding each other’s estates for labourers and eventually dispatching their own 
agents to India to recruit workers.103 

The result of this situation was a considerable disorganization of the labour supply on estates.  The 
one year contract of service produced a high turnover of labour; absenteeism on estates reached a 
high figure.  An official committee in 1846 published statistics which give an idea of the unsettled 
condition of labour on estates.  The Committee reported that there were, at that time, 52,000 
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immigrant labourers in the colony of whom 35,000 were employed in agriculture: desertion, 
absenteeism and sickness further depleted the number of workers and the effective number of 
hands on estates was only 25,000.  This figure was only slightly larger than the number of slaves 
employed on estates before emancipation, whilst between 1830 and 1846, the Mauritian sugar crop 
had increased by 47 percent.104 

Certain events at the time brought important changes in British policy in support of the planters.  
During the mid 1840s, when an economic and financial crisis precipitated by the British Sugar Duties 
Bill threatened bankruptcy and ruin for the sugar plantations, the sugar planters won the support of 
British Parliamentarians and other influential circles in their favour.  To plead their case, planters 
used the free trade issue which forced them into competition with sugar producers using slave 
labour, to demand compensation, not in monetary, but in manpower terms. 

A bargain was thus made between the free traders and sugar producers.  When he presented the 
Sugar Trade Bill in Parliament, Lord Russell, the Colonial Secretary, in order to conciliate the 
colonial lobby, promised   them ‘abundant immigration’ and ‘cheaper labour’.  Thus, the pro-
planter lobby succeeded in their opposition to Gomm’s argument for the control of indentured 
immigration. 

Following the financial crisis of 1847, which bankrupted several British firms in Mauritius, 
instructions were given from London to granting urgent concession to the planting community in 
Mauritius.  Acting on these instructions, Governor Anderson, who succeeded Gomm, introduced 
several political and economic reforms.  These comprised an increase in the representation of 
planters in the Government Council, an increase in the annual intake of labourers and an increase 
in the contract length of service from one year to three years.  In 1849, three-year contracts were 
legalized and as a result labour supply conditions on estates improved markedly. 

4.2.3 The role of the Colonial State 

The Colonial State played a crucial and largely successful role in the years following the abolition of 
slavery.  According to S Mintz, the political battle between the Metropolitan capitalist classes who 
favoured free trade and the colonial planters was partly eased by access to external but politically 
accessible labour pools. 

The State regulated, not only the recruitment, importation, allocation and employment of labour, 
but it was also responsible for the financing of immigration.105  Part of the cost of introducing 
labourers at public expense was recovered from the planters to whom labourers were allocated, 
the balance being drawn from general revenue.  The incidence of taxation was then highly 
regressive.  According to North-Coombes, when public Finances were healthy, fiscal concessions 
were readily extended to sugar growers.  He argued that while tax relief was granted to the 
planter, the burden of taxation was carried by the poorer consumers in the Colony.  Between 1843 
and 1851, indemnities paid to private introducers of immigrants were financed by a duty on the 
sale of colonial rum.  In 1851, the reduction in the export duty on sugar was partly offset by 
increasing the duty on rum.106 

In 1852, the Government of India finally acceded to a long-standing request of Mauritian planters 
that a free return passage should in future be granted only in special circumstances.  This measure, 
it was believed would create a resident agricultural labour force and eliminate the unsettled 
condition of labour on estates.  In 1852, estates were also allowed to recruit immigrants in excess 
of their official quota.  The following year (1853) private recruiters from individual estates were 
licensed to operate in India.  From an annual contingent of 9,000 labourers, Immigration leapt to 
more than 10,000 annually in 1852-54; it reached over 20,000 yearly in the late 1850s. 

In 1854, the cost of introducing 18,500 male and female labourers was £101,000 instead of £60,000 
provided for in the estimates.  To meet the increased charges, export duty on sugar was increased 
from 3d to 8d per 100lbs.  Within a decade of Gomm’s departure, sugar planters were thus at 
liberty to import a virtually unlimited supply of labourers in Mauritius.  The protective machinery 
put in place by Gomm to defend the interest of immigrants was then at its most ineffective. 

The Colonial Government was crucially aware of the economic importance of Indian immigration 
which was described as the sheer anchor of colonial prosperity.   
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“It has asserted in official quarters that in times of increased competition on the 
world market, the state had the duty to help maintain the profitability of sugar 
cultivation and manufacture.  There was moreover an obligation imposed both on 
the imperial and local government to support to their utmost ability, during this 
crisis, the struggling sugar growers […] to aid the efforts and to diminish the cost 
of production; for in this lies the solution to the problem.”107 

These sentiments were repeated in their Annual Reports by Higginson’s successors, Stevenson and 
Barkly. In 1858, Stevenson described Indian immigration as “the generator of agricultural 
prosperity”. Barkly, eight years later, observed that the island’s commercial, as well as 
agricultural, interest had been maintained and enhanced by the introduction of Indian immigrants.  
The removal of previous restrictions on recruitment brought 174,000 new immigrants to Mauritius 
between 1852 and 1860.  Employers paid the full cost of immigration.  Finally in 1852, five-year 
contracts were reestablished for agricultural labour on estates. 

For forty years, the island’s authorities presided over the importation of a work-force that was so 
large that, by 1871, Indians constituted 68 per cent of the Mauritian population.  Regular large 
intakes of immigrants were justified by sugar planters on the basis of the loss of time-expired 
labour and the high absenteeism among indentured workers.  As a result, in the course of the first 
four decades of indentures, the Local Government obtained the consent of the Metropolitan 
authorities to a series of concessions and measures which tended to increase the supply of Indian 
workers in Mauritius, whilst seeking to restrict the workers’ right to leave the estate to seek more 
lucrative employment elsewhere. 

Under the indenture system, Indian immigrants in Mauritius were isolated for a time from the rest 
of the society in which they had been implanted.  This may account for the absence of major racial 
friction in the 1840s and 1850s so long as the large majority of immigrants in the island were still 
serving their five years of industrial residence on estates.  The special regulations which governed 
the relations between slaves and the free population in the island persisted to some extent under 
the indentures.  

The Ordinance of 1827 had laid down the rights and duties of the slaves vis-à-vis the rest of the 
population.  The Law catered for the slaves as a distinct group in the island’s community.  The 
same spirit prevailed under the indentures and inspired Ordinance No. 16 of 1855 which led to the 
introduction of laws regulating the movement of Old Immigrants. 

4.2.4 The 1860s: Labour and Sanitary Problems 

4.2.4.1 The Old Immigrant Problem 

As from 1842, Labour Legislation was enacted which was directed specifically against Indian 
Immigrants.  The net effect of such Legislation was to subject immigrants to a number of 
restrictions and penalties from which non-Indians were exempt.108 

According to Allen, the 1860s were a turning point in the history of the Mauritius Sugar Industry 
which saw an extensive restructuration of the Industry with the parcelling out of large tracts of 
land on some estates and the merging of other estates into larger financially more viable units.  In 
the throes of a severe agricultural crisis in the 1880s, sugar estates were under pressure owing to 
the low sugar prices, scarcity of capital and adverse internal circumstances.  That period saw the 
substantial acquisition of sugar property by Indians and the emergence of Indian cane farmers who 
would play an important role in the future development of the Mauritian Sugar Industry.109 

The 1860s saw a dramatic decline in the number of New Immigrants in indentured service and a 
corresponding increase in the number of Old Immigrants working under contract on estates.  In 
1861, New Immigrants accounted for almost 40 per cent of all contractual workers.  Within a 
decade, they made up only 15 per cent of the sugar estate work force.  By the mid 1870s, the 
composition of the industry’s work force underwent further changes as Indo Mauritians (i.e. 
Mauritian-born Indians) became an ever-larger component of both Indian population as a whole and 
the sugar industry labour force. 
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For some thirty years, the segregation of the Indian labourers on estates remained virtually 
unchanged the social organization of the island’s community.  But when a large proportion of 
immigrants, after completing their period, left the estates, there began a process of evolution 
which brought in time a profound change in the structure of the island’s community and 
determined to a larger extent the future development of the Sugar Industry. 

4.2.4.2   Insalubrious conditions and overcrowding 

After 1865, the Sugar Industry faced difficult times.  Beet competition on the world sugar market 
brought down prices of colonial sugar.  In 1866, a severe drought in the North of Mauritius led to 
the abandonment of several estates, twenty estates were sequestered and had to be sold.  As a 
result, a large number of labourers lost their employment.  In January 1867, a Government circular 
to the Stipendiary Magistrates referred to the large number of immigrants whose engagements had 
recently been broken.  In such cases, it was the duty of the Magistrates to see that the immigrants 
understood their right to have it explained to them that rice was likely to continue to be dear and 
work was to remain scarce for some time to come.110 

At the end of their contracts, the Indians crowded into Port Louis.  Insalubrity and overcrowding 
were major problems in Port Louis.  There was, at that time no sewerage system or adequate 
drainage.  In 1852, the British ‘sugarocrats’ newspaper, the Planters and Merchants Gazette 
described the filthy state of Port Louis with its open and stagnant drains and heaps of animal 
excretion.  The utter want of scavenging sources was decried and the paper alluded to the nightly 
abomination that tainted the air to a degree sufficient to start a plague.111 

This description of the physical and social environment of the areas where many of the labouring 
classes lived contrasted with the description of the conditions in the central part of Port Louis, 
where merchants and traders and people of the liberal professions resided.  The planters and 
merchants lived in the ‘White Town’ which received all the amenities.  They were separated from 
the rest of the inhabitants by spatial, economic and ethnic divisions. 

Many new residents in Port Louis were ex-apprentices and labourers who had completed their 
contracts.  As they were non-agricultural workers, who had rescinded their connection with the 
Sugar Industry, they were regarded by the authorities as unproductive labour and were left largely 
to their own devices. 

Overcrowding was also a major problem.  In 1859, for a population of 54,403 there were in Port 
Louis 3,541 houses, an average of 15.9 inhabitants per dwelling.  Huts on the outskirts of the town 
sometimes lodged up to 30 persons for the night.112 

On the sugar estates according to North-Coombes, “Indians lived in filthy and overcrowded camps.  
Their huts were poorly constructed, the ‘cases’ low and narrow having more the aspect of pigsties 
than of human habitations”.  By way of shelters, they provided no protection against the cyclonic 
gales which struck the island during the summer months.  During the cyclone of March 1868, 
scarcely a dependency or hut in the various camps was left standing.  Eighty-seven people were 
killed and 20,188 huts blown down or carried away by the storm.  The water supply was generally 
defective.  For washing or drinking, camp dwellers had to resort to polluted rivers and canals into 
which the effluent of sugar mills was disgorged.  In this squalid environment, epidemic diseases 
thrived.  The sanitary problems of the rural districts were on a larger scale in Port Louis where an 
apathetic Municipal Corporation proved incapable or unwilling to cater for the needs of a rapidly 
increasing urban population.113 

In the early part of 1867, malaria broke out.  The fever caused havoc in Mauritius and decimated 
the population of Port Louis and low-level Northern Districts. In Port Louis itself, out of a total 
population of about 80,000, 14,387 deaths were recorded in the first six months of 1867.  The total 
death toll of the whole island rose to 25,824 in the first half 1867. 

The malaria epidemic was the worst ‘natural’ calamity which Mauritius had ever experienced, 
causing the death of about 30,000 people within a year, with about 18,000 in the town of Port 
Louis.  The epidemic reached its peak in May and June 1867.  It carried off whole classes of people, 
forcing an exodus from the low-lying districts and paralyzing the services leaving gloom and 
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desolation in its path.  There was a large displacement of the population, as people fled the low-
lying disease-infested coastal regions for the upper more salubrious Central Districts of the island. 

The difficulties of 1864 to 1868 reversed the brisk demand for labour which had prevailed during 
the preceding decade.  Sugar cane cultivation was restricted on several estates; on others, it was 
given up altogether. 

Recruitment of labour in British India dropped to a trickle after 1866.  The agricultural labour in 
Mauritius soon consisted of a majority of Old Immigrants – the arrivals of 1850 to 1865 who were 
free to settle in the country and occupy themselves as they wished; these Old Immigrants now 
made up nine-tenths of the agricultural labour-force. 

4.2.4.3 The Labour Law of 1867   

From the Sugar Industry’s point of view the problem created by the Old Immigrants contained one 
main element: how to persuade immigrants to re-engage on estates once they had completed their 
period of industrial residence.  From the Government’s point of view, the problem was the smooth 
and successful integration of a large immigrant class into the existing structure of the island’s 
society.  The Labour Law of 1867 tried to deal with both aspects of the problem. 

Governor Barkly wrote that this Ordinance, by continuing to hold the Old Immigrants under the 
same obligation of accounting for their place of residence and means of livelihood, as vested upon 
those who had not served five years in the colony, afforded a basis for many salutary reforms and 
were universally looked upon as a commencement of a new era of social improvement.  According 
to him, hitherto from fear lest immigration would be stopped, in case the slightest restriction were 
imposed, the Old Immigrants had been allowed to live precisely as they wished and there could be 
no doubt that not only an increase of crime, but also a deterioration of the sanitary state of the 
island were mainly due to the licence this permitted.  In his observations on the new Labour Law, 
Barkly echoed the views of the Secretary of State. 

In a dispatch in June 1868, the Secretary of State outlined what was, in his view, the main cause of 
the fever in Port Louis:   

“The improper construction and overcrowding of the dwellings”, particularity  
of “Indians in Port Louis” was first on the list of the main causes of the fever in 
Port Louis.  He felt that the movement of Indian Labourers to Port Louis was the 
real cause of all the problems.  They were an “uneducated uncontrolled class 
and were the principal sore of Mauritius.” 114 

However, in another dispatch, one month later in July 1868, the Secretary of State modified this 
opinion for he gave instructions to Barkly for the proper drainage in the capital and the 
establishment of proper habitation for the Indian population. 

The opinion of the British Authorities about the causes of the epidemic was endorsed by the local 
press generally:  

“We do not think that there would be any large demand for fresh labour if the 
Government were to adopt stringent legislative measures to face the thousands of 
Old Immigrants to earn their livelihood in place of continuing to permit them to 
agglomerate with their more industrious comrades to the danger of public 
security and public health [...]. Something must be done, not to force idlers to 
work, not to coerce Old Immigrants into engagements on estates, but to induce 
them to accept regular employment […]”115 

A general registration of Old Immigrants in the island was decreed under the Ordinance (Arts 43-49) 
and a ‘pass system’ introduced.  Passes were required of Old Immigrants, not employed on estates.  
To obtain a pass, the old immigrant declared “his place of abode and occupation, employment or 
other means of subsistence”.  Under the Pass Laws, many restrictions were placed on the 
movement of Indians in the island; any change of address from one District to another had to be 
officially acknowledged on the pass.  Those caught without their passes or other means of showing 
that they had visible means of subsistence were liable to be detained as vagrants. 116 
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The ordinance of 1867 brought all Old Immigrants, not living on estates, under the control of the 
police. These harsh and repressive measures must, however, be seen in the context of the lack of 
organization and distress, which followed the outbreak of malaria in 1867; they may be explained 
to some extent, but hardly justified, as a means of controlling “those loose roving bands” who 
moved from place to place in search of work and crowded into the towns and villages all over the 
island. 

The result of these measures was to drive back Indians to the estates, the proportion of Indians 
living on estates rising from 48 per cent of the total Indian population in 1867 to 58 per cent in 
1870.  Yet, in spite of the stringent enforcement of the new Labour Law, the number of labourers 
working on estates does not show any increase over that period.   

4.3  Banking and Finance 

4.3.1 Early Sources of Finance 

The admission of sugar from Mauritius in Britain on an equal basis with West Indian Sugar in 1825 
opened for the local industry great market prospects.  When the 10% discriminatory duty was 
removed on imports of sugar from Mauritius, the price paid for the island sugar soared on the 
London market.  In 1823, Mauritius sugar sold with difficulty for 26/- per/cwt; in 1827, the best 
grades of sugar from Mauritius fetched 58/-per/cwt.  The equalization of duties brought a six-fold 
increase in sugar exports from Mauritius to Britain.  Henceforth, the Sugar Industry became the 
mainstay of the Mauritian economy. 

The expansion of sugar in Mauritius occurred within an extremely meager physical and financial 
infrastructure.  For most planters, capital to invest in new machinery, land or additional labour was 
sorely lacking.  It was estimated, in 1828, that an estate of 560.8 arpents with a mill and 125 slaves 
cost $31,250, a price that few could afford.117  A large part of the increase in sugar production had 
been undertaken and sustained on borrowed capital.  Most estate-owners had sunk all their funds in 
the acquisition or expansion of their estate which left them with little capital to defray the running 
costs of the estate.  The reliance upon personalized forms of industrial organization made many 
planters dependent on short-term credit for their operating expenses. 

The chronic shortage of working capital and the fragility of estate finances led to a situation in 
which loans were raised by planters from sugar brokers or ‘bailleurs de fonds’ to cover their 
operating expenses.  These loans were guaranteed by the standing crop but the crop proceeds 
depended on the vagaries of the weather and fluctuations in the price of sugar.  The ‘bailleurs de 
fonds’ were usually local merchants or produce brokers who possessed substantial liquid capital 
resources of their own and good credit with the local banks.  They provided planters with short-
term credit and acted often as the town agent for the estate providing it with supplies and money 
and selling the crop. 

The Industry’s development depended, to a large extent, on the structure of estate ownership and 
the system of crop finance.  Throughout the 19th century, the Mauritian sugar industry consisted 
largely of individual or family-owned estates, and the structure of ownership remained highly 
personalized even after more advanced forms of industrial organization such as limited liability 
companies, began to be introduced during the 1880s.  This reliance upon personalized forms of 
industrial organization limited the financial resources available to planters and made them 
dependent on short-term credit for their operating expenses even in boom times.  The fragility of 
estate finances and the chronic undercapitalization of the Sugar Industry were a source of constant 
concern to the British Government and local planters.  Following the example of Farquhar, 
successive Governors endeavoured to increase the financial resources available to the planters to 
promote sugar cultivation. 

In a Review of the state of the Mauritian economy between the 1810s and the mid 1930s,   Richard 
Allen assembled data from the Blue Books and Parliamentary Papers on the value of sugar exports, 
the balance of trade, the flow of species and ‘per capita’ value of imports from 1812-1814 to 1930-
1934. In the absence of official data for the early years, and much discrepancy between the official 
records of sugar exports, where such records exist, and the figures compiled by Allen, these 
estimates should only be regarded as a relative indication for export values.  Still, in the absence of 
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more accurate data, they provide an interesting insight into the changes in the Sugar Industry’s 
finances and the island’s economic performance over a span of 120 years.118 

These figures give an indication of the net inflow of specie in Mauritius as from 1840.  Between 
1840 and 1847, the bulk of these funds came from large London merchants, who were the 
consignees of the island sugar crop as mentioned above.  The abolition of the preferential West 
Indian tariff in 1825 led to a sharp rise in the price of Mauritian sugar in London.  This attracted 
substantial British capital into the Industry. 

The expansion of sugar production also relied, in a large measure, on the supply of Indian 
indentured labour.  Field-work and manufacturing operations were then very rudimentary and 
relied heavily on manual labour.  Under the prevailing buoyant demand for sugar on the British 
market, the volume of sugar exports from Mauritius depended on the acreage under sugarcane and 
the supply of labour.  Cane acreage in Mauritius increased from 27,800 arpents in 1825 to 57,000 
arpents in 1830, the number of factories increased from 157 in 1823 to 202 in 1833 and sugar 
output from 10,780 tonnes in 1825 to 33,960 tonnes in 1830.119 

This raises the question of the sources of finance for the expansion of the Industry which was 
beyond the capacity of most planters.  The figures mentioned above give an idea of the sums 
required in order to finance the expansion of the Sugar Industry.  The bulk of these funds in the 
1830s came from domestic sources and were provided by local businessmen who had made their 
wealth previously from commercial operations.  Many of them owned substantial assets.  In order to 
take advantage of the sugar boom, following the passing of the Mauritius Trade Bill, they diverted 
substantial amounts of funds from commercial operations, which were now in decline, into the 
creation or acquisition of sugar estates. 

4.3.2 Interbank Rivalry and the 1848 Crash 

In January 1832, the Mauritius Bank had been established by British financiers and local planters led 
by d’Epinay, an outcome of his representations in London in 1831, in which he obtained the 
authorization of the British Government for the creation of a Bank in Mauritius.  That Bank was, in a 
way, the colonists Bank, with d’Epinay as President. 

On the 31st January 1838, a petition from the leading merchants of the island was sent to Governor 
Nicolay, requesting the establishment of a second bank.  The petitioners asserted that the Mauritius 
Bank was too much under the influence of people who were not involved in commerce.  The bank 
refused to take deposits to keep current accounts for its customers and to provide other services 
which were current in banking.  The petitioners also complained about the rate of interest charged 
by the Bank on loans.  The petition was signed by 27 Directors of British and Mauritian commercial 
firms.120 

The proposal for the establishment of a second bank was opposed from the start by d’Epinay and 
other Directors of the Mauritius Bank.  D’Epinay, in Le Cernéen, attacked the project in fairly 
virulent terms, while the project obtained the strong support of Le Mauricien and its editor, Eugène 
Leclézio.  The controversy became increasingly harsh when Le Mauricien blamed d’Epinay’s party 
for its openly hostile attitude towards the British Government at a time when the Colony was 
smarting under the decision of Britain to emancipate the slaves and the fear of the civil strife and 
disturbances which might ensue.121 

Governor Colville gave his assent to the demands of the petitioners and the Mauritius Commercial 
Bank (MCB) began to operate on the 1st September 1838, when it made an initial issue of bank 
notes for $300,000.  With the opening of the MCB, the rivalry between the two banks became more 
intense.  It took the form ‘interalia’ of several issues of bank notes and grants of credit by both 
banks.  The MCB made two further note issues in 1838 for a total amount of US $400,000.   Other 
note issues amounting to US $200,000 were made in 1839 and US $200,000 in 1840.  Such profuse 
issues of bank notes led to a flight of specie and a scarcity of currency in the island.  The MCB took 
certain measures in an attempt to stem the flight of specie.  These measures were ineffective.  In 
the buoyant conditions of the 1830s and 1840s, planters borrowed large sums from both banks 
which obliged with frequent issues of notes and credit.  There developed a precarious situation 
which required injections of additional funds from London to safeguard the solvency of the banks 
and of the Colony. 
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In 1848, four of the five London houses which financed a large part of the island’s sugar crop were 
bankrupt.  These houses provided the working capital of a large number of estates on the security 
of the product of these estates which was consigned to them in London.  The failure of those great 
“millionaires122 caused dismay in the island and for a time paralysed trade causing the ruin of 
thousands in an unfortunate and misgoverned colony”.  Sugar property in the island became, for a 
time, practically valueless.  The governor was authorized to make advances to planters not 
exceeding £150,000.  According to Governor Anderson, the crash of 1848 sent the Mauritian 
economy into a considerable depression.  The crash caused the failure of the Mauritius Bank, one of 
the two commercial banks then operating in Mauritius.  Both banks had the privilege of note issue.  
In 1848, the Government issued a new paper currency, denominated in rupees, which was managed 
by the Mauritius Commercial Bank. 

Several parties blamed the failure of the British firms connected with the island and the distress of 
the industry “on the almost universal error of compromising two to three times the needful amount 
of capital on the price of a sugar plantation”.  The weight of mortgage debt borne by estates arose, 
in large part, from the established practice in Mauritius of lending money to the sugar estates on 
the security of the standing crop “just as money is invested in Britain in saving banks and railway 
shares”.  The crash of 1848, however, had also other more fundamental causes. 

The following extract is taken from the Report of Select Committee on sugar and coffee planting 
(1848):  

“From 1848 to the present time, the vacillation of parliament, the change of the 
legislation and the departure from what was understood to be the system to be 
adopted during the time that we lent out our money and sent out our machinery 
and carried on these works, has been such as to bring these enormous losses upon 
thus”.123 

There was besides, in the case of Mauritius, the growing unilateral trade with British India and the 
heavy annual disbursements on the importation of indentured labour and the purchase of rice and 
other staples.  A symptom of the imbalance in the island’s trade with British India was the drain of 
Indian rupees which, at the official rate of 1/10 to the rupee, were hoarded or held at a premium 
and ultimately left the island in speculative transactions.  The Colony was said to be approaching a 
state of barter in the course of which sugar may bring rice to a few people but would not provide 
wages. 

There was also the growing burden of taxes over the past few years.  There were reports of taxes 
going up by nine per cent, and establishment charges showed a corresponding increase.  Besides 
the parties paying the Government dues with rupees had to submit to an eight per cent discount 
the rupees in the island, being officially rated at 1/10, whereas it was really worth 2.124 

4.3.3 The Heyday of Sugar 

4.3.3.1  High Prosperity in the 1850s 

 The crash of 1848 resulted in the write-off of the debt of several estates.  But a substantial part of 
the capital invested in the Industry was not wasted where these investments had been used to 
purchase more powerful factory plant and to finance improved agricultural practices.  The local 
French planters would become ‘effective’ owners of the sugar estates and factories, by buying at 
relatively low prices in many cases. 

In 1848, although the principal British merchants connected with the island were bankrupt, the 
estates were generally in good working condition, complete with machinery and buildings.  Output 
which had fallen to 34,286 tonnes in 1839 reached 61,247 tonnes in 1846 and 63,339 tonnes in 
1849.  After 1849, the Industry entered into a new period of rapid expansion and the output of 
sugar in the island rose to 150,480 tonnes in 1862. 

Between 1852 and 1854, 17,859 arpents of land were put to cane and the total acreage under cane 
in 1865 was around 137,955 arpents.  In 1858, there were 288 factories in Mauritius, the largest 
number of factories ever to operate in the island.  Between 1850 and 1865, a total of 186,100 
Indian labourers were brought in, with an average annual intake of over 11,600 male labourers.  
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The one-year engagements were replaced by three-year and ultimately five-year terms.  These 
measures brought down the cost of labour and led to the spread of cane cultivation throughout the 
island. 

The 1850s and first half of the 1860s have commonly been regarded as the heyday of the Mauritian 
Sugar Industry.  The increasing value of sugar exports, large specie inflows and the growth in the 
value of imports per head, as well as the increasingly favourable balance of trade, confirm that this 
era was one of substantial economic growth and increasing economic prosperity in the Colony.125 

Sugar production reached its peak in Mauritius in the 19th century between 1850 and 1860.  It was 
accompanied by a revival of the maritime trade between Port Louis and the main ports of the 
Indian Ocean and Europe.  The increase in maritime traffic was due to the growing importance of 
industrial and commercial activities.  It was facilitated by the Repeal of the Navigation laws by 
Britain in 1851.  The elimination of these restrictions on trade opened the port to foreign vessels.  
It gave a considerable boost to the movement of ships and restored the prosperity of Port Louis. 
The port became once more the hub of maritime trade in the region.  In 1850, 470 ships berthed at 
Port Louis and 136, 000 tonnes of goods were handled.  Eight years later in 1858, 825 ships berthed 
at Port Louis, which was the highest number of arrivals in the 19th century and the volume of 
freight handled reached 308,000 tonnes. 

While there came only around fifty foreign vessels yearly since 1842, there arrived three times as 
much annually in the decade which followed the Repeal of the Navigation Laws.  The competition 
of foreign vessels did not, in any way, diminish the number of British ships calling at Mauritius 
which on the contrary came in larger numbers.126 

There was also the discovery of gold in Australia in 1851.  The contacts taken by the Mauritius 
Commercial Bank in Australia at that time may have been instrumental in the opening of the 
Australian market for Mauritian’s sugar and for Australian imports of the European commodities 
which transited in Mauritius before the opening of the Suez Canal. 

Port Louis became once again the hub of trading activities in the southern Indian Ocean and the 
focus of the economic and social life of the Colony.  A large part of these activities was connected 
with the importation of indentured labourers.  Besides, a regular sea link was established with 
Europe. 

4.3.3.2  Improvements in Communication – The Construction of Railways 

The spread of cane acreage and the setting up of factories inland posed a difficult communication 
problem.  In the 1850s, a large part of the island’s production was shipped to Port Louis from 
various coastal stations in Flacq, Rivière du Rempart, Pamplemousses and Savanne.  The creation of 
new estates inland increased substantially the cost of building and equipping a factory and the cost 
of transport of sugar to Port Louis. 

In 1856, the Chamber of Agriculture lobbied the Secretary of State for the construction of a railway 
in the island.  The Longridge Report endorsed the recommendation to develop a railway network; it 
recommended that a loan could be granted provided the machinery was bought from Britain.  
Works on the Eastern and Northern railway lines began in 1862 and were completed in 1864 and the 
Central and Southern lines were opened to traffic in 1865.127  The transport of sugar to Port Louis 
was thus greatly facilitated.  Between 1880 and 1910, up to 100,000 tonnes of sugar were carried 
by rail annually.  The total current revenues and expenditures of the Railway Department between 
1901 and 1910 showed that the operation of the railways in Mauritius was generally quite 
profitable. The cost of building the Northern and Midland lines amounted to £1,066,795 and were 
paid by loans from the British Government. Additional expenditure of £477,058 was met by 
contributions from the General Revenue in 1862-67 and a loan of £100,000 from the Treasury. But 
the introduction of lorries and road transport after 1920, put an end eventually to the profitability 
of the railways.  

The commercial activities progressed well. As the number of indentured immigrants increased in 
the 1850s and early 1860s, so did the volume of trade and traffic between the Indian ports and 
Mauritius. In 1850, 53 ships plied between the North Indian ports, from which most of the 
immigrants and cargoes came to Port Louis. In 1855, 93 vessels sailed on that route, 83 in 1860 and 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 342 

90 in 1865. The transport of indentured labourers and the provision of their basic needs in food and 
clothing constituted the bulk of the transactions between British India and Mauritius. From the 
1860s, exports of sugar to British India opened new prospects for bi-lateral trade and by the turn of 
the century more than half of the trade of the colony was carried out with the subcontinent. 

The increased production and export of sugar led to substantial developments in the port area 
financed largely by foreign capital. According to Kalla, the attraction of capital to Mauritius for 
major development projects should be seen in the wider context of Industrial Colonialism. The 
European Industrial Revolution led to increasing demand for raw materials and food for their 
expanding factories and work force. The organization of production and space by the European 
powers in their colonies followed. In the case of Port Louis a flaring of activities took place in the 
harbour and port area. Three major docks were built during that period: The Mauritius Dry Docks 
were inaugurated in July 1857, the Stevenson Dry Docks in April 1859, and the Albion Dry Docks in 
April 1860. 

The golden age of the Mauritius Sugar Industry in the 19th century resulted in a high rate of 
investment both within the industry and in the island in general. The failure of the London sugar 
brokers in 1848 had cut off British sources of finance. The capital now required to sustain the 
development of the Industry had to be raised to a large extent on the local market. In this period of 
sanguine expansion, there developed a situation of credit stringency. Prevailing interest rates even 
for short-term loans were prohibitive (12-25%). These very high interest rates “which doubled the 
amount of debt in three years”, made it virtually impossible for planters to refund the principal of 
their debts.128 

4.3.4  Signs of Decline 

The hope during the early 1850s that a reviving economy would attract new British capital was 
disappointed, and for the rest of the 19th century, Mauritius was not the object of substantial 
British investment. Signs of long-term difficulties began to appear during the second half of the 
1860s, when the amount of specie entering the colony declined precipitously, a development which 
leveled the beginning of a growing capital scarcity problem. By the mid-1880s, signs of decline 
were discernible in other indices of economic performance such as the value of sugar exports, the 
balance of trade and the value of imports129. The falling world price of sugar, the higher cost of 
imported staples and several natural catastrophies in the 1860s were heavy blows for an economy, 
virtually exclusively dependent upon the resources of a single industry. 

Planters responded to the developing economic crisis by a process of retrenchment, less frequent 
calls for the importation of labourers, the rationalisation of manufacturing operations and the 
improvement of operations to increase efficiency and cut costs. Between 1863 and 1903, the 
number of factories declined by 70 per cent, from 255 to 80. Share cropping became increasingly 
common during the 1880s, and by the late 1890s, one-fourth of the island’s sugar estates were 
engaged in this practice. At the same time, many estate owners began to subdivide their holdings 
and sell off small plots of land to Indian labourers. 

From the second half of the 1860s, Mauritius once again faced very difficult times: a financial crisis 
in 1865, a severe drought in 1866 and the outbreak of malaria in 1867 created havoc in the island 
and resulted in a serious deterioration of the Sugar Industry’s finances. In 1866, 20 estates were 
sequestered as a result of the drought, and nearly all had to be sold. The outbreak of malaria in the 
following year led to the abandonment of several other estates and the closure of a large number 
of factories and brought confusion in the Industry. Seven years later, in 1874, the sugar crop was 
damaged by a severe cyclone. This created serious problems for financing the next crop. In 1875, 
there was a great pressure on the banks, owing to the scarcity of foreign bills of exchange and the 
high discount on local bills. At one stage, the local market was reported to be entirely bare of 
foreign bills. 

The Oriental Bank set things moving on the issue of convertibility, when the Bank tried to raise 
£35,000 in sterling against an equivalent amount of Government notes. The Bank had to remit 
£75,000 to Britain for which amount no bills of exchange could be obtained. Under the urgent 
pressure of the Local Authorities and to forestall a run on the Treasury, the British Government 
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decreed in 1876 that the Indian rupee, a silver currency, would be the sole legal tender in 
Mauritius.130 

This measure laid the foundations for the future prosperity of the Sugar Industry. The adoption of 
the rupee currency in Mauritius stimulated the bi-lateral trade with British India and secured for 
the Mauritian sugar industry a large and comparatively sheltered market at a time when the effect 
of the continental beet sugar bounties were increasingly felt in Britain and other European markets. 
Mauritius was drawn increasingly into the Indian financial and economic orbit. 

The fall in the silver exchange rate gave Mauritian sugar, a rupee commodity, a large measure of 
indirect protection on the Indian market. In 1895-96, for example, following a sudden improvement 
in the rupee-sterling rate of exchange, British India imported 40,000 tonnes of beet sugar to the 
detriment of the island’s product. Besides, a common currency sheltered the island’s trade with 
India from the commercial losses and speculations which generally result from fluctuating exchange 
rates. Trade bills were negotiated at low and stable exchange rates, specie flowed freely in and out 
of Mauritius in the course of trade and the credit of Mauritius on the Bombay market remained 
high.131 

The shipments of sugar from Mauritius to Bombay came to be concentrated in the hands of Indian 
firms which also supplied a large part of the island’s requirements; this gave the Industry the 
benefit of comparatively low freight rate on sugar shipments to British India. Moreover, the lower 
trade margin on which the Indian firms operated ensured to the local producers the highest possible 
price for their sugar under the prevailing conditions.132 

4.3.5  The Chronic Shortage of Capital and Recurrent Financial Problems 

4.3.5.1 Shortage of Capital 

In spite of the relative prosperity after 1890, the Sugar Industry’s finances were often strained: 
these short-lived crises were mostly the result of the vulnerability of the Industry, and of the 
island, generally due to a shortfall in crop proceeds, the result of natural calamities – hurricanes, 
drought, epidemics or a drop in the price of sugar. 

Whenever there is a difficulty, the market is very tight. In 1885 for example, following the 1884 
crash on the world sugar market, Sir William Newton pleaded for restraint from the mortgagees in 
exercising their rights to tide over the temporary difficulties, and preserve the productive forces of 
the Industry. 

One of the reasons behind the Government loan of Rs 6 million in 1892, after the disastrous cyclone 
of that year, was to allay the fear that, unless capital was introduced to stimulate commerce and 
agriculture, the following year might see a dearth of money in the island and leave a large 
population without employment.133  On this, and other, occasions, assistance from the banks and 
local financiers were not sufficient to tide over the effect of the shortfall in crop proceeds. 

On two other occasions, in 1898 and 1908, a small crop followed by a rise in the price of rice and 
other staples resulted in a deficit of 500 thousand and 700 thousand rupees respectively on crop 
operations. Several estates found themselves in difficulty. To help the Sugar Industry and business, 
the Mauritius Commercial Bank lent large sums to brokers and planters in the form of advances on 
dock warrants. On both occasions the Bank had to appeal to Government for assistance, and the 
currency commissioners were authorized to lend over one million rupees to the Bank. These loans 
were soon repaid when, after the next crop, money flowed back to Mauritius.134 

The fundamental weakness of the financial structure of the island may be explained by the fact 
that the whole community lived on a year-to-year basis from the proceeds of the crop. It must be 
borne in mind that there were in Mauritius few accumulated fortunes; capital is almost exclusively 
domiciled in Europe and, as compared to Indian traders in India.135 

The Royal Commissioners of 1909 referred to the scarcity of capital reserves in the island. They 
reported, that a fundamental disease of the Sugar Industry was, that a large proportion of the 
capital was in the hands of people who did not have enough capital to work it satisfactorily. The 
Commissioners also stated that there was, at that time, little prospect of a large introduction of 
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British capital or a substantial accumulation of local capital. The French Law of Succession, in force 
in the island, operated against the accumulation of capital. The Commissioners considered that it 
was a misfortune that no large banking company doing business in other parts of the East, had a 
branch in Mauritius. They believed that such an institution could meet an increased demand for 
accommodation or whether a period of depression in a way that the two existing banks, with their 
necessarily limited resources, could hardly be expected to do.136 (confusing- please re-consider) 

Moreover substantial remittances to Mauritians residing abroad further depleted the island’s capital 
reserves: “We export a large part of the money from our production to […] many people who spend 
such revenue elsewhere”. 

4.3.5.2 The Sugar Estate Companies 

The pressure of competition caused, in time, a profound change in the economic organization of 
the Industry. Whereas previously most estates had belonged to individual proprietors, several 
estates now became the property of public companies. 

“After having operated to date as individual properties under private ownership, 
the sugar estate takes the form of a corporate organization constituted by means 
of shares and through a particular evolution of affairs, we are confronted 
simultaneously with a subdivision of ownership of individual estates and the 
amalgamation of estates under common management. If the change in the system 
of ownership which is already so widespread were to become the norm the 180 to 
200 individual sugar estates which now exist in Mauritius could be combined into 
60 to 80 sugar estates companies; and it is to be expected that the outcome would 
be quite considerable. Already we notice an increase in the market value of sugar 
property together with greater facilities to secure such amount”.137 

One of the factors, which brought about this fundamental change in the organization of the 
Industry, was the involvement of estates with finance companies. In 1897, several estates in the 
island were reported to be very deeply encumbered. When these estates became too involved 
financially, they were taken over by the finance companies in settlement of their debt: “A great 
many [estates] are mortgaged to the Oriental Bank; others have passed into the hands of companies 
that have kept them up. The Mauritius Estates Company and the Oriental Bank Estates Company 
have very large estates which had to be taken over…”. In 1895, the Oriental Bank Estates Company 
owned or managed eight estates and was financially interested in several others. The Mauritius 
Estates and Assets Company had considerable sugar property in four Districts of the island. The 
Anglo-Ceylon Company owned six estates, amongst the largest in the island. The Credit Foncier of 
Mauritius, likewise, owned a number of large estates. 

In 1909, there were in the island some 141 estates of over 40 hectares; of these 13 belonged to 
three British Companies, 24 to Mauritian Companies, the rest were owned by private companies and 
individuals, mostly resident in Mauritius.138 

4.4  Métayage and Morcellement 

During the 1880s, sugar prices began a secular decline. Indebtedness increased and numerous 
estates were divided into small parcels and sold to Indian cultivators, many of whom fifteen to 
twenty years before had been indentured labourers. The number of factories tumbled from a peak 
of 288 in 1850 to 104 in 1892 and 66 in 1908.  The parcelling out and sale of estates proceeded 
most rapidly between 1880 and 1900; it was checked in 1902. 

After 1880, under the pressure of falling sugar prices and increasing competition for labour, some 
planters handed over part of their estates to their workers in the hope of binding them to the 
estates. Under the ‘métayage’ system (tenant farming), the tenant farmers cultivated their land 
with sugarcane which was taken to the estate factory to be crushed. The ‘métayage’ system gave 
way to “morcellement”. Large portions of marginal or sub-marginal land were divided into small 
plots and sold to Indians, mostly for cash but also on deferred terms of payment. Between 1886, 
and 1895, there were 69 “morcellement” of estates in the island. A large number of Indians, 
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several of them part-time labourers on estates, thus occupied land, which estates could no longer 
work profitably and brought them back into production. 

In 1907, Highlands Estate, with 2,975 acres under cane, was actually cultivating only 206 acres and 
had leased 2,419 acres to Indian small planters; on Reunion estate, planters cultivated over one 
third of the estate land. By 1907, Indian cane farmers owned 30 per cent of cane acreage in 
Mauritius, and produced 22½ per cent of the cane crop. According to Allen, the parcelling out of 
estates was a device by sugar estates, which were squeezed financially to appropriate the 
substantial sums owned by Indians in Mauritius. According to him, there is reason to believe that 
the Indian immigrants investment in property became increasingly important to the Sugar Industry’s 
financial well-being as Mauritius economic crises deepened after the mid-1880s. 

The extensive parcelling out of estate land, which began around 1875, heralded an important 
change in the organization of the Sugar Industry. Since 1858, the reduction in the number of 
factories allowed for important economies of scale. But the merging of factories required heavy 
investments and the sale of marginal land provided much-needed funds. 

Allen asserts that the “Grand morcellement of the 1860s” and associated developments cannot be 
understood, without examining the various ways and means by which Indian immigrants capitalized 
upon the opportunities during the latter part of the 19th century. Allen also refers, in that 
connection, to the lack of adequate financial resources and reports of impoverished and destituted 
men in the Coloured Population. 

The average sum owned by a Mauritian (i.e. non-Indian agricultural labourer) between 1851 and 
1855 varied from £5 to slightly more than £8 a year, while that of Indian labourers ranged from £18 
to £21 per year. The disparity was even more marked in the amounts standing to the credit of 
agricultural labourers at the end of the year. Mauritians averaged £303, compared to £11,399 for 
their Indian counter parts. The amount is even more impressive, when compared to the value of the 
deposits standing to the credit of artisans and mechanics (£4,542) and domestic servants (£7,327). 

Many of the early sales of land to Indian immigrants in the 1840s during the ‘Petit morcellement’ 
were made by Creoles. The Creole landowners had often sunk all their capital in the acquisition of 
the land and did not have, or could not raise, enough working capital to cultivate it. As a result, 
many of these plots remained uncultivated many years after their purchase. The early 1880s, by 
contrast, saw the subdivision of an increasing number of sugar estates and other properties. 

The beginning of the ‘Grand morcellement’ dates from around 1875. The parcelling out of estate 
land gained momentum during the 1880s and 1890s. By 1895, the scale was such that the Governor, 
Sir Charles Bruce characterized the increasing pace as ‘inevitable’. He also noted that the Colony’s 
sugar factories were being improved to handle the cane-produced by the growing number of small 
planters. He estimated, in 1896, that at least one-fourth of the year’s sugar crop had been 
produced by small planters.139  

‘Morcellements’ and the use of labour contractors reduced the planters’ dependence on wage 
labour and enabled them to concentrate on the manufacturing side of the industry. The 
consolidation of estates which followed was an inevitable consequence of the high overhead costs 
of sugar production. According to Carter, the transfer of field-work on estates to job contractors 
was beneficial to planters in the short run; in the long-run, however, the development of Indian 
villages which it fostered provided a more direct challenge to the traditional sugar estate.140 

In the same vein North-Coombes has argued that the initial acceptance and the subsequent 
opposition of the Colonial Establishment and ruling class to the use of an Indian peasantry and 
urban petite bourgeoisie can be explained by the fact that these activities would not only 
constitute competition for land but also the withdrawal of labour from the sugar sector. 

The main advantages of the existence of the smaller planter class to the controlling interests of the 
Sugar Industry were a flexible source of low-cost cane supply and a reserve army of labour which 
could be drawn upon on a seasonal, or casual, basis to meet the changing labour requirements of 
sugar production. The small cane-planters thus served both the cane supply and the labour needs of 
the Industry. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 346 

4.5 Wages Rates in the Sugar Industry (1835-1909)  

4.5.1 Shifting from Slave Labour to Indentured Labour 

In 1807, the shipping of slaves to British colonies was forbidden and in 1808, slave trade was 
prohibited. When in 1810, the British took over the island, slave trade became illegal. In 1834, 
British abolished slavery. It was phased out on the island under a transition period known as 
‘apprenticeship’. However, in Mauritius and elsewhere, the sugar plantation economy, since its 
inception, had depended, for its success and profitability, on plentiful, cheap, coercible and 
disciplined labour force. Slave labour had, for centuries, been the backbone of plantation colonies. 

To meet the increased demand for labourers required for the growth of the capitalist production 
system, a new labour regime was inaugurated in which labour began to flow from regions where 
people were unemployed, or displaced from agriculture or cottage industries, towards regions of 
heightened industrial or agricultural activity.141  One of the most important, among such flows of 
labourers was the immigration of Indian labourers to work on labour intensive plantation 
settlements like Mauritius.  Immigrants were tied to a contract of service, often entered into at the 
source of origin itself, for a fixed tenure and type of work to be performed, and they were legally 
compelled to observe the terms and conditions of the contracts.    

Between 1820 and early 1830s, under the British period, Indian contractual workers were 
introduced by individual planters.  In 1835, indentured labour system was introduced. In subsequent 
decades, hundreds of thousands of workers arrived from India.  Mauritius was the first British 
Colony to embark on the ‘Great Experiment’ of importing an indentured labour workforce from the 
sub-continent. Since the Proclamation of the Abolition of Slavery in 1833, there was the urgent 
need to replace the local labourers liberated from slavery by an indentured workforce.  This 
workforce, later on, became a majority population group. 453,063 indentured labourers were 
brought in Mauritius under the indenture Agreement.  Labourers from the Indian Peninsula 
disembarked in Mauritius as from 1842 and originated from Colombo, Cochin, Pondicherry, Madras 
and Calcutta.  These experimental importations of local planters were an evident means of 
overcoming the acute shortage of labour arising in the colony.   

By 1850, there were 48,112 immigrants engaged by the sugar planters, their aggregate wages being 
£ 28,683, 7sh. and the average wages was 11 shg 11 d.142  According to the contract of service, they 
were to receive 5 Rupees as wages every month; the daily ration was to be 2 pounds of rice, 1/2 
pound of dholl and an adequate quantity of salt, ghee, oil and mustard. The immigrant was also to 
be supplied with one dhoti (loincloth), one blanket, one sheet and two caps. So that they might not 
become a burden on public funds on the termination of their contract, the employers had also to 
give an undertaking that the immigrants would be entitled to a free return passage to India at the 
end of their service. Later, the free return passage was abolished.  In addition to these, they were 
also provided with free housing on the estates and free medical attendance.  

4.5.2 Wage Payments, Absences and Double-Cut 

In the colonial perception, this was bliss for the Indian labourers because in India, these labourers 
hardly earned more than two rupees a month and that too without any additional allowance which 
they received in Mauritius.  There was a general consensus that the wages offered in Mauritius were 
enormously high compared to wages in India and, therefore, the Indian labourers work as wage 
labourers and better were their conditions by immigrating to Mauritius.  At the very beginning of 
the system in 1834, Indian immigrants were employed on five rupees a month to work on 
plantations, and it was anticipated by the administrators that this would increase with time and the 
rising fortunes of the sugar economy.  But, unfortunately, this increase never took place, and the 
figure of wages paid to the immigrant labourers remained the same for more than eighty years, and 
the increases remained occasional and short-lived.  It even decreased on several occasions with the 
sinking fortunes of sugar economy. 

Table 12 shows that the wages paid to immigrant labourers remained the same from the beginning 
till the end of the indenture system.  But this is only in absolute terms, and if we consider the 
inflationary effects and calculate the real value of wages in relative terms, the immigrants actually 
received wages on diminishing rates.   
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Table 12 Statement of Monthly Wages Paid to Indian Immigrants 

Year Average Monthly Wages (Rupees/Month) 
1834 5 
1848 5-7 
1873 4-7 
1881 5-7.42 
1892 5-7.5 
1898 4.54-5.44 
1909 6 
1915 5-6 

Source: Mishra (2010)143 

The planters used every possible trick to resist any increase in wages.  The first such trick was to 
reduce the bargaining opportunities of the immigrants by importing surplus labourers and binding 
them to the same contractual obligations for as long as possible.  In employing immigrant labourers 
under the same conditions, planters always insisted on longer contracts, in which they ultimately 
succeeded, and imposed severe restrictions on their mobility so that the labourers had no respite 
but to engage with the same estate on whatever wages it offered.  When the intending immigrant 
was recruited, he was told he would receive wages of six months in advance in India itself.  But 
from this advance payment, a considerable sum was spent even before the embarkation as 
payments to the recruiter by way of remuneration for recruiting the emigrant, to the other people 
involved in the process of embarkation and buying utensils and other essentials for the voyage. And 
thus the immigrants arrived in Mauritius with six months wages already paid to them, which implies 
that for the next six months, they would not receive any wages except the food. 

There was also a big gap between the stipulated wages and what the labourers actually received. 
The two main deductions put into practice by the planters were monthly deductions for return 
passage and the notorious ‘double cut’ of wages.  One rupee or one-fifth of the total monthly 
wages was deducted by the planters as a security for good conduct and to meet the passage 
expenses in case of their premature repatriation in the event of any misconduct. This accumulated 
deductions were to be refunded to the labourers upon the completion of the stipulated contracts.  
In practice, it was never returned to the labourers who were forced to re-indenture several times.  
The second, but the most widely applied, deduction by the planters which has earned an unsavoury 
reputation in the narratives of labour control in Mauritius was ‘double cut’ or deduction of two days 
of wages for an absence of each day, whatever the reasons might be for such absence.  

This was practised by the planters as early as in 1839144 and finally got the legislative endorsement 
in Ordinance 22 of 1847.  Planters misused this provision both for the non-payment of wages, and 
also to curb labour mobility.  The quantum of ‘double cuts’ was so high that in 1874 ‘double cut’ 
reduced the wage bills by one-third on good estates and one-half on bad estates to what should 
have been actually paid to the labourers.145  The ‘double cut’ was imposed by the planters for 
reasons other than unlawful absence of labourers (these reasons were most often meaningless in 
nature like absence because of imprisonment, or attending court proceedings).  This was described 
by the Royal Commissioners as a ‘monstrous system’.146  Despite this persuasive condemnation, the 
provision of ‘double cut’ remained in force even in the supposedly pro-labour legislation of 1878, 
and it was abolished only in 1908 ‘when indentured immigration was in its last gasp’.147 

On some estates planters even enforced deduction of four days’ wages for absence of each day. In 
addition to these two universal deductions, planters made deductions from labourers’ wages for 
their absence due to sickness, idleness, drunkenness, cutting of grass, losing tools, collecting 
firewood and on countless other similar unreasonable grounds, according to the planter’s fancy.  
Planters used every possible excuse to defer the payment of wages in cash to the labourers.  On 
innumerable occasions, irregular payments and heavy overdue amounts of wages were reported, 
despite the strict legislative provisions for weekly or monthly payments of wages throughout the 
indenture period.148   

The Royal Commission reported that between 1856 and 1870, more than thirty estates had arrears 
for more than three months on an average per year.  Planters’ usual defence was the liquidity 
crunch. Sugar production was credit-based, in which planters take credit for production and repay 
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only when the final produce was sold in the market which, undoubtedly, provided limited liquidity 
at the disposal of planters. However, the overdue of wage payment had more to do with the 
attitude of the planters than the actual crisis of funds.149  Planters were always avoiding the wage 
payments on some pretext or the other and a minor fault, on the part of labourers, provided them 
with the opportunity to forfeit all the accumulated wages of errant labourers.  In addition, the non-
payment of wages often pushed the labourers into a debt trap to money lenders who were usually 
sirdars loyal to the planters, and it was expected that it would force the immigrants to extend their 
contracts. Non-payment of wages was the most often quoted grievance of indentured labourers, 
and it accounted for the largest proportion in the complaints lodged by the indentured labourers. 

Table 13 shows that complaints for non-payment of wages accounted for the largest part of the 
total complaints of Indian labourers against their employers.  Despite this prominence, the 
redressal mechanism available for labourers to reclaim their wages often proved deficient in 
ensuring the payment of wages and arrears. On the majority of occasions, Magistrates and Courts 
connived with the planters and the labourers, who were mostly illiterate, found it very difficult to 
establish their dues because the wage registers were not properly maintained, and ultimately the 
claims of labourers were dismissed.  In some cases, even when the instances of non-payment of 
wages were established, the legal procedures were notoriously slow and the Stipendiary 
Magistrates, who were entrusted to secure the payment of wages, had difficulty in obtaining the 
dues for labourers and convicting the defaulters. All these innate constraints of the wage payment 
made the stipulated wages into a longing which immigrant labourers could never attain. 

Table 13 Complaints by Indian Immigrants against Their Employees, 1878-1898 

Year Complaints for Non-Payment of Wages (Cases 
Entered) 

Total Complaints 

1878 816 1672 
1879 503 823 
1880 558 822 
1881 1107 1378 
1882 291 418 
1883 323 671 
1884 373 492 
1885 494 589 
1886 358 435 
1887 269 323 
1888 959 1009 
1889 246 298 
1890 225 275 
1891 125 174 
1892 101 142 
1893 85 119 
1894 57 72 
1895 55 80 
1896 114 126 
1897 88 102 
1898 88 106 
Total 7235 10126 

Source: ARPI for years, 1878-1899 
 

4.5.2 Wage Payments and Wage Disparity on Sugar Estates: Empirical Evidence 

Data was collected from the Protector of Immigrants from 1878 to 1888.  Information on average 
monthly number of sirdars and labourers per estate and District, average contract wage for sirdars, 
per centage deductions from wages based on the number of days lost in terms of sickness, 
imprisonment, illegal absences were made available.  Data was also collected on the average 
number of days spent in prison, number of sick days or illegal absence. The data was used to focus 
on the working environment of sirdars and labourers in Mauritius from 1878 to 1888.    
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Figures 4.1 – 4.3 above show the number of sirdars working 
in the different Districts of Mauritius from December 1878 
to June 1888. The highest number of sirdars is in the 
District of Flacq followed by Grand Port and Moka.  There is 
low variation in the number of sirdars on the sugar estates 
across a particular District implying low mobility of workers 
across sugar estates and Districts 

 

 

Figure 4.1 

Figure 4.3 

Figure 4.2 
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Figures 4.4 – 4.6 above show the 
number of labourers working in the 
different Districts of Mauritius from 
December 1878 to June 1888. The 
highest number of labourers is to be in 
the District of Flacq followed by Grand 
Port and the Plain Wilhems.  We find a 
similar trend in the distribution of 
labourers as to sirdars in the above 
charts.  The size of the sugar estates 
are often linked to the number of 
labourers and sirdars working on the 
plantations.  The close link between 
the population of labourers and sirdars 
can be seen above.   

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 

Figure 4.5 

Figure 4.6 
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The second part of our analysis focuses on the average wages paid to sirdars and labourers over the 
period of study.  Since there is not much variation in average wages for both groups over the years, 
we concentrate on the starting year that is December 1879 and the last year of our study which is 
June 1888.  From Table 14, we note that the monthly mean wage of the sirdar is on average three 
times as much as that of the labourer.  In addition, average deductions seem to be more 
pronounced for labourers than sirdars.  In fact the average deductions were due to sickness, illegal 
absences, desertions, prison sentences among others which were more prevalent for labourers.  

Table 14 Average number of male sirdars, labourers, wages contracted for, deductions and wages  
paid for the six months ending December 1879 

Region 

Monthly Average 
Number of Workers 

Average Wages 
Contracted For Average Deductions Average Wages Paid 

Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers 

No.  No.  Rs.  Rs.   Rs.  Rs.   Rs.   Rs.   

North                 

Pamplemousses 198 5484 16.52 6.49 0.40 1.03 16.11 5.45 

Riv. du Rempart 241 6596 13.95 6.43 0.50 1.07 13.41 5.34 

East                 

Flacq 621 15878 17.95 6.98 0.47 1.35 17.48 5.62 

Moka 307 6342 16.50 7.28 0.65 1.38 15.85 5.90 

South                 

Grand Port 570 13923 16.40 6.79 0.69 1.46 15.71 5.33 

Savanne 453 10454 15.67 7.11 0.52 1.45 15.15 5.66 

West                 

Black River 138 2747 16.06 6.49 0.77 1.58 15.28 4.90 

Centre                 

Plaines Wilhems 287 6892 16.90 6.77 0.62 1.56 16.28 5.21 

Port Louis                 

Port Louis 91 2160 16.36 9.42 1.12 1.51 15.24 7.91 

Total 2904 70475 16.26 7.08 0.64 1.38 15.61 5.70 

From Table 15, though we may note a slight decline in wages for both sirdars and labourers in June 
1988 across most Districts, the fall in wages has been greater for labourers.  Overall, sirdars were 
still earning three times more and in some Districts like Flacq, Grand Port and Black River, the 
disparity in wages was even four to five times more for sirdars. 
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Table 15 Average number of male sirdars, labourers, wages contracted for, deductions and wages  
paid for the six months ending June 1888 

Region 

Monthly Average 
Number of Workers 

Average Wages 
Contracted For Average Deductions Average Wages Paid 

Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers Sirdars Labourers 

No.  No.  Rs.  Rs.   Rs.  Rs.   Rs.   Rs.   

North                 

Pamplemousses 154 4294 16.13 5.65 0.54 1.41 15.59 4.24 

Riv. du Rempart 181 5093 13.95 5.43 0.27 1.39 13.68 4.04 

East                 

Flacq 417 11260 16.14 5.37 0.42 1.46 15.72 3.91 

Moka 242 5823 15.28 5.37 0.29 1.21 14.99 4.16 

South                 

Grand Port 373 10184 16.76 5.86 0.6 1.97 16.16 3.89 

Savanne 300 8204 14.53 6.02 0.55 1.75 13.98 4.27 

West                 

Black River 93 1997 13.18 5.51 0.47 1.68 12.71 3.83 

Centre                 

Plaines Wilhems 160 4809 13.77 5.49 0.62 1.25 13.15 4.24 

Port Louis                 

Port Louis 64 1256 15.88 11.32 0.35 1.16 15.53 10.16 

Total 1984 52920 15.07 6.22 0.46 1.48 14.61 4.75 

 

From the above, we might not capture the variation in the size of sugar estates in the different 
Districts.  By analysing the data by Districts, we may ignore important differences across estates in 
the different areas.  As such, we analyse the data for the starting period December 1879 and the 
end of the period of study that is June 1888.  The analysis is shown in Tables 16 and 17.  We 
concentrate on those sugar states with the highest number of labourers (as a measure of size) in 
the different districts of Mauritius.  In December 1879, we note that the sugar estates with the 
largest number of labourers were located in the Southern and Eastern parts of the island.  For 
instance, Gros Bois, L’Etoile, Queen Victoria, Chamouny and Rose-Belle are those with the largest 
number of labourers.  However, we did not find any significant relationship between number of 
labourers on the sugar estates and the wage rates paid to these workers. 
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Table 16  Size of Sugar Estate and Average Wage Paid to Sirdars and Labourers in December 1879 

Dec 1879 
Average 

Number of 

Average Wages 
contracted For. 

Average 
Deductions. 

Average 
Wages 
paid. 

  District Sugar Estate Sirdars. Labourers 
Sirdars   . 

Rs. C. 
Labourer s 

Rs. C. 
Sirdars.    
Rs. C. 

Labourers    
Rs. C. 

Sirdars. 
Rs. C. 

Labourer
s Rs. C. 

1 
Grand 
Port Gros Bois 38.50 994.50 19.75 6.39 0.50 1.29 19.26 5.09 

2 Flacq L'Etoile 30.33 846.83 21.94 7.06 0.23 1.14 21.71 5.91 

3 Flacq 
Queen 
Victoria 23.33 832.00 23.80 6.82 0.28 1.34 23.51 5.47 

4 Savanne Chamouny 15.00 796.50 21.98 6.62 0.76 1.84 21.22 4.78 

5 
Grand 
Port Rose Belle 44.83 791.17 15.06 7.29 0.41 1.33 14.65 5.95 

6 Flacq Sebastopol 21.00 780.50 19.15 7.22 - 0.96 19.15 6.25 

7 
Plaine 
Wilhems Highlands 34.00 755.00 16.48 7.37 0.88 1.64 15.59 5.72 

8 Flacq 
Deep River 
and La Louise 30.67 753.83 16.53 6.89 0.73 1.36 15.79 5.52 

9 
Plaines 
Wilhems Midlands 30.00 717.33 13.98 6.72 0.42 0.84 13.52 5.87 

1
0 Flacq Beau Champ 31.33 713.50 17.13 6.55 0.47 1.53 16.65 5.02 
1
1 

Rivière Du 
Rempart Antoinette 15.00 705.83 15.90 6.82 0.36 1.44 15.53 5.38 

1
2 

Grand 
Port St Hubert 17.50 683.50 14.43 6.44 0.62 2.37 13.80 4.08 

1
3 Savanne Riche Bois 21.17 682.50 24.01 6.90 0.55 1.08 23.45 5.81 
1
4 

Grand 
Port Riche-en-Eau 32.67 673.50 19.51 6.57 1.04 1.92 18.46 4.63 

1
5 Savanne Constance 25.00 655.83 20.99 7.25 0.68 1.51 20.31 5.74 
1
6 

Pamplemo
usses Rosalie 22.00 653.50 19.53 7.24 0.43 1.58 19.10 5.65 

1
7 

Plaines 
Wilhems Stanley 25.17 648.67 15.38 6.50 0.47 0.72 14.91 5.77 

1
8 Flacq Sans Souci 22.00 644.67 28.10 7.72 0.12 1.50 27.98 6.21 
1
9 

Plaines 
Wilhems Trianon 7.17 642.17 17.32 6.87 0.26 0.92 17.06 5.94 

2
0 Flacq La Gaieté 23.00 623.83 26.09 7.11 0.30 0.74 25.78 6.37 
2
1 Moka Alma 29.17 617.50 17.75 7.39 0.98 1.99 16.77 5.40 
2
2 Flacq 

Constance 
(Manes) 28.50 606.00 17.43 7.29 1.06 1.13 16.36 6.15 

2
3 Flacq Belle Rive 23.67 589.50 19.56 6.20 0.21 1.01 19.35 5.19 
2
4 Savanne St Aubin 24.00 585.17 16.33 7.27 0.74 1.72 15.59 5.44 
2
5 Flacq Bel Etang 19.17 583.50 21.51 6.71 0.88 1.91 20.62 4.79 
2
6 

Grand 
Port Beau Vallon  14.67 567.83 20.90 6.27 0.64 1.24 20.26 5.00 

2
7 

Grand 
Port Deux Bras 26.50 567.83 18.07 7.01 0.62 1.17 17.45 5.83 

2
8 

Rivière Du 
Rempart Espérance 14.00 559.83 17.85 6.98 0.04 1.08 17.81 5.89 

2
9 

Grand 
Port Mon Désert 15.33 559.00 13.65 6.13 1.00 1.96 12.65 4.14 

3
0 Flacq 

Belle Vue 
(Allendy) 22.83 558.50 16.48 7.47 0.40 1.34 16.08 6.12 

 

The highest average wage rate was Rs. 7.47 for Belle-Vue Sugar estate in Flacq which is last in 
Table 17  in terms of employment of labourers.  Our regression analysis also shows no positive 
significant link between size of the sugar estates and average wage paid to labourers.  A similar 
result is obtained in June 1888 as shown by Table 17.  We note that sugar estates in the Districts of 
Plaines Wilhems, Grand Port, Flacq and Moka namely Fressanges, Highlands, Gros Bois, La Lucie and 
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Agrement employed the largest number of labourers.  The highest average wage paid to labourers 
in this period was around Rs. 6.43 on Riche-en-Eau sugar estate.  Again our regression results, as 
well as figures from Table 17, do not reveal a positive correlation between the size of the sugar 
estate and average wage paid to labourers. This means that the average wage paid to labourers 
does not increase as the size of sugar estate increases.  Across sugar estates, we also note that 
sirdars were earning more than labourers and the disparity was more pronounced.  Their wage 
premium was in the ratio of 4:1 and even more on many estates.  We also observe that there has 
been a decline in wages across all sugar estates from December 1879 to June 1888 and the fall 
apply to both the remuneration of sirdars and labourers. 

Table 17 Size of Sugar Estate and Average Wage Paid to Sirdars and Labourers in June 1888 

 

 June 1888       

Average 
Wages 

contracted 
For. 

Average 
Deductions. 

Averag
e 

Wages 
paid. 

 
 District Estate  Sirdars  Labourers  

Sirdars. Labourers Sirdars. 
Labourer

s Sirdars. Labourers 

1 Plaines 
Wilhems Fressanges 30.3 864.1 17.43 5.45 0.84 1.23 16.59 4.22 

2 Plaines 
Wilhems Highlands 16.6 849 16.51 5.84 0.61 1.77 15.90 4.07 

3 
Grand Port Gros Bois 24.6 775.5 25.45 6.19 0.21 0.49 25.24 3.70 

4 
Flacq La Lucie 10.6 737 14.47 5.40 1.31 1.74 13.16 3.66 

5 
Moka Agrément 25 693.6 21.27 5.40 0.22 1.26 21.05 4.14 

6 
Savanne Britannia 25 688.3 19.98 5.74 1.34 1.75 18.64 3.99 

7 
Savanne Savannah 25.1 661.6 14.74 5.53 0.33 1.35 14.41 4.18 

8 
Flacq Beau Champs 18.3 657.1 19.08 5.39   1.62 19.08 3.77 

9 
Moka Hermitage 17.3 650.5 16.56 5.09 0.38 1.21 16.18 3.88 

10 
Flacq L'Etoile 25.3 642 20.27 5.42 0.80 1.73 19.47 3.69 

11 
Flacq L'Unité  14.3 642 20.24 5.26 0.92 1.30 19.32 3.96 

12 
Grand Port 

Beau Vallon 
(R) 36.3 636.8 14.94 6.29 0.77 3.04 14.17 3.25 

13 Pamplemousse
s Rosalie 22 624.3 21.10 5.58 0.18 1.43 20.92 4.15 

14 
Grand Port Riche en Eau 17.6 619 11.34 6.43 0.55 2.71 10.79 3.72 

15 
Flacq 

Queen 
Victoria 24.3 610.1 15.46 4.88 0.28 1.62 15.18 3.26 

16 Plaines 
Wilhems 

Stanley & 
Ebène 24.8 605.5 11.07 5.49 0.80 0.78 10.27 4.71 

17 Plaines 
Wilhems Henrietta 24.6 602.6 8.28 5.19 0.38 1.38 7.90 3.81 

18 
Flacq Belle Rive 20 593 19.77 5.22 0.51 1.17 19.26 4.05 

19 
Flacq Sébastopol 24.5 591.6 17.01 5.26   1.37 17.01 3.89 

20 
PW Trianon 14 577.1 16.64 5.29 0.47 1.10 16.17 4.19 

21 
Moka Mon Désert 20.8 571.6 15.64 5.39   1.24 15.64 4.15 

22 
Flacq Bel Etang 15.5 571.1 20.03 5.90 0.68 1.51 19.35 4.39 

23 
Grand Port Union Vale 20.6 557.5 19.09 6.05 0.67 2.57 18.42 3.48 

24 
Moka Bon Air 19.1 554.8 18.17 5.27 0.16 0.93 18.01 4.34 

25 
Moka Melrose 20 551.8 14.64 5.12 0.20 1.14 14.44 3.98 

26 
Savanne Roche Bois 10 548.6 18.79 5.70 0.19 1.48 18.60 4.22 

27 
Moka Helvétia 24 546 15.53 5.13 0.36 1.12 15.17 4.01 

28 
Flacq St. Julien 27.3 545.5 15.52 5.53 0.35 1.74 15.17 3.79 
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4.6 Other aspects of indenture 

4.6.1 The arrival of traders from India 

The transport and presence of indentured labourers on a large scale had a major impact on trade 
and shipping between Mauritius and British India as from 1840s. British, Mauritian and Indian 
Traders were involved. The demand for textile products and foodstuffs from India increased 
considerably as the number of indentured labourers from India increased substantially in the 1840s 
up to the 1860s. On the other hand, the uncertainty of the international sugar market and the 
British policy of Free Trade created conditions for the export of sugar to British India. Trade 
between Mauritius and British India was significantly two-directional for a major part of the second 
half of the 19th century. Moreover, following the First World War of 1914-18, Mauritian exports of 
sugar to India would fall dramatically, with Britain becoming over again the main market for 
Mauritius. 

The transport of indentured labourers constituted another major aspect in the commercial 
transactions between Mauritius and British India during mainly the second half of the nineteenth 
century. To satisfy this demand for goods and for the transport of indentured labourers, major 
developments in shipping would take place, involving British, Mauritian and Indian Companies. 
Imports from India increased from 30% (of total imports) in 1865 to 50% in 1900; similarly, exports 
to India increased more dramatically from 11% (of total exports) in 1865 to 53% n 1900.150   

In the latter case, sugar became a major item by the end of the nineteenth century. The exports to 
India included a fair degree of re-exports of goods from France, Australia and the neighbouring 
region, whilst goods from India as well were re-exported to Réunion, Madagascar and the Comoro 
Islands.151  

Many Indian firms, especially from Gujarat, invested in the trade between Mauritius and India. The 
Table 18 gives an indication of their participation therein.152 

Table 18 Shipping between Mauritius and India (1850 – 1900) 

Year No of Ships 
from India 

Ships Chartered by Indian Firms 

No % 

1850 73 29 39.7 

1860 118 31 26.3 

1870 82 29 35.4 

1880 78 45 57.7 

1890 43 23 53.5 

1900 29 12 41.4 

As early as 1850, 40% of ships from India were chartered by Indian firms reaching nearly 60% by 
1880. The Indian commercial houses involved established branches in Port Louis and some of the 
traders would go back to India after some time, whilst others would settle in Mauritius. Those going 
back would do so for various reasons such as retirement, death or business losses, repatriating 
profits and capital. In fact, many firms “ended in bankruptcy, real or contrived”, according to A. 
Jahangeer Chojoo. 

The Indian traders expanded their business interests in Mauritius. They lent money to those buying 
land, taking mortgages on the land. They would participate equally in parcellisation of land or 
provide finance to those involved in land parcellisation.153 Further, as their business developed, 
they became big financiers, investing in the sugar industry. For example, Jackaria possessed the 
largest sugar estate of more than 6,000 arpents by 1908; another would become a sugar factory 
owner154. Moreover, they provided finance to the sugar industry and acted as agents for the exports 
of sugar to India. They played a most important role in that context; Sir Philippe Raffray wrote: 
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“The Mauritius planters were afraid they would soon find themselves competing 
with one another as in the past. They had still fresh in their memory the daily 
queuing of their respective brokers in the offices of the Indian merchants of Port-
Louis, each having to up a few cents on the price offered by his competitor.”155 

Moreover, they would not sustain their investment in the Sugar Industry; as traders, they were 
more interested in speculation and some would make losses in the Sugar Industry during the 
depression of 1930s. 

In parallel, there was a community of small traders of Indian origin who settled in Mauritius and 
who developed both in towns and villages. 

4.6.2 Social Stratification of Indian Immigrants 

In the nineteenth century, the Indian immigrants consisted of traders and free passengers, whilst 
the indentured labourers would constitute the major component of Indians to settle permanently in 
Mauritius. Since the very beginning of their settlement, there was a certain degree of social 
stratification. With land parcellisation and the development of the economy, this social 
stratification would be given a new boost. 

Prior to the land parcellisation, a commercial bourgeoisie had already settled, together with a 
growing middle class consisting of job contractors, sirdars, traders, middle-men, money lenders, 
intellectuals, then a class of planters (overlapping to some extent with the middle class). The 
labouring class would consist of small planters/labourers, landless labourers, gardeners and other 
manual workers on sugar estates. Whilst the different social classes would adapt, or try to adapt, to 
the existing colonial society, the agricultural labourers would be facing acute economic 
exploitation and social exclusion on the sugar estates, leading to their resistance in the form of the 
well-known protest of 1871, amongst others. 

The social stratification is of importance in understanding the role played by the different social 
classes in the 20th century. For example, within the cooperative movement, and on the sugar 
plantations where class conflicts between small planters/labourers and the new Indian sugar 
magnates would take place and finally on the role of the new intelligentsia, especially in the 
struggles of the labouring classes and on the political front in general. 

4.7 Forests, the Environment and the Sugar Industry 

The expansion of the Sugar Industry had a major impact on the lands, on the forests and on the 
natural environment. The need for land and for fuel to satisfy the expansion of the sugar industry 
had led to the felling of trees and the general destruction of forests. This destruction was 
particularly pronounced in the 1850s and 1860s. 

By 1871, the Governor, Sir Arthur Gordon, was aware of the critical situation and “tried to stop 
more forests from being cut down, and to grow trees along rivers and streams as well as on 
mountains”.156 In August 1880, in a comprehensive report ‘Report on the Forests of Mauritius, Their 
Present Condition and Future Management’, R. Thompson highlighted that “the want of fuel 
hitherto has not been much felt in the colony, owing simply to the extensive felling operations 
which have been going on during the past thirty years in the indigenous forests of the island 
[...]”157 The Sugar Industry needed land not only for sugar cane cultivation, but wood (hence 
forests) for fuel to be used in the manufacture of sugar. The evolution of the area of land under 
sugar cane cultivation is revealing, as per Table 19.158  
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Table 19 Land Area under Sugar Cane Cultivation (1820 – 1880) 

Year Land Area (Arpents) 

1821 - 1830 26,000 

1831 - 1840 40,000 

1841 - 1850 59,500 

1851 - 1860 110,000 

1861 - 1870 124,000 

1871 - 1880 123,000 

The area of land under cane cultivation more than doubled between 1850 and 1870 from 59,500 
arpents to 124,000 arpents. Similarly, sugar production more than doubled from 55,468 metric tons 
in 1850 to 126,980 metric tonnes in 1869. The demand for fuel obviously increased significantly. 

The impact of deforestation is multidimensional; it affects the natural environment, agriculture 
and the health of the population at large. The soil is affected in such a manner that it encourages 
further deforestation by the sugar planters. In Mauritius, the soil is shallow, and when only 
reclaimed from forests, it carries a layer of humus of from two to six inches (i.e. 5 to 15 cms) in 
depth. The presence of this humus makes the soil extremely fertile and is especially suited for the 
cultivation of sugar cane. When exposed to sunrays and hot air, this humus decomposes and 
becomes dry and powdery and is no longer suitable for sugar cane cultivation. The sugar planter 
then abandoned it and used land which was still under forest; hence further deforestation took 
place.159 

The destruction of forests had a major impact on water supply. According to R. Thompson,  

“[...] it is evident that unless measures are adopted for preventing the rapid 
disappearance of the private forests, even such as they are the perennial springs - 
which feed the rivers - will likewise disappear; or the quantity of water which 
they now yield will become much lessened. It is notorious everywhere on the 
island, that with the disappearance of forests, the perennial springs have either 
completely disappeared, or are considerably diminished in volume; rivers and 
streams which formerly ran dry, are now, during the drier months of the year, 
mere stagnant pools, if not altogether dried up.”  

Forests and forest soil conserve the rainfall by holding the moisture in ‘mechanical suspension’, 
preventing loss of it by evaporation, but giving it off in even quantities to the springs which go to 
feed the rivers.  

Further, compact forests and belts of trees (for example by the side of rivers) act as screens to 
protect trees generally, and in particular, orchards and sugar cane plantations against the violent 
action of winds prevailing during cyclones. The question which arises is to what extent 
deforestation has contributed to the loss of or damage to sugar canes during the passage of 
cyclones over the island. Thus in 1866/67, 1868/69, 1874/75, 1879/80, the reduction in sugar 
production as a result of the passage of cyclones was respectively 19.5%, 33.9%, 39.3% and 28.8%.160 
The impact of these cyclones, in a rather short span of time, is considered to have contributed to 
some extent to the problems of the Sugar Industry at that time. And again in 1892/93, the 
reduction in sugar production was 42.5%; as a result, the Chamber of Agriculture asked for and 
obtained substantial loan from the Colonial Government. 

Deforestation has an impact on the health of the population. The rivers and streams which have 
become stagnant pools during the drier months of the year provide a breeding ground for 
mosquitoes and various insects which are carriers of diseases. And this might have contributed to 
the spread of diseases. 

Finally, the demand for wood, whether for fuel or for construction of buildings on the part of the 
population at large, created conditions for the private forest-owners to earn more revenue. The 
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forest-owners leased the forest lands to firewood-sellers, charcoal burners and timber 
merchants.161 And R. Thompson added that “the charcoal burners are undoubtedly the most 
destructive agents, next to the sugar planter, in the work of demolition now going on with the 
fullest activity”.  

For all the above reasons, R. Thompson made several recommendations, of which the key one is the 
purchase of about 30,000 or 35,000 acres of private forests. He gave two further reasons to justify 
that recommendation: 

i. “The whole of the central ridge of the table land of the island, and which is 
the great watershed in which all the larger rivers take their rise, requires to 
be permanently retained under forests.” 

ii. “Protection is what is the most needed for the forests of Mauritius, and that 
protection it is not possible they can ever get  so long as they remain at the 
will and mercy of private owners.” 

The second key recommendation made was that: “the Mountain Reserve Lines, to maintain 
Mountain Reserves at all, must be lowered”. It was understood that the Colonial Government would 
compensate financially forest-owners for the 30,000 or 35,000 acres to be bought. Moreover, for 
the lowering of Mountain Reserve Lines, Thompson recommended that this could be done either by 
purchase of the land involved or by proclamation under existing law. There was an old French Law 
which made provision for these reserve lines and which was interpreted strictly. Thereafter, 
amendments made under Ordinance No. 13 of 1875 (which governs forest property whether public 
or private) are such that these mountain reserves are no longer such but in name.162  

The third and last key recommendation worth mentioning was the need to survey and demarcate 
the Crown Lands. It was then believed that more than 13,219 arpents of land were in a state of 
doubt and uncertainty as to legal ownership. 

There was another report by F. Gleadow163 on the management of forests and on advising 
Government on the purchase of lands for forestation to the value of Rs 1,500,000. Firstly, it is of 
importance to note that, according to F. Gleadow, the sum of Rs 2.9 million rupees was spent to 
buy about 25,000 arpents, most of which were recommended by R. Thompson. Secondly, the 
Report mentioned “the corruption of subordinates need not be insisted on. It is the natural 
corollary of the want of supervision”. According to Barnwell and Toussaint164 there was widespread 
corruption with regards to the management of forests. Important planters, some of whom were 
members of the Council of Government cut down trees on Government lands near their estates. 
Further, according to Gleadow, Government surveyors drew false boundaries for Government lands, 
thus giving away Government land to estate owners. The latter rewarded these same Government 
surveyors with large bribes.    

4.8  Concluding Remarks 

After the political turbulence in the 1830s in relation to the abolition of slavery, there would 
emerge a close collaboration between the Colonial State and the plantocracy during the nineteenth 
century with respect to economic policies and Labour Legislation. There were major differences at 
the political level, especially with the setting up of the Royal Commission to enquire into the 
treatment of immigrants in Mauritius in 1872 and later in the 1880s following the recommendation 
of R. Thompson to lower the mountain reserve lines. 

The British Imperial Government adopted a Free Trade policy, pushing down the price of sugar, the 
plantocracy adopted a cheap labour policy and, to do so, flooded Mauritius with indentured 
labourers so as to be able to depress wages. Yet, in the late 1840s, when, for a short spell of time, 
indentured labourers could bargain for wages and secure rather higher wage rates, the plantocracy 
succeeded in winning over the colonial estate to introduce legislation from 1847 to 1867 to increase 
immigration of indentured labour and to have greater control on the immigrant population. This 
time, the economic weapon of bringing wages down concerned the Old Immigrants and further 
consisted in bringing repressive legislation against them. 
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The major social transformation resulting from the parcellisation of land would not affect the fate 
of the labouring classes, both on and off the sugar estates. Land parcellisation and métayage 
ensured that the expanding sugar factories were being run as efficiently as possible with sufficient 
supplies of sugar cane. 

With repeated crises in the Sugar Industry, the pillar of the economy, the exclusion of the 
descendants of ex-apprentices was being consolidated. Poverty and unemployment were on the 
increase; this would be confirmed by the Royal Commission in its Report of 1909. 
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CHAPTER 5  BRITISH COLONIALISM IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

 

5.1 The Beginning of the 20th century - The International Sugar Market 

During the 19th century, there were intense debates in Britain between those defending free trade 
and those for protective tariffs. As the first Industrial Power in the world and as the most advanced 
economic country, free trade would benefit Britain in its broad interests in trade and finance. In 
particular, by 1846, the Anti-Corn Law League was able to bring the Government of the day to 
repeal the Corn Laws, that is trade in barley, wheat, oats etc. were open to foreign competition. 
Later in the same year, the Sugar Duties Act of 1846 was passed, thus doing away with preferential 
tariffs for colonial sugar and ‘non-slave’ sugar. The free traders, in alliance with the Agro-Industry 
(involved in the production of jam, marmalade, confectionery), was defending “a cheap breakfast 
table” for the British population and cheap raw material for the Agro-Industry. 

However, following the economic crisis of 1847, there was a brief revival of some imperial 
preference for colonial sugar, but by 1874, all sugar tariffs were dismantled. Mauritius then went 
through some very tough times as from the 1880s till the 1940s. On top of low sugar prices, stiff 
international competition demanded that costs of production should be reduced. German subsidies 
depressed world prices which applied to transactions in all markets. Competition from Java and 
from even Germany and Austria in the main markets of Mauritius required a significant lowering of 
costs of production. This meant capital investment in the modernisation of factories and 
improvement in terms of sugar-cane cultivation. In the latter case, very cheap labour was of great 
help to the plantocracy. In the former case, there was the ‘grand morcellement’ referred to in 
Chapter 4, whereby the plantocracy mobilised funds by selling land to indentured labourers. 
Further, there was the merger of factories which had already started since the 1860s; this process 
is typical of the Capitalist System, as highlighted at the Mauritius Sugar Industry Conference of 1927 
through the following statement: 

“In relation to the reduction in the number and the increase in the size of 
factories, it is to be remarked that this tendency is a manifestation of the natural 
law of development whereby smaller and less efficient units tend to become 
absorbed by the larger and more powerful units.”165  

In fact, the family-owned sugar estates and factories of the nineteenth century would progressively 
merge to form ever bigger sugar companies. 

Moreover, in 1870s, there was a depression in Europe, with prices of commodities in general going 
down.166 But the main threat to sugar would come from the producers of beet sugar in Europe. 
Wheat from the US and Russia was invading Europe as a result of free trade, and  the European 
farmers found in beet root production a convenient way to face this threat. Germany would emerge 
with a very ‘low cost of production’ thanks to various types of subsidies, in spite of free trade. In 
fact, British free trade accommodated slave-produced sugar as well as sugar subsidised by other 
exchequers. The cost of delivery of beet sugar from Germany to Britain would be somewhat less 
than that of cane sugar from the British colonies. Further, the factory performance of Germany 
would be much better than that of Mauritius for both factory output and sugar recovery. 

Britain, the great Colonial Power would give due consideration first to its own economic interest 
rather than to its colonies; free trade meant cheap essential commodities for her and she did not 
apply countervailing duties against beet sugar bounties from Germany. The Caribbean Islands 
particularly found themselves in a very difficult situation; Mauritius managed to adapt to the 
situation thanks to the new destinations with India, Australia and South Africa, as these three 
countries provided markets for Mauritian sugar. Mauritian sugar exports to Britain decreased from 
70,000 tons in 1870-74 to 14,000 tons in 1895-1899, and to 17,000 tons in 1900-1904. On the other 
hand, Germany and Austria-Hungary supplied Britain with 4 % of its sugar in 1870-74, and then 58 % 
in the early years of 1900 and 70 % just before World War I. 
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Moreover, Mauritius exports to British India were made sustainable, when the Government of British 
India imposed countervailing duties on beet sugar to protect its traditional suppliers including 
Mauritius, which the Imperial Government previously chose not to do. The pattern of sugar exports 
from Mauritius at the end of the 19th century is given in Table 20, showing clearly the decrease of 
exports to Britain and the considerable increase to India. But the Caribbean Islands did not enjoy 
the relationship/proximity which Mauritius had with British India; and a Royal Commission Enquiry 
was appointed in 1896 in the Caribbean Islands.  

Table 20 Exports of Mauritian Sugar 1860-1895 in metric tons167 

Period 
Destinations 

Total 
Britain Australia India South Africa France 

60/61-62/63 66400 27300 2600 5400 17300 121 

75/76-77/78 42600 38600 18200 3800 112 

78/79-80/81 15100 47400 35400 7300 114 

81/82-83/84 13200 54300 32300 9900 115 

87/88-89 14500 31300 64700 8800 128 

93-95 9300 16300 77000 14700 128 

 

5.2 Economic Crisis and The Royal Commission of 1909 

5.2.1 Background 

In addition to the low price of sugar and the uncertainties of the international sugar market, there 
were some other events which accentuated the economic depression at the turn of the twentieth 
century in Mauritius: the severe cyclones of 1892, the bubonic plague of 1899, the surra disease of 
1902, the increase in prices of basic foodstuffs like rice and dholl. In 1907, the Mauritius Chamber 
of Agriculture asked the Colonial Government a loan of £600,000 to help sugar planters in improving 
the machinery of their factories and requested the Government to borrow £100,000 (1 £ = Rs. 15) 
for purchasing land in the context of its programme. The Secretary of State for the colonies did not 
agree with such a loan and suggested that there should be a Commission to investigate the 
condition and resources of the Colony. The Action Libérale, a political organisation /party, and 
other social/political forces campaigned for the setting up of such a Commission. In the end, the 
Royal Commission to inquire into the condition and resources of the Colony of Mauritius was set up 
in May 1909. 

5.2.2 The Overall Economic and Financial Situation  

The intensity of the monocrop economy of Mauritius was such that the cultivation of other food 
crops was marginalised and industrial diversification was almost inexistent. Any meaningful 
industrialisation that did take place was linked to the Sugar Industry: the cultivation of aloe to 
produce bags and the setting up of mechanical workshop to service the sugar factories. The country 
was heavily dependent on imports for its basic foodstuffs and all items of consumption; its exports 
consisted almost exclusively of sugar and its by-products like molasses and rum. In fact, the latter 
constituted more than 95 % of total exports. Whenever sugar prices were low for more than one or 
two consecutive years, there resulted an unfavourable balance of trade and a Government deficit. 

This situation of Mauritius was somewhat typical of a colony which had been the victim of an 
extreme international division of labour and of international specialisation. As Jean Houbert wrote, 
“the colonial structure of international specialisation discouraged the diversification of economic 
growth.”168 Mauritius was on the periphery of the fast developing capitalist economic system on 
which it did not have any influence, let alone any control. Even the Royal Commission in its report 
had this to say: 
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“[...] this excessive concentration of its resources upon one industry exposes it to 
serious difficulties and even dangers. It makes the colony entirely dependent upon 
the world price of sugar, over which it has no control.”169 

Obviously, external trade played an important role and there was a prominent merchant class in 
Mauritius. 

5.2.3 The Financial System and The Sugar Industry 

Given the dependence of the economy on the Sugar Industry, the financial system in force in the 
Sugar Industry had a major bearing on the financial system prevailing in the country. First, it should 
be noted that most of the sugar estates were generally somewhat heavily mortgaged, with interest 
from 7 to 9 per cent.  Further, all of them had Government loans. So much so, that the total debt 
of 55 (out of 66) estates possessing factories was about Rs. 12,000,000, with nearly one-third due to 
the Government.170 

In addition to the interests mentioned above, most of sugar estate owners did not have sufficient 
working capital and, therefore, they needed borrowed money to run their estates. That is where 
their financial agent or ‘bailleur de fonds’ or broker came into play. The functions of the ‘bailleur 
de fonds’/ broker are clearly described in the Report of the Royal Commission: 

“By the end of the hurricane season, i.e. in April, they have exhausted the funds 
derived from the last crop and have to apply to a financial agent for assistance. 
This agent is called in Mauritius a bailleur de fonds. He is often a local merchant 
or produce broker, he has generally a substantial amount of liquid capital of his 
own as well as good credit at one or other of the two local banks, and when, as 
usually happens, the total amount of the money required for the estates which he 
is financing exceeds his own available resources, he borrows the balance from the 
bank, giving his own name and that of the estate owner as security. The planter 
submits to the bailleur de fonds a kind of budget for the coming year showing what 
he expects to have to pay for interest and other fixed charges, wages of employees 
and labourers, manure, rice and other stores, and in many cases for household and 
personal expenditure-in fact for all his anticipated outgoings during the year. He 
gives the bailleur de fonds the selling of the sugar produced on the estate and the 
right to demand, if necessary, a mortgage on the estate for any balance which may 
remain owing at the close of the year’s transactions. The bailleur de fonds then 
becomes practically the business manager of the estate. He supplies the owner 
monthly with the funds required for fixed charges, wages, &c., he buys and pays 
for the manure, rice, and stores required for the estate, and, as the sugar is 
produced, he sells it and credits the owner with the amount realised. On all his 
outgoings in respect of the estate he debits the owner with the interest at the 
agreed rate, and on the other side of the account credits him with the interest at 
the same rate on the sums received for the sale of produce. At the end of the year 
the account is made up and the owner receives whatever balance there may be 
owing to him, or, if the balance is a debit one, gives the bailleur de fonds security 
for the amount.” 

With this system, and given that estate owners tended not to develop a reserve fund for difficult 
times, they were almost invariably indebted. Moreover, it should be noted that some of them, 
including three English companies owning thirteen sugar estates, did not depend on the services of 
the broker. The estate owner had to pay interest and other commissions for the services of the 
‘bailleurs de fonds’ as a financial manager and business manager; they tended to be around at least 
14 per cent of the crop depending on the financial situation of each case. 

There were risks and advantages of such a system: sometimes the broker might be a merchant or 
may be involved in running a sugar estate, so that conflicts of interest arose. On the other hand, by 
acting as a business manager for several sugar estates, the broker could purchase stores at lower 
prices. Further, some brokers ended up being estate owners, given that these estates became 
insolvent. Effectively, from brokers, two English companies became sugar estate owners.171 
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But, in the end, this financial system linking the broker with the Estate Manager, both as Financial 
Manager and town agent, turned out to be rather vicious. If the broker was dealing with a single 
year’s loss on a single estate only, the broker might hesitate before committing himself further. 
But, in a year of low sugar prices and when he would be dealing with several estates, he would find 
himself in a tight corner; his liabilities would tempt him to provide further credit in the hope of an 
improved situation by the next crop-year. Thus the system encouraged further borrowing. And this 
risk was made worse, given the specific social reality of small Mauritius, as so aptly written by J.D. 
Elliot and N.G. Loughane: 

“In the small white community of Mauritius, closely bound together by the ties of 
inter-marriage and of long-standing family friendships, the influence of public 
opinion makes for lenient and sympathetic treatment of debtors whose insolvency 
is concealed and assisted by further credit often beyond the creditor’s capacity to 
allow without endangering his own security.”172  

But this financial system together with the associated social system mentioned above could well 
make matters worse, when it spilled over to the banking system. At that time, there were two 
banks in Mauritius: The English Bank of Mauritius and the Mauritius Commercial Bank. In dealing 
with the Sugar Industry, the latter found that its risk management was rather flawed. On two 
occasions, in 1898 and 1908, the Bank had had to apply to the Colonial Government for assistance. 
According to the Royal Commission of 1909, 

“In each case, the Government made the bank a temporary loan of Rs. 1,000,000 
on good security and thus enabled it to avoid disaster.” 

In the case of 1908, according to Hon. P.E de Chazal, 

“The last crisis we went through was due especially to the failure of two big 
brokers, Messrs Antelme and Régnard, which was the cause of large losses to our 
banks and to a good many traders and private individuals, causing discredit all 
round. The credit of the Mauritius Commercial Bank was entirely stopped with the 
Bank of India and Lloyd’s Bank in London...The scare was great, the depositors 
having withdrawn large sums of money from the bank.”173 

Moreover, the Government’s action to save the Mauritius Commercial Bank was in breach of 
currency laws, but it received legislative sanction thereafter. And the Mauritius Commercial Bank 
survived as it paid the loan with interest within 3 ½ months. 

Finally, capital exodus seemed to persist, if only as a result of foreign ownership of some sugar 
estates; moreover, with the deaths or the departure of some wealthy people, there was an exodus 
of capital of Rs. 20 millions. Yet there was a request for loan to the Colony. 

5.2.4 Landownership by the turn of 20th century 

Some indication of the approximate distribution of ownership of sugar estates, according to size 
and different social groups is obtained from the documents submitted by the Receiver General to 
the Royal Commission of 1909174.  

According to these documents, at that time, there were 143 sugar estates with an overall acreage 
of nearly 80,825 hectares (200,000 arpents). Of these, 66 had a sugar factory and 77 did not have 
one. All the land forming part of the sugar estates were not under the cultivation of sugar, and a 
small percentage (10.3%) was under cultivation of other crops. As information on the cultivation of 
land by small planters on and off the sugar estates was not provided, it is not possible to consider 
the extent of sugar cane cultivation from the documents.  
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The breakdown of the acreage of the 143 estates is given in Table 21. 

Table 21 Distribution of Estate Land by Acreage 

Acreage (Hectares) 
Owners 

No. % Cumulative % 

0 – 40 1 0.7% 0.7% 

41 – 81 13 9.1% 9.8% 

82 – 121 10 7.0% 16.8% 

122 – 161 4 2.8% 19.6% 

162 – 202 10 7.0% 26.6% 

203 – 404 28 19.6% 46.2% 

405 – 808 35 24.5% 70.6% 

809 – 1212 25 17.5% 88.1% 

1213 – 1617 13 9.1% 97.2% 

1618 – 2020 1 0.7% 97.9% 

2021 – 2425 1 0.7% 98.6% 

2426 – 2829 2 1.4% 100.0% 

Total 143 100.0% 

 

The main features of the distribution of the estate land by acreage are: 26.6% of estate owners 
owned less than 202 hectares (500 arpents), 19.6% owned between 202 and 404 hectares (500 – 
1000 arpents), whilst 51% owned between 404 and 1617 hectares (1000 – 4000 arpents). Only 4 
estates had acreage above 1617 hectares (4000 arpents). 

As far as ownership is concerned, the main groups were: the French/British settlers, Indian (both 
from abroad and in Mauritius), a mix of residents and non-residents, of whom the latter seemed to 
be most likely to be of French origin (based from their names), British (from abroad), and French 
(from abroad). Among the Indians, there are three who were traders, one of whom was based in 
Bombay and another one based in Pondicherry. Table 22 sums up the analysis of estates by acreage 
and “social categories”, as defined above, and as presented by the documents. 
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Table 22 Analysis of Sugar Estates by Acreage and Social categories 

Acreage 
(hectares) 

French/
British 
Colonist 

British French 

Indian 

Resident & 
Non 
Resident 

Total Traders/
From 
Abroad 

Other Total 

0 – 40 1 0 0 0 0 1 

41 – 81 9 0 0 5 5 0 14 

82 – 121 8 0 0 2 2 0 10 

122 – 161 4 0 0 0 0 4 

162– 202 8 0 0 2 2 0 10 

203 – 404 21 2 0 2 3 3 1 27 

405 – 808 22 3 0 1 3 7 35 

809 – 1212 14 5 4 0 2 25 

1213 – 1616 10 2 0 0 1 13 

1617 – 2020 1 0 0 0 0 1 

2021 – 2425 0 1 0 0 0 1 

2426 – 2829 1 0 0 1 1 0 2 

Total 99 13 4 4 12 16 11 143 

Thus, as expected, French/British settlers (they were residents) numbered 99 out of 143 of the 
owners, which represents 69.2%. Then the “Indians”, British, French and the category “Residents 
and Non–Residents” constituted respectively 11.2%, 9.1%, 2.8% and 7.7% of the owners. 

Moreover, in terms of acreage of land owned, the British would have a relatively larger share of 
15.8% than their percentage of ownership indicated. Table 23 gives the details. 

Table 23 Distribution of Acreage of Land by Social Categories 

Category Hectares (Arpents) % 

French/British Colon 51230 (126766) 63.6 

English 12722 (31480) 15.8 

French 3993 (9881) 4.9 

Indians - Traders/From Abroad 3566 (8824) 4.4 

Indians - Others 1676 (4147) 2.1 

Resident/Non-Resident 7403 (18319) 9.2 

Total 80590 (199417) 100.0 

A feature of interest of the above table is that whilst the four Indians (traders and Indians from 
abroad) owned estates with an acreage of 3566 hectares (8824 arpents), the other twelve Indians, 
most probably emerging from among the indentured labourers, owned estates with an acreage of 
1676 hectares (4,147 arpents) which is less than half of that owned by former Indians.  

5.2.5 The Small Planters 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the class of small planters developed from among the sirdars, the former 
indentured labourers, the middlemen and free immigrants when the sugar estate owners divided up 
their lands and mobilised funds to allow them to improve the manufacture of sugar. The small 
planters generally had problems of access to credit and of having a good price for their canes at the 
factory. In many cases, the small planters borrowed from the estate owner to whom he had to send 
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his canes; they equally borrowed from middlemen, predominantly Indian, who would charge high 
rates of interest and from shopkeepers. 

The whole process of morcellement or parcellisation of land by estate owners and the purchase of 
the land by the new small planters can be illustrated by the following example175 which reveals the 
problems faced by the emerging small planter class. 

In 1900 and in 1901, there was a case of parcellisation of 283.2 hectares (700 acres) of land worth 
Rs. 180,000 by a planter, the Honourable L.G. Antelme. Thus the average price was Rs. 257 per 
acre (0.404 hectare). The purchase price ranged from Rs. 100 to Rs. 1,000 per acre, to be paid in 
five yearly instalments with interests at the rate of 8 percent per annum. Further, the landowner 
made an advance of Rs. 30 per acre to each buyer for ‘faisance valoir’, i.e. to cover the 
operational costs. 

Firstly, a plot of 103 hectares (254 acres) was parcellised and was bought by 103 small planters, 
giving on average of 2.5 acres (1.01 hectares) per buyer. And the small planters fully paid the 
purchase price. 

Secondly, another plot of 91 hectares (226 acres) was bought by 183 small planters, giving an 
average of 1.2 acres (0.47 hectares) per buyer. By 1909, the small planters had not completed their 
payment for the land. The two sales together gave an average of 1.7 acres (0.69 hectares) per 
small planter. 

Finally, for the last portion of 89.4 hectares (221 acres) left out of the original 283.2 hectares (700 
acres), the small planters could not pay for their plots of land. They abandoned the land and went 
away. They had paid only part of the purchase, and left, after having paid back the advance of Rs. 
30 per acre to the landowner. But, the small planters left because the landowner stopped providing 
the advances for faisance valoir since 1907, and he claimed he had no available capital to do so. 
According to him, those who had not paid up half the purchase price of their plot of land 
abandoned them. The average of 1.7 acres (0.69 hectares) per small planter can be used to 
estimate that about 130 planters were involved in the purchase of the remaining 89.4 hectares (221 
acres) and who later abandoned their lands. Thus from this case, about 30 % of the new small 
planters abandoned the land. More research is required to ascertain whether this was a 
representative sample. It appears that the small planters had not paid the full purchase price, even 
after more than five years, and many lacked the necessary capital for the operational costs of 
cultivating the land. As a result, they became dependent on the landowner for any required 
finance. 

Some small planters resorted to middlemen who claimed exorbitant rates of interest. There was 
one case who borrowed Rs. 395 from a middleman and after two years, he had to pay Rs. 1,984 
which represented capital and interests. In Paragraph 75 of the Report of the Royal Commission 
1909, the authors highlighted that “they may adopt the cheaper but more dangerous method of a 
conditional sale of their land, or they may borrow from Indian or Chinese money-lenders at native 
rates of interest, which may be anything up to 60 or even 120 percent per annum.” 

The need for access to credit was cruelly felt by the small planters. Whilst some succeeded in 
mobilising their savings, etc., others could not and lost both land and money in the process. 

5.2.6 Labour and Poverty 

The impact of the economic depression would be very severe on the labouring classes, whether 
urban or rural. 

In particular, with a view to collecting maximum revenues through import duties and excise duties, 
the Colonial Government had a policy of preferential treatment for the rich at the expense of the 
labouring class and the poor. For example, the import duty on tea was 60 cents per kilo, whilst that 
on coffee was Rs. 8 per 100 kilos, i.e. 8 cents per kilo. And, of course, tea was consumed by the 
labouring classes rather than coffee. Similarly, the excise duty on rum was Rs. 1.67 per litre, whilst 
spirits had the same level of import duty. The average total revenue for the three years 1905-08 
was Rs. 9,780,055 of which the main sources were: 
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Item Revenue (Rs.)* 

Customs 3,357,908 

Licenses-professional, hawkers etc. 603,412 

Excise duty on rum 1,169,464 

Taxes on vehicles and animals 106,462 

Stamp duties 135,696 

Registration of deeds on transfers of property, incl. succession duties 106,812 

Port, harbour and lighthouse dues 262,735 

Post Office 144,924 

Government Railways 2,325,959 

Interest 883,643 

Thus, the labouring classes and the poor who were the main consumers of rum contributed Rs. 
1,169,464 to Government revenue, the third biggest contribution after customs duties and the 
revenue from Government railways. The poor were funding, to a great extent, the economic crisis 
which was not at all of their making. There was no income tax and the revenue for registration of 
deeds on transfer of property and succession duties amounted to a mere Rs 106,812. The 
Commissioners was impressed by the revenue accruing from the excise duty on rum. They wrote: 

“The excise duty on rum for home consumption is Rs. 1.67 per litre of 230 Cartier 
and varies with the strength. Next to import duties and railway receipts, it is 
the most productive source of revenue. It fluctuates a good deal in yield, 
however, owing mainly due to the action of rings of distillers. In 1907-8 it provided 
only Rs. 923,724 as compared with Rs. 1,242,444 in the previous year.” 

On top of that, during 1908, the import duty on rice brought Rs. 367,187 to the Colonial 
Government, which amounted to about 10 % of total import duties. And the Commission added, as 
per paragraph 143, 

“[...] but the rest of the well-to-do community, such as business and professional 
men and persons living on their own means, pay little in compassion with their 
taxable capacity.” 

Yet, labour was very plentiful, cheap and efficient, the abundance of which contributed to 
minimising the cost of production of sugar. Hon. P.E de Chazal clearly pointed out that “..., but as 
a whole the Indian immigrant is introduced to keep down the price of labour.”176 Since the period 
preceding abolition of slavery, the policy of the plantocracy was to bring down and keep down the 
price of labour, and this with support of the Colonial State more often than not. To the question 
from a commissioner “Do you pay indentured coolie a much lower wage than the free coolie?”, 
Hon. P.E. de Chazal answered “Yes, because they came under an engagement.” 

The low wages in the Sugar Industry seemed to have an impact on the level of wages in the 
country; when the labourer moved out of the plantation, he would tend to accept lower wages than 
others and tended to compete more favourably on the labour market. 

The use of indentured labour as an economic weapon to keep wages low was yet again confirmed 
by Hon. E.C. Fraser, Senior Partner of Ireland, Fraser and company, in his deposition. When he was 
told that there was sufficient “stock of labour” and that the natural increase of the population 
would keep him going, he even suggested that: 

“If some arrangement were made when we wanted coolies, so that we could get 
one of the West Indian Islands, or some other Government, to recruit for us, that 
would be sufficient.”177 

Yet, the Commissioners were fully aware that more immigration would mean more unemployment 
and more poverty. The estate owners wanted at all cost an abundant supply of cheap labour during 
crop time; the consequences for available labour prevailing outside the plantation were irrelevant 
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to him, even if that meant more unemployment and more poverty during the inter-crop period. In a 
sense, it can be said that the estate owners did not mind the ‘creation of poverty’, if that were the 
consequence of availability of abundant cheap labour. 

The following questions and answers between the Commissioners and Hon. E.C. Fraser are very 
revealing: 

“Question: If you have a surplus population unemployed, you would naturally have 
a large number of applicants for Poor Law relief, and if you import all you want at 
a time you are hard pressed for labour and keep them here, you are liable to that? 

Hon. Fraser: Yes, but I do not see that you can help it. 

Question: You would prefer the expense of Poor Law to stopping immigration? 

Hon. Fraser: I am afraid to say that there is a great deal of money spent on the 
relief of the poor, but I do not see that we can get over it; not at present at any 
rate.” 

Further, in that state of economic depression, public works were decreased substantially and the 
general level of economic activity went down, so that unemployment and poverty were on the 
increase. So much so that about 18 % of the population of slave descendants and Indian immigrants 
was being given Government relief. The marginalised groups felt mostly the full brunt of the 
depression. 

5.2.7 The Recommendations of the Royal Commission 

In various depositions of witnesses, the point was made repeatedly that there were malpractices at 
the level of the banking system and in the judiciary and proposals for remedial action were made. 
There were other proposals that recommended the setting up of large central sugar factories. The 
proposal for the creation of an Agricultural Bank was emphatically made. The Sugar Industry was 
still in favour of maintaining Indian immigration so as to bring down the price of labour. 

Overall, the Commission did not include these proposals in its recommendations. Moreover, on top 
of the recommendations to reduce Government expenditure and to increase Government revenue, 
the Commission made certain key recommendations which would have a major impact for the 
future. They were: 

1. The establishment of a separate Department of Scientific Agriculture to assist the Sugar 
Industry and also the development of other products. 

2. To introduce and encourage the system of cooperative credit banks among small planters. 

3. To report upon the practicability of irrigation on a large or small scale. 

4. To review the French Law of Succession and the Company Law. 

5. The Colonial Government should borrow a sum of £400,000 i.e., Rs. 6,000,000 to fund three 
projects: 

i. £285,000, i.e., Rs. 4,215,000 for the rehabilitation of Government railways; 

ii. £100,000, i.e., Rs. 1,500,000 to planters at six or seven per cent for the 
improvement of cultivation, factory machinery or mechanical traction and 
for a remunerative irrigation scheme; 

iii. £15,000, i.e., Rs. 225,000 for assistance to small planters through the 
machinery of a cooperative central bank. 

6. To increase Government revenue, amongst others, 

i. an income tax of 2% was to be imposed, and  
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ii. the reduction of the Governor’s salary from Rs. 75,000 to Rs. 50,000. 

Thereafter, some of the recommendations were implemented, but not the imposition of the income 
tax. Moreover, no recommendation for labour per se was made. The Royal Commission did not even 
try to mitigate the plentiful cheap labour policy. On the contrary, they expressed appreciation of 
the fiscal squeezing of labour and the poor through excessively high excise duty on rum and an 
unfavourable fiscal policy. Nor did they recommend any help to the small planters who lost their 
limited capital (draught animals) as a consequence of surra epidemic. In a sense, the Royal 
Commission dealt with some of the symptoms, and not the cause of the crisis. They did not refer to 
the British Free Trade policy and its consequences. They mentioned British investment in Ceylon 
and Malaysia, but failed to mention that they were in tea and rubber respectively, not in sugar 
production. On the other hand, they started to subtly sow the seeds of division when they referred 
to the “indolent character of the coloured Creoles.” 
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5.3 Sugar Industry, Banking and Finance 

5.3.1 The International Economic Crisis 

5.3.1.1 The Lean Years. Record Sugar Prices, 1919-1920 

The sugar market may be divided into two periods: 1916 to 1924 were years of higher prices with 
record ones in 1919 and 1920. After 1925, there started a rapid downward decline in price. The 
price of sugar increased from 11/7 per 50 kg in 1914 to 58 in 1920; it fell from 12/8 in 1926 to 4/9 
per cent in 1935/36. This sharp drop in price in the late 1930s resulted from a profound 
disequilibrium in the world sugar market. The depressed economic conditions brought the sugar 
industries in the Caribbean Islands and Mauritius to near collapse. 

The state of imbalance on the world sugar market arose from conditions particular to the trade; it 
was the direct result of the revived competition between beet and cane sugar after the First World 
War. During the war, the European Beet Industry had suffered extensive damage and the cane sugar 
producers expanded their output to compensate the resulting shortages on the world sugar market. 
Several former importers of beet sugar went over to cane. Britain the largest pre-war market for 
European beet sugar imported mainly cane sugar after the war. In 1913-14, cane supplied 53 per 
cent of the world sugar crop; in 1917-18, cane accounted for 78 per cent of world sugar; after the 
revival of the continental beet industry, the cane share of world sugar declined to 60 per cent. But 
the revival of the beet industry occurred at a time when the cane sugar industry itself was rapidly 
expanding, especially in Cuba. 

The revival of the beet industry formed part of the policy of self-sufficiency and economic 
protectionism which gained favour in Europe after the First World War. The simultaneous increase 
in the production of cane and beet sugar soon outstripped consumption. This produced a heavy 
pile-up of world stocks which were dumped on near-saturated markets and precipitated the 
disintegration of the world sugar market. The price of sugar in the 1930s was brought down to 
seriously low levels. 

The British sugar colonies were hard hit by the post-war collapse of the world sugar market. After 
1919, they were granted some protection in London by means of preferential tariffs. But as the 
system of colonial sugar preference was based on the world price, it only provided partial 
protection to the British colonial producers against the rapid drop in the price in the price of sugar. 
As from 1928, Mauritius was deprived of the possibility of producing higher value added and 
marketable white sugar and was compelled to sell lower value added raw sugar to British refiners. 
In fact, the Imperial Government decided to impose higher customs duties on refined/ plantation 
sugar than on raw sugar. Within two years, Mauritius had to relinquish its industrial plant and its 
capacity to tap more remunerative markets. The net price to sugar producers in Mauritius, inclusive 
of preference, fell from Rs. 19.22 per 100 kgs in 1927 to Rs. 10.99 in 1936. The mean price for 1933 
to 1938 was Rs. 11.81 per 100 kgs. Sugar production in Mauritius between 1919 and 1935 fluctuated 
between 200,000 and 250,000 tonnes, but after 1935, a series of bumper crops brought the 
Mauritian sugar output to 319,695 tonnes in 1938. The contribution of higher crops and gains in 
productivity, arising from factory improvements in the 1920s mitigated the impact of the 
depression years for many producers but not for the smaller ones. 

The tendency in the 1930s was to put the blame for the crippling burden of debt borne by the 
industry during the “lean years”, on what was described as the reckless speculation of 1920, which, 
it was alleged, squandered a large part of the industry’s profits. The Financial Commissioners of 
1931 wrote that a considerable part of the 1920 boom-year profits appeared to have been wasted in 
purely private expenditure and some of it to have found investment outside the Colony, leaving the 
estates no better off to face the “lean years”. 

It may be argued, however, that the “reckless speculation” of 1920 was, in fact, little more than 
the normal reaction of sanguine estate owners and businessmen in the absence of a well-organized 
capital market in the face of a sudden unprecedented and short-lived boom. In their report the 
Economic Commission of 1947 referred to the fallacy of the concept of “the industry being 
burdened with debt”. Financing the purchase of estates with borrowed money is a long-standing 
custom in Mauritius. Far from being a problem, it is a feature common to a great majority of 
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enterprise in those parts which have adopted the joint-stock and limited liability principles. These 
loan creditors may be looked upon as preferred proprietors, such debt in UK would be secured by 
debentures and preference shares. The loans in Mauritius carried a right to a fixed interest 
charge.” 178 

It was the cumulative deficits on successive crops, rather than the overall amount of debt as such, 
which put such a strain on the industry’s finances in the 1930s. 

5.3.1.2 Cumulative Deficits on Crop Operations 

Once the boom had subsided, the unsettled conditions on the labour market and the post-war 
increase in the cost of several requirements of production, including the price paid for planters’ 
canes, prevented the industry from cutting down its costs fast enough to offset the sharp drop in 
sugar prices. 

In 1926, the industry obtained a loan of Rs. 6mn from the Colonial Government, in 1927 it obtained 
a loan of 200,000 pounds sterling from the British Government and Rs. 3mn from the Colonial 
Government. Other loans were granted in 1930 and 1931. In 1930, the Government lent Rs. 3mn to 
the Sugar Industry from the Colony’s Development Funds, to prevent several estates from going 
bankrupt, and in 1931, after a severe cyclone, another loan of 500,000 pounds sterling was granted 
by the British Government to make good the loss on property and crop. By 1931, the Sugar Industry 
was carrying deadweight of five successive loans amounting to Rs. 20mn, on which it could not 
repay either the principal or interest.     

In 1929, Sir Francis Watts was sent by the British Government to inquire into the conditions of the 
Sugar Industry in Mauritius. In his report, he said that the cost of production of sugar in the island 
was below that of all producers, except Java and possibly Cuba. Yet, at the 1929 prices, the 
industry incurred a net loss of approximately 1 pound sterling per ton. The cost of producing sugar 
excluding all interest on mortgages and allowance for depreciation was 13 pounds 1 shilling and 2 
pence per ton. In 1929, the London price was 12 pounds 2 shillings and 10 pence (including 
preference).179 

Two years later, the Financial Commissioners reported that, through a drastic reduction in wages 
and salaries, made possible by the drop in the price of rice and other staples, the Industry had 
succeeded in keeping the loss on crop operations at the 1929 figure. 

Because of the very low sugar prices, any shortfall in the crop from cyclones, droughts and other 
causes resulted in a substantial loss which increased the burden of previous losses borne by the 
industry. In 1930, the overall loss on the crop was Rs. 2 mn. The 1931 cyclone destroyed 30 per 
cent of the crop, with a net loss Rs. 6mn. In 1934, a drought cut the crop by 28 per cent and the 
Industry lost another Rs. 7mn. 

As mentioned before, the Industry was assisted in 1930 and 1931 by loans from the Colonial 
Development Fund and the British Government. These loans forestalled a complete breakdown in 
the strained financial conditions of the Industry, but did not, for that matter, improve the financial 
situation of the sugar estates or restore the shattered confidence of local businesses.180 

The Financial Commission of 1931 advocated an extensive capital reconstruction of encumbered 
estates.  

“All estates must be prepared to face the fundamental fact that they are carrying 
too heavy a load of capital; the profit now all goes in interest charges … capital 
reconstruction of encumbered estates will effect an equitable distribution of the 
loss amongst the various interests concerned […]”181 

The imposed capital reconstruction, with considerable losses to all the parties concerned, would 
have been virtually impossible in the conditions of 1931. Large-scale capital readjustments of 
estates depended primarily on the restoration of a certain balance between costs and prices inside 
the Industry. It was with this in mind that the Chamber of Agriculture made repeated requests for a 
guarantee by Britain, in one form or another, of a stable minimum price over a certain number of 
years. 
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In the year following, the adoption of the Jones Costigan Act in the US (see 5.3.1.4), the Secretary 
of the Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, Mr. Galea, wrote in 1935, that the Mauritius Sugar Industry 
would only be able to surmount the present crisis if the price of sugar was stabilized by the British 
Government around Rs. 7 per 50 kgs. As a matter of fact, the increased preference granted in 1932 
on colonial sugar was largely neutralized by the continued drop in the world sugar price. As a 
result, the benefits to colonial producers were discounted in the proportion of 70, 78 and 75 per 
cent for the crop’s of 1932/33, 1933/34 and 1934/35 respectively.182 

5.3.1.3 Distress of the Sugar Industry 

During the 1930s, a large number of estates found it impossible to provide for their current 
requirements without overdrawing, from year to year, on their accounts with the brokers. On the 
other hand, the brokers, with large sums already committed in several estates, had an interest in 
their continued cultivation and were willing to advance the required capital to keep these estates 
solvent. 

The financial burden of keeping the industry going came to be borne in large part by the brokers 
and merchants. In 1935, it was estimated that the Sugar Industry owed Rs. 10mn to commercial 
firms in the island. An authoritative person stated that the brokers would be most willing to forego 
all interests, if they could recover the principal of their loans. 

 The drop in sugar prices in the thirties strained the system of industrial credit to breaking point. 
Debt generated more debt, and lending and borrowing, more lending and more borrowing until the 
Sugar Industry was on the verge of collapse under the sheer weight of accumulated arrears of debt.    

5.3.1.4 The USA initiative and the Jones-Costigan Act of 1934183 

By the turn of the 20th century, the United States of America had already caught up with Britain as 
an industrial and economic power. This new balance of forces internationally had a major impact, 
amongst other things, on the international market and the price for sugar, especially following the 
defeat of Germany in the First World War. 

Already, after Britain’s decision to buy beet sugar from Germany at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, there were moves in the British Caribbean Islands to develop closer ties with the US, and, 
implicitly, this would have taken place at the expense of Britain. There was concern in Britain but, 
cynically, Britain used this state of affairs in its favour during the negotiations leading to the 
Brussels Convention of 1902, and winning an agreement for the imposition of countervailing duties 
against subsidised sugar. Britain did, however, not use that facility in its dealings with Germany. 

In 1935, in the USA, the Jones-Costigan Act was passed; the USA Government could then bring 
together some countries under its influence, whereby it had a preferential price for sugar. These 
countries included Cuba, the Philippines, Puerto Rico and Haiti. In spite of all the severe problems 
of unemployment, poverty and labour protests and disturbances, Britain did not react to bring 
together its sugar exporting colonies in a preferential trade area to the same extent and, hence, to 
be able to have more substantial preferential tariffs and secure markets. 

It would be only by late 1940s, after the relative weakening of its economic power, that initiatives 
would be taken by Britain to create some meaningful preferential agreement for sugar. In 1949, a 
delegation from Mauritius was sent to London to start preliminary discussions; it included for the 
first time two representatives of the ‘small’ planters, A. Osman and H. Vaghjee. These discussions 
were followed by further rounds of discussions and, in 1951, another delegation, comprising 
amongst others R. Balgobin, would be sent by Mauritius. And by 1951, the Commonwealth Sugar 
Agreement was signed. 

Britain delayed as much as possible the process leading to the Agreement, at the expense of its 
sugar-exporting colonies, in spite of the initiative of USA in the 1930s. Moreover, for the first time, 
the Colonial State included representation of Indian planters’ community in the delegation 
participating in the various rounds of discussions which led to the Commonwealth Sugar Agreement. 
It seems that this event heralded a new era in the strategic alliance between vested interests 
linked to the Sugar Industry i.e. the new ‘big’ Indian planter community and the plantocracy. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 373 

5.3.2 Post-War Developments -The Surge of Sugar 

5.3.2.1 The Sugar Industry: Internal Development 

The improvements in the financial and economic conditions of the Sugar Industry, from 1946 
onwards, restored the industry’s profitability and boosted the prospects of sugar. After several 
dismal years, conditions were buoyant once again and a general atmosphere of optimism prevailed 
in business circles, and in the island generally. Substantial sums were invested in the rehabilitation 
of estates, and the use of modern equipment made it possible for large additional tracts to be 
brought under cane. Besides the improvements in field and factory operations, the increase in 
output also resulted from the development of new cane varieties, particularly the M134/32, the 
wonder cane of the 1950s.184 

As from 1946, an unprecedented series of record sugar crops, which lasted until 1959, brought the 
production of sugar in 1959 to a peak of 580,372 tons, about twice the tonnage produced in 1946 
(290,958 tons). These record outputs coincided with a substantial increase in the price paid to 
producers. The improvements in the financial and economic conditions of the Sugar Industry 
restored the sector’s profitability and boosted future prospects. 

The cane acreage increased from 56,265 hectares (139,226 arpents) in 1945 to 70,441 hectares 
(174,303 arpents) in 1952. The improvements in fieldwork improved the efficiency of agricultural 
operations and led to substantial increases in cane tonnage and sugar output. In 1950-52, Mauritius 
produced close to 3 kgs of sugar per arpent, compared to the best pre-war performance of 2.54 
kgs. 

According to the Mauritius Economic Commission of 1947-48, these ‘remarkable’ increases in yield 
of sugarcane in Mauritius compared favourably with the performance in other cane sugar-producing 
countries. The efficiency of operations on estates brought down the cost of production and made 
Mauritius one of the most efficient producers of cane sugar in the world. 

 

5.3.2.2 The International Sugar Agreement and Commonwealth Sugar Agreement 

As mentioned above, the improvements in field and factory operations coincided with substantial 
increases in the price of sugar. The net price nearly doubled from Rs. 24.96 per 100 kgs in 1946 to 
Rs. 48.05 in 1956. One important element behind the increase in price were the new arrangements 
that had been made after the war for regulating world sugar production and stabilizing the price 
paid to producers at export.185 

A sugar conference was held in London in July 1953, which was attended by representatives of 46 
States. A new International Sugar Agreement (ISA) came into force on 1st January 1954 for a period 
of five years. A fundamental objective of the ISA was to ensure supplies of sugar to importing 
countries and markets to exporting countries at equitable and stable prices. 

Concurrently, negotiations were held between exporting and importing countries of the 
Commonwealth. During the war, the British Government had purchased all the Commonwealth 
sugar. This arrangement was maintained after the war and in 1948, the British Government decided 
to extend the arrangement until the end of 1952. The price which was based on market conditions 
and other factors, was negotiated every year between the different parties. Thereupon, the 
colonial sugar producers and Dominion Governments insisted that the UK should continue to buy 
Commonwealth sugars after 1952 under a long-term Agreement. The Commonwealth Sugar 
Agreement (CSA) was signed on 21 December 1951 for a period of eight years, renewable by the 
consent of the parties every year.186 

Between 1946 and 1953, the price paid by Britain on sugar imports from the Commonwealth was 
determined by the British Government in consultation with the Commonwealth producers. As from 
1953, the conditions of sale of Commonwealth sugar on the British market were negotiated annually 
by the representatives of the producers and the British Government under the terms of the 
Commonwealth Sugar Agreement. 
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Under the Agreement, the UK purchased every year a fixed quantity of their total export quota. 
This was known as the Negotiated Price Quota. Under the CSA, the export quota for Mauritius was 
470,000 long tons, the same as under the ISA. The Negotiated Price Quota for Mauritius was 335,000 
long tons. It was increased to 351,000 long tons as long as the New Zealand Government undertook 
to purchase its sugar requirements from the Commonwealth producers. The price was fixed every 
year by the parties so as to constitute a reasonably remunerative price for the producers. This 
arrangement benefitted the more efficient, i.e., lowest cost producers. As mentioned before, 
Mauritius was then among the most efficient producers of sugar in the Commonwealth.187 

The policy of price determination, by means of negotiations between representatives of producers 
and consumers, with the overall objective of ensuring a remunerative price to producers, led to a 
growing divergence between the CSA and the world price. This led inevitably to growing distortions 
in the allocation of resources, to overproduction and an accumulation of stocks. Instead of being 
determined by the “free play of market forces”, prices were decided according to the relative 
bargaining power of the negotiating parties. This induced Colonial sugar producers to regroup in 
order to increase their influence in the negotiations with Britain. 

Now, to revert to the situation in the Mauritius Sugar Industry in the 1950s, reference was made 
above to the series of record sugar crops produced by Mauritius between 1953 and 1959, which 
brought the island’s sugar output to 580,372 tons in 1959. Those record performances were 
achieved by an increase in the acreage under cane, very favourable climatic conditions and 
continuous improvements in field and factory operations. The course of events in Mauritius was 
strongly influenced, at that time, by two major issues: the explosive growth of the population and 
constitutional changes. The very rapid population growth, which followed the eradication of 
Malaria in Mauritius, weighed heavily on and clouded, economic growth prospects and compelled 
the Government to take urgent measures to restrain the runaway demographic situation. 

In spite of high fertility rates, the population growth in Mauritius was checked by very high death 
rates due mainly to the prevalence of Malaria, which often exceeded the birth rates. Between 1901 
and 1940, the crude birth rate averaged 35.6/00 and the crude death rate 33.1/00, the rate of 
natural increase of the population was 2.3/00, with large annual fluctuations in both birth and 
death rates. There was thus little change in population size during that period. 

There were dramatic developments in the island’s demography after the war. Between the 1944 
and 1952 population censuses, the annual rate of population growth shot up to an annual average of 
2.26 per cent. The successful control of diseases and the eradication of Malaria led to a sharp drop 
of 32 per cent in the death rate in a single year, from 29.5/00 in 1946 to 20.1/00 in 1947. This very 
rapid decline in mortality was accompanied by an unprecedented rise in fertility. In 1950, the birth 
rate in Mauritius reached the highest ever level of 49.7/00, close to the world biometric record. 
The rate of population growth culminated at 3.12 per cent during the 1952-62 inter-censual period. 
The population grew by over 60 per cent in 18 years, from 419,000 in 1944 to 682,000 in 1962 and 
was projected to reach three million by the end of 20th century, if fertility rates remained at the 
same high level and mortality rates declined further as a result of progress in medicine and public 
health.  

With the very narrow limits of Mauritius in terms of land and natural resources, the threat of 
overpopulation clouded the island’s future prospects and the very real danger of a Malthusian 
nightmare scenario dominated Government policy in the 1960s and 1970s.188 

During the 1950s, the economic growth of Mauritius depended essentially on the expansion of the 
sugar output. As mentioned above, 1959 marked the peak of Mauritius post-war prosperity based on 
sugar. 1959 was also a major land-mark in the Island’s political development with the promulgation 
of general elections based on universal suffrage.  

As happened elsewhere, economic prosperity activated the process of political development. In a 
fairly short span of twenty years, 1948 to 1968, Mauritius evolved from the archaic status of a 
Crown Colony governed from Whitehall to that of a Sovereign State. The demographic explosion, on 
the one hand, and political emancipation on the other, led to a fundamental restructuring of the 
Mauritian economy characterized by a rapid growth of public expenditure and the diversification of 
the economy. 
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5.3.3 The Prelude to Independence 

The future of the Sugar Industry was a major stake in the negotiations between the British 
Government and the Mauritian representatives which led the way to Independence. Britain, hard 
pressed financially, was anxious to divest itself of its colonies and curtail its role in the post-war 
international order. This change of policy was reflected inter alia in the decisions of the British 
Government to disengage its forces to the East of Suez and to broker, in that connection, a power-
sharing agreement with the United States (US) Government. 

Private negotiations were going on at the time between the British Government and local 
authorities which led eventually to the excision of the Chagos Archipelago from Mauritius. It 
appears that this was a condition set down by the British Government, for it to agree to the 
demands of the Mauritius Labour party and its allies for Independence for Mauritius. 

While they wanted to curtail their international commitments, the British Authorities were eager to 
ensure that after Independence, Mauritius would not become a burden to the British Exchequer. In 
1960, the British Government sent a team led by Professor Meade to Mauritius to assess the 
economic situation. Another team, led by Professor Titmuss, studied the demographic situation and 
the problem of overpopulation. In his report, Meade stressed the limits set to the development of 
Mauritius, owing to the island’s small size and peripheral location and sugar monoculture. The 
urgency of the need for change was given additional impetus by the demographic explosion in the 
1960s which followed the eradication of Malaria. The Meade report had a strong influence on the 
Government strategy and action in the years which preceded and followed the country’s 
Independence in 1968. A recurrent theme was the need for economic diversification.189 

Conscious of the wide exposure and vulnerability of Mauritius to the conditions in overseas markets 
and conscious also of the need to safeguard the Sugar Industry, the Government embarked on a 
full-scale economic diplomacy to expand Mauritius trading network, to diversify its export markets 
and build or strengthen relations with other friendly nations in the international sphere. The 
message conveyed by the Meade mission for an urgent restructuring of the Mauritian economy 
clearly emerged from a scrutiny of the contents of the report. 

Economic diversification became the ‘leitmotif’ of both the Mauritian Government and the Business 
Sector in the 1960s. Sir Seewoosagar Ramgoolam took an active part in the negotiations with the 
British and French Authorities which led to the admission of Mauritius as a member of the Yaounde 
Convention in 1971. Substantial privileges ensured for the island, a preferential access for non-
sugar products, in general. 

The fundamental aim of the Government economic policy was to break out of sugar monoculture by 
means of a diversification of the Mauritian economy, hence the quest for new products and new 
markets. In the 1960s, this led to the formulation of an industrialisation policy through the 
establishment of industries that cater for the local market. Meade, for his part, had serious doubts 
about a strategy of industrialisation based on import substitution in the case of Mauritius on 
account of the small size of the domestic market and the lack of expertise outside the Sugar 
Industry. On the other hand, in his Report, Meade referred to the possibility of the establishment in 
Mauritius of “export platforms” which would draw on the abundant local labour force to produce 
commodities for export. But the small size of the domestic market, the island’s peripheral location 
and the absence of raw materials set strict limits to the range of commodities which could be 
produced profitably in Mauritius. In the 1960s, the Government introduced measures to foster the 
development of industries catering for the local market through the issue of development 
certificates and restrictions on imports for certain pioneering ventures in industrialisation. But 
these measures fell far short of the Government objectives.190 

As mentioned earlier, in its Report on the financial and economic situation of Mauritius, the Royal 
Commission of 1909 had written that there were few accumulated fortunes in Mauritius. 
Traditionally, a substantial part of the profits of the Sugar Industry was invested in Europe and 
South Africa, in the case of white estate owners and their affiliates, and in India, in the case 
planters and merchants of Indian origin. 
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In the 1950s, the private capital outflow averaged about six million rupees, equivalent to almost 10 
per cent of gross domestic capital formation. In 1964, the Government imposed a tax on the private 
transfer of capital overseas in order to restrain the drain on the island’s financial resources. 

The precarious financial situation of Mauritius at the time of Independence was further aggravated 
by the segmentation of the island’s financial market. In 1967, Meade wrote:  

“Racial differences presented an important obstacle to economic development. 
This introduces an element of inflexibility which is particularly disadvantageous to 
development in a small economy. To confine each business jigsaw to the prices 
that can be fitted together within a single racial group of limited size, artificially 
increases the difficulty of building new concerns.”191  

The high concentration of land and resources in the Sugar Industry and the segmentation of the 
financial market produced inefficiencies in the allocation of resources and a lopsided pattern of 
development. In addition to the economic factors which can explain the predominance of the Sugar 
Industry in the island economy, there were also political and institutional factors at work which 
strengthened the hold of the Sugar Industry on the country’s affairs. During colonial times, the 
plantocracy played a prominent role in the formulation of Government policy through its 
representatives on the Government Council. There was then an effective partnership in the 
administration of the island between the colonial establishment and the industry’s representatives. 
The presidents of the Chamber of Agriculture were regularly consulted by the Governor on 
important matters and their opinion and advice were communicated to the Secretary of State in 
London. 

Political and institutional factors have played a determinant part in the consolidation of the 
hegemony of the Sugar Industry in Mauritius. Reference has been made elsewhere to the informal 
partnership between the Sugar Industry and the Colonial Establishment in the administration of the 
island. This state of affairs lasted throughout the 19th century until the constitutional changes and 
political emancipation which followed the end of the Second World War. 

Until the late 1950s and early 1960s, the small but powerful Franco-Mauritian White elite held sway 
at the top of Mauritian hierarchy. Sugar, the crop and the industry, dominated the economic and 
political power-lines in the country. It was the economic, rather than the cultural and political, 
position of the White Franco-Mauritians that ensured their dominance of the Mauritian society. 
Even when they lost control of the Legislative in 1948, they continued through the Chamber of 
Agriculture to exercise substantial power, which occurred between 1936 and 1967. They watched, 
with growing concern, the emergence of the Indo-Mauritian community from its secular isolation on 
the fringes of the Mauritian society, to a prominent place at the centre of affairs in the country and 
this development. 

The Franco-Mauritians remained a strong interest group throughout the island’s history. The Sugar 
Industry was their power base. The decline of the Sugar Industry in the 1960s weakened their 
ascendancy over the island’s affairs. When their political power, dwindled their economic power 
declined considerably. In the new Constitution of Mauritius, which was promulgated in 1948 and 
with the extension of the franchise culminating, ten years later, in universal suffrage, we can trace 
the early ominous signs of the irreversible decline of the Sugar Industry and the Franco-Mauritian 
community in local affairs.192 

The access to power of a new class of politicians, the representatives of the lower-income and 
working-class sections of the population brought fundamental changes in Government policy and 
the administration of public affairs in Mauritius. With these changes, there followed inevitably a 
change in the relations between the Government and the Sugar Industry. One of the symptoms of 
the new order of things in the country was the encroachment of the Government over what was 
previously considered to be the private preserve of the Sugar Industry. This was reflected, inter 
alia, in the scope and attributions of the official enquiries into the problems of the Sugar Industry. 

One and a half centuries of virtual sugarcane monoculture have created a powerful organisation 
which is rooted in the Mauritian social and economic system. Yet, the seemingly impregnable 
hegemony of sugar in Mauritius is now irrevocably, it seems, on the local industrial scene and in the 
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political sphere by a new class of politicians intent on doing away with the remnants of the old 
order. 

5.3.4 The Diversification of the Economy 

5.3.4.1 Land Settlement Scheme 

There were attempts in the 1930s and the 1940s to diversify production; the impact of the Second 
World War contributed partly to that endeavour. 

In 1947, the Colonial Government appointed Mr. J. Bett as a Land Settlement Officer with the 
following terms of reference:193 

i. To investigate the possibilities of Land Settlement in Mauritius; 

ii. To inaugurate such scheme as to be approved; 

iii. To set up the first settlements; 

iv. To train up officers to maintain the scheme after the departure of the Land Settlement 
Officer. 

It must be noted that, already in 1944, there was a Land Settlement Committee which prepared a 
Report on Land Settlement; this report was most useful to Mr. J. Bett and the project was part of 
an attempt to increase food production. The Cooperative Societies were consulted in the process by 
Mr. Bett. At that time, sugar production dominated the economy and the lives of the people of 
Mauritius. Then, agricultural production was distributed as follows:194 

Table 24 Agricultural Production 

Crop Hectares (Arpents) % Island Area % Cultivated Area % Exports 

Sugarcane 57386 (142,000) 32 78 96 

Foodcrops 8083 (20,000) 4.5 11 NIL 

Fibre 8083 (20,000) 4.5 11 NIL 

In its preliminary findings, Mr. J. Bett wrote: 

“Applicants to be selected for small holdings, particularly on the initial schemes, 
must have experience, capital and qualities to ensure their success so that they 
may be an example to other applicants who became tenants on subsequent 
schemes. 

[...] the provision of a career on the land under reasonably attractive condition 
should act as a brake on the ‘drift to town’ movement. 

[...] The setting up of a useful and contented food producing community on the 
land is of permanent importance in the Island’s social and economic structure and 
it is the purpose of a Land Settlement Scheme to put into operation such an 
organised plan.” 

Applying the brakes to the ‘drift to town’ movement became another objective of the scheme. 

Mr. Bett identified the following regions/localities to implement the scheme: (i) Rose-Belle, (ii) 
Crown Land Dick and Wooton and other Crown Lands, near Curepipe, (iii) Hermitage (iv) Chamarel, 
(v) Coastal areas with reasonable rainfall – Belle-Mare, Volmar, Trou D’eau Douce, Petit Sable, 
Grand Sable, St. Felix and, (vi) Areas at a moderate elevation, with a moderate rainfall: Trianon, 
Moka (Mon Désert), Long Mountain, Crève Coeur, Sebastopol. 

These regions constituted about 4047 hectares (10,000 acres), part of which would need to be 
acquired compulsorily. 

The recommendations of the report included the following:195 
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i. A total number of 500 equipped holdings would be established during a ten-year period. 
The holdings would consist of 100 dairy, 200 mixed, 100 poultry and 100 market garden. 

ii. It would be desirable to have buildings, stock and crop insured. 

iii. The development of a co-operative small holding scheme would provide a useful second 
stage for applicants who had successfully completed their period of training. 

iv. Training facilities for applicants should be run by the Department of Agriculture. 

v. Loan repayments by holders should be over a period of ten years. Interest payments should 
be as low as possible, 2 %-3 %. 

vi. A large part of the capital expenditure for land would require to be put into a special land 
fund in order to be available for the purchase of land in large portions, if this was 
necessary. A sum of Rs. 2,000,000 should be ear-marked for this purpose. 

This project represented the first serious attempt by the State to diversify the economy, albeit to a 
somewhat limited extent. Given the requirements of the applicants, the small planter community 
would be the main beneficiaries. 

It is of interest to note that some of success stories in the production of food crops in Mauritius 
emanate from the chosen regions at that time; for example Belle-Mare and Trou d’Eau Douce 
further a fair number of them have been under some form of co-operative organisation from the 
very beginning.  

5.3.4.2 The 1960s 

In 1960, the Meade Commission referred to “the terrifying prospects of overpopulation” and the 
need for urgent measures to tackle the runaway demography by means of a national programme of 
population control. It also referred to the strict limits imposed by the sugar cane monoculture on 
economic growth and job prospects in Mauritius.196 

In order to deal with these problems, Meade advocated the diversification of the economy by the 
creation of new industries and an increase in job opportunities through the stabilization of wages. 
The most controversial measure, envisaged by Meade, was the imposition of a 5% duty on sugar 
exports with the aim of restraining sugar production in the island. The export duty became, 
henceforth, a highly contentious and recurrent issue in the relations between the Government and 
the sugar producers.197 

The objective of the policy of economic diversification, advocated by Meade, was twofold: to 
provide productive employment for the growing labour force, and to prevent a serious deterioration 
in the island’s balance of payments. As the Sugar Industry had virtually reached its natural limits, 
any further increase in employment would have to be found outside the Industry. This was no easy 
task. It would require a high rate of saving to secure the resources required for capital formation. It 
would also require finding new profitable investment outlets within the narrow confines of the 
Mauritian economy, and given the virtually total absence of entrepreneurship and technical know-
how outside the industry. 

Following the recommendations of the Meade Report, the Mauritian Government introduced, in 
1964, a series of measures to foster the establishment of import substitution industries in the 
island. These measures contained a number of incentives in order to attract new industries: Import 
duty concessions or complete exemption in respect of raw materials plant and machinery, income 
tax relief and generous tax allowances on industrial buildings, plant and machinery. After the 
introduction of those measures, some 70 industrial companies began to operate manufacturing, 
manufacturing a whole range of products. Between them, those industries led to the creation of 
approximately 1200 jobs by 1970. This was seriously inadequate to keep pace with the rapidly-
growing labour force nor could it prevent a decline in real per capita GDP and deterioration in the 
public finances and the balance of payments. To develop industrial production at the required rate, 
Mauritius would need to find foreign outlets for a large part of its manufacturing products. 

As indicated above, serious constraints stressed were underlined by Meade, which hampered 
industrial diversification in Mauritius. On the other hand, in his report, Meade referred to the 
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possibility of the establishment in Mauritius of “export platforms”, which would draw on the 
abundant local labour free to produce commodities for export. The possibility of establishing an 
export processing zone in Mauritius was first mentioned publicly in November 1969, by Professor 
Lim Fat, who was the Head of the School of Industrial Technology at the University of Mauritius, 
after a visit to Taiwan and Puerto Rico. In his address, Prof. Lim Fat referred to the industrial free 
zones as “a topic which […] can trigger off serious industrial investment in Mauritius.” An additional 
appeal of Taiwan and Puerto Rico to Mauritian businessmen and industrialists was that both 
countries showed important similarities with Mauritius. They were large sugar producers which had 
established dynamic industrial sectors based on the export of manufactured products. There were 
also the examples of Hong Kong and Singapore which had developed a thriving industrial export 
economy. By taking full advantage of their strategic position as “relay economies”, they were at 
the forefront of newly-industrialised countries. 

The possibility of the establishment of an export processing zone in Mauritius was of immediate 
appeal to the authorities and to the business community. The White Paper on the 1971-80 
Development Strategy and the 1971-75 Development Plan elaborated at some length the need to 
create the appropriate institutional  and infrastructural conditions “for a substantial and quick 
break – through in export markets”. Starting from a very small manufacturing sector employing 
altogether an estimated 18,400 persons in 1969, the authorities envisaged an increase of 42,000198 
jobs in that sector by 1980. Of that number 25,000 jobs were to be created in export manufacturing 
activities.199 José Poncini pioneered the export industry through cut diamond activities. 

Economic issues loomed large among the preconditions for the achievement of Independence, as 
evidenced by the number of delegations which visited Mauritius in the 1960s. Among the problems 
and constraints which confronted the local authorities in the task of creating a viable economy, was 
the island’s extreme dependence on cane sugar. It was then generally agreed that the economic 
development of Mauritius required a diversification of the economy. Independence from Britain and 
the need for a fundamental reorientation of the economy induced the local authorities to look for 
new trading partners. The establishment of closer links with the European Economic Commission 
(EEC) provided a natural alternative for development for Mauritius, with its strong francophone 
heritage. Added to this was growing concern that the entry of Britain into the EEC would threaten 
the privileges enjoyed by Mauritian Sugar on the British market, under the Commonwealth Sugar 
Agreement. In 1970, Mauritius ratified the Yaounde Convention. It was thus the first Commonwealth 
country to establish formal economic and trade relations with the European Community, two years 
before Britain joined the EEC.200 

The adherence of Mauritius to the Yaounde Convention opened up important trading opportunities 
for the nascent non-sugar export sector, and it provided a strong stimulus for the development of 
export processing industrialization in Mauritius. To Hong Kong industrialists and businessmen, it 
appeared that the facilities, given to Mauritian products in the EEC markets, provided a way of 
circumventing the restrictions imposed on their exports to the European Community. Henceforth, 
the necessary conditions existed for the establishment in the island of an important export 
manufacturing industry in which multinational companies of the Far East (Hong Kong and, to lesser 
extent, Taiwan) were to play a predominant role.201 
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5.4 The Development of the Co-operative Movement 

Following the recommendations of the Royal Commission of 1909, the Colonial Government 
appointed Mr. S. Wilberforce, from the Indian Civil Service, equipped with the experience in setting 
up of Cooperative Credit Societies in India, to “investigate the possibilities of establishing 
cooperative banks in Mauritius.”202 

Mr. Wilberforce recommended that: 

i. Cooperative banks with share capital, in opposition to the Raiffeissen principle, should be 
introduced; 

ii. The liability of the members should be unlimited; 

iii. Profits should be placed in a reserve fund, but that fund can be used in the ordinary 
business of the Bank; 

iv. Some financial assistance would initially be given  by the State to get the co-operative 
movement off the ground; 

v. Shares should be of small denomination, Rs. 10 in particular, so that their acquisition by 
the poorest might be possible; 

vi. Limits on the dividends and on the number of shares which one member may hold were 
defined. 

It is to be noted the S. Wilberforce remarked that: “Raifeissen objected to shares on the ground 
that poor people wanted to borrow and could not spend on shares, that shares encouraged a vicious 
desire for dividends [...]”203 Further, Wilberforce wondered about the interest of the wealthy 
people from among the planters’ community in these cooperative banks. He found that: “It is 
doubtful if any rich Indians-whose interest are mainly opposed to the movement-will assist the 
banks...Moreover few wealthy Indians will become members.”204 

There was some concern that, with the social stratification among the Indian immigrant population, 
a conflict of interest of the wealthy against the poor small planters might jeopardise the emerging 
cooperative movement. Unfortunately, history would prove this concern to be a very valid one 
indeed. 

Moreover, some other principles were important to ensure the success of the cooperative banks: it 
had to be ensured that the loans would be used in productive sector (i.e. in cane production); the 
cooperative movement should not become dependent on the State, and education in cooperation 
for the members of the cooperative bank is fundamental to the success of the project. 

As the prosperity of the cooperative banks would obviously depend on the prosperity of its 
members, the French Law of Succession, criticised by the Royal Commission, acted as a hindrance 
to the prosperity of the members (and hence of the cooperative bank) through the subdivision of 
any plot of land for succession purposes. S. Wilberforce made a gender-biased proposal, consonant 
with the demands of the Indians before the Royal Commission of 1909: 

“In the first place, I would suggest that among Indian female succession should be 
abolished in the presence, at any rate, of direct male issue. The interests of 
widows and married daughters are apt to conflict with those of a son, and their 
exclusion would lessen sub-division and disputes.” 

The threats and obstacles facing the emerging Cooperative Credit Societies, as the proposed 
cooperative banks were known, would soon prevail. As early as in 1914 some money lenders were 
proposing to lend money at reduced rates in localities with newly-established Cooperative Credit 
Societies, with the obvious objective of killing the societies as competitors.”205 By 1915, the threat 
of the wealthy shareholders materialised, as some of them took the maximum allowable number of 
shares. Then they got at least double the amount invested by them as loans from the Cooperative 
Credit Society, thus depriving the poorer shareholders of the chance of taking loans.206 The conflict 
between, on the one hand, the sense of solidarity and cooperation characteristic of Cooperative 
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Societies and on the other hand, the values of selfishness of the capitalist world recurred again and 
again in the historical development of the cooperative movement.207 

By October 1915, Mr. L. Jaigopal, of the Indian Civil Service, the Registrar of the Cooperative Credit 
Societies, left prior to the termination of its scheduled three-year contract, due to “difficulties in 
connection with administration”.208 In his Annual Reports of 1914 and 1915, he made a critical 
evaluation of cooperative societies, indicating, amongst others, threats and obstacles facing the 
societies. 

Whilst there were problems facing the cooperative movement, there were, however, an increasing 
number of the Cooperative Credit Societies over the years, with 29 such societies which had a total 
membership of 2,350, representing an average membership of 81 per society. There were 
progressively more societies charging interests less than the initially targeted 12 %; the range of 
such interests varied between 6 % to 10 %. 

Moreover, by 1932, the amount of overdue loans had reached the sum of Rs. 160,561, representing 
60 % of the total outstanding loans from 62 % of the borrowers. This state of affairs was the result 
of bad management and malpractices prevailing in some Cooperative Credit Societies, as well as 
inefficient legislation. The main defect at the level of management was “the granting of loans by 
committees to their friends and relatives with excessive liberality and for non-productive purposes 
and taking inadequate security.”209  

In the 1930s, new legislation and improvement in the inspection of the societies brought a 
consolidation of the cooperative movement. However, all cooperative societies were restricted 
predominantly to only one area of economic activity: credit for the cultivation of sugar cane and, 
as a consequence, almost exclusively restricted to the community of Indian Small Planters. Thus, in 
line with the recommendations of the Royal Commission of 1909, the Cooperative Credit Societies 
were meant to assist in the end the Sugar Industry. 

In 1945, Mr. W.K.H. Campbell, Cooperative Adviser to the Government of Mauritius, found that:  

“The societies, so far in existence, are not only confined to credit and to one 
community but also to one particular occupation only, namely sugar cultivation, 
and to those who own or occupy land suitable for this purpose.”210 

Another issue of importance was the exaggerated role of the State in the running of the 
Cooperative Credit Societies which, according to Campbell, was “cooperatively speaking, entirely 
wrong”: 

“Any cooperative possibilities in any century must depend on the energy, 
initiative, honesty and mutual trust of the people themselves.” 

 There were threats not only from middlemen/money lenders and wealthy members of the credit 
society, but also from the less wealthy and educated classes in Mauritius. Campbell found out from 
the residents in Mauritius that: 

“Moreover there is probably rankling in their (i.e. the people’s) minds the memory 
of some particular occasion on which they have been swindled by some individual 
member of these classes, and, without much dispassionate consideration, they 
indulge in sweeping generalisations that they are all blackguards.”  

This issue seemed to have been important since the early days of the cooperative movement, 
especially given that the small planters were themselves illiterate. And it plagued the movement 
throughout its lifetime. In the 1930s, there was a case of criminal action against the secretary of a 
cooperative society who was found not guilty, having been given the benefit of the doubt. 

Mr. Campbell was very critical of the capitalist middlemen in shoe production and in the marketing 
of milk. He proposed that the cooperative movement should move out of merely cane cultivation 
and deal with a wide range of economic activities: consumer stores, marketing of milk, 
shoemaking, transport, fishing, building better living societies, etc. and he proposed that 
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cooperation should no longer be a by-product of the Department of Agriculture, of which the 
Director is the Registrar of Cooperative Societies. 

Effectively in 1945, the Cooperative Societies Ordinance No. 15 was enacted and came into 
operation on 1 October 1946, whereby registration was extended to all types of cooperative 
societies. 

By 1947, a new Department of Cooperation was created with a full-time Registrar at the head and 
various major developments would take place in the years to follow. In 1948, the Mauritius Central 
Cooperative Bank Ltd (MCCB) was set up. In 1950, the Mauritius Cooperative Agricultural Federation 
was registered with the objective of promoting the agricultural interests of its affiliated societies. 
In 1951, the Mauritius Cooperative Union Ltd. was registered whose main objectives, amongst 
others, included the supervision of cooperative societies and the promotion of cooperative 
education. These institutions, known as secondary societies, provided the necessary high-level 
institutional network nationally for all Cooperative Credit Societies.  

A wide range of Cooperative Credit Societies was set up in the 1950s and 1960s prior to the 
Independence of Mauritius in 1968. By 1968, the number of societies and corresponding members 
were as follows:211 

Table 25 Number of Cooperative Societies and their Membership 

Mauritius     

I. Secondary Societies No. of Societies No. of Members 

Mauritius Central Cooperative Bank 1 226 

Mauritius Agric C. Federation 1 167 

Mauritius Cooperative Union 1 213 

Tea Marketing Federation 1 3 

4 609 

II Primary Societies 

There were 296 primary societies with 32,295 members in marketing societies for tea and fishing, 
then in transport, thrift, schools, consumers, printing, housing, better living, farming and industrial 
shoemakers. 

Rodrigues: 

In Rodrigues, there were 30 cooperative societies with 3,520 members. 

Moreover, by the 1960s the annual reports did not contain any critical evaluation of problems 
facing the cooperative societies, whether of the aspects of management, of malpractices etc. This 
lack of critical evaluation does not help to assess the extent to which the cooperative movement 
and cooperative spirit and values were indeed prevalent among those who matter most: the people 
directly or indirectly involved. 

In fact, following Campbell’s remarks, it is appropriate to note that the small planters did not 
constitute a homogenous group. The big ones provided the stratum from which emerged the 
middlemen, job contractors and money-lenders/usurers. This wealthy minority controlled the 
Cooperative Credit Societies, preventing the real empowerment of the poor planters.212 
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5.5 The Labour Struggles of 1930s and 1940s 

5.5.1 The Labouring Classes and the Depression 

For the labouring classes, history tends to repeat itself. In the crisis at the turn of the twentieth 
century, the labouring classes were made to contribute very unfairly, when compared to the 
capitalist class and middle class, to Government revenue. In the lean years of the economic 
depression of the 1930s, yet again they would be made to contribute heavily to Government 
revenue as well as to the Sugar Industry. 

The discriminatory taxation policy against the labouring classes was such that about 12 % of the 
total family income from those classes was paid in different forms of taxation: house tax, wage 
rate, excise duty on rum and tobacco, custom duty on tea and cotton cloth etc. In their report on 
the ‘Financial Situation of Mauritius’ of 1931, I.D. Elliott and N.G. Longhlane wrote: 

“It is surprising, therefore, to see that it is against this class that so much of the 
fiscal system of Mauritius is directed, that it is this class alone which can be said 
to be heavily taxed in comparison with other countries.”213 

By considering some typical examples, the same authors showed that the professional and wealthier 
classes would respectively pay about 8.6 % and 5.1 %of their incomes as taxes. Taxation in 
Mauritius, at that time, was in inverse order of capacity to pay. 

The Colonial State by squeezing maximum revenue possible out of the labouring classes, was 
effectively contributing to their impoverishment. So much so, that Elliot and Loughlane wrote:  

“The extent to which the colony’s budget is made to depend upon the rum–drinking 
habits of the poorest classes of the population cannot but be regarded as a very 
serious blot upon its financial system. There is no suggestion that the tax is 
imposed in the interests of temperance. It is wholly a revenue tax, operating as a 
surcharge on the income of the poor.”  

The alcohol consumption together with physical exhaustion among the labouring 
classes was causing serious problems to their health; equally there was much 
concern on its impact to the labourers’ productivity. In  1930, P de Sornay wrote : 

 “Quoi qu’il en soit: l’ouvrier ne peut plus fournir la somme de travail que 
fournissaient leurs pères. L’indisposition qui autrefois passait presque inaperçue 
invalide aujourd’hui le travailleur pendant plusieurs jours.”214 

Further, the labouring classes, especially the agricultural labourers, would have their wages 
reduced drastically as highlighted in the table below. 

Table 26 Distribution of Average Earnings for Men by district for the years 1927, 1931215 

District  Arithmetic Mean of Monthly Earnings (Rs) 

1927 1931 % Decrease 

Port Louis 21.36 19.25 9.9 

Pamplemousses 16.27 12.18 25.1 

Rivière du Rempart 15.68 12.95 17.4 

Flacq 13.04 9.45 27.5 

Grand Port 11.13 10.76 3.3 

Savanne 10.79 7.71 28.6 

Plaines Wilhems 11.12 10.10 9.2 

Black River 13.62 11.00 19.2 

Moka 9.68 7.66 20.9 
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Mauritius 13.63 11.23 17.6 

For Mauritius as a whole, the reduction was 17.6 %, with drastic reductions for Savanne, Flacq and 
Pamplemousses being respectively 28.6 %, 27.5 %and 25.1 %.  

Moreover, some sugar estates were making profits over the years, whilst others operating at losses 
were partly badly managed at the time of the boom year of 1921, when sugar prices rose to £90 a 
ton: buying estates at high prices and extending sugar cane cultivation to not very productive 
land.216 

Further Elliott and Loughlane noted that: 

“A considerable part of the profits is said to have disappeared in purely private 
expenditure and some of it to have found investment outside the colony.” 

And Malcolm de Chazal wrote that remittances sent abroad should be taxed.217 

In such economic depression, yet again the labouring classes were squeezed by the Sugar Industry 
whilst many estate owners could even contemplate capital exodus. 

5.5.2 The Struggle of the Labouring classes 

The sustained impoverishment of the labouring classes during the 1930s on the one hand, and the 
emergence of the Labour Party with its public meetings, on the other hand, created conditions for 
any fire to spread if there were a spark somewhere. Effectively, the 15 % decrease in the prices of 
the Uba cane variety by the Sans Souci and Rich Fund estates in the District of Flacq, triggered off 
protest, processions/strikes, marches, and generally agitation for better wages and against 
unemployment. This agitation started on 3rd August 1937 and progressively spread to the North and 
the South of Mauritius. Initially, the labourers and small planters were involved; thereafter, other 
categories of workers, such as estate servants and dockers, became involved. And, at the Union-
Flacq Sugar Estate, owned by the Gujadhur family, new sugar magnates of Indian origin, shots were 
fired by the estate management and four labourers/ small planters were killed and several others 
were wounded. During the autopsy, two were found to have been shot from behind. 

The Colonial State obviously reacted by sending in the Police; more importantly, a Commission of 
Enquiry into the unrest on sugar estates was set up on the 18th August 1937 under the chairmanship 
of C.A. Hooper. The events of 1937 are landmarks in the History of Mauritius, and in particular, in 
the History of the Labour Movement. The report of the Commission of Enquiry, referred to as 
Hooper’s Report, would equally bring an entirely new dimension in the way that industrial relations 
would be dealt with by the Colonial State, and invariably, by the employers, including the sugar 
oligarchy.  

The main grievances of the small planter were:218 

i. Obligation to send their canes to one mill-owner; 

ii. They had to sell their canes through cane dealers, not directly to the mill-owners; 

iii. The planters were not satisfied with their share of sugar obtained from the mill owners for 
their canes. 

On the other hand, the agricultural labourers’ grievances were:219 

i. Low wages; 

ii. They were recruited and paid by the job contractor, who they claimed did not give them 
their due. 

Finally, Dr. M. Curé, the founder of the Mauritius Labour Party, made several requests through 
public meetings, memorandum and to the Commission:220 

i. The creation of a Cooperative Sugar Factory; 
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ii. Increase in wages of Labourers; 

iii. The enforcement of the Ordinance on Minimum Wages of 1934; 

iv. Creation of Labour Department, with an British Director; 

v. Revision of the constitution of Council of Government with a view to obtaining proper 
representation of labouring classes; 

vi. The introduction of old age pensions; 

vii. Amendment to the Workmen’s Compensation Ordinance of 1931. 

viii. Various measures in favour of Labour; repeal of Labour Ordinance of 1922, inspection of 
Labour, regulation of the work of women and children on sugar estates etc. 

The Commission of Enquiry made certain key recommendations: 

i. The establishment of a Department of Labour and Social Welfare; 

ii. Pay of Casual labourers to be increased and to be made by the estate; 

iii. Establishment of Trade Unions; 

iv. Institutions of old age pensions and sickness insurance schemes; 

v. Setting up of conciliation Boards composed of employers and employees; 

vi. Setting up of a Committee of Experts and a Standing Committee of Small Planters. 

Moreover, it ignored Dr. M. Curé’s suggestion for the creation of a cooperative sugar factory which 
could have created a major breakthrough in the hegemonistic control of milling by the sugar 
magnates. 

The labouring classes would have noticed that both the plantocracy and the Colonial State did not 
find it proper to take initiatives to tackle various problems like low wages, poverty etc. It was only 
through their struggles and loss of lives that there was a major response from the Colonial State. 
Similarly, in 1871, were it not for the resistance of the indentured labourers, as expressed in a 
petition with the help of A. De Plevitz and R. Modaliar to the Governor, most probably no changes 
would have taken place. 

The struggles of the labouring classes proceeded further in the years to come. Thus, in September 
1938, there were a strike by the dockers, claiming for an increase in wages and better worker 
conditions. The strike soon began to spread to other sectors, especially to the labourers on the 
Sugar Estate at Trianon. The Colonial State reacted by very repressive measures: Dr. Curé and 
Pandit Sahadeo were placed under house arrest, E. Anquetil, a trade unionist and a close 
collaborator of Dr. Curé, was deported to Rodrigues. The Colonial Government further decided to 
use direct repressive measures against the strikers: three hundred were arrested and ‘black legs’ 
were used to break the strike.221 In fact, Governor Sir Bede Clifford asked the Mauritius Sugar 
Syndicate to recruit appropriate labourers on the sugar estates to step into the shoes of the 
dockers. He asked Mr Jules Leclezio, of Mauritius Sugar Syndicate “to arrange for the sugar 
syndicate to get into immediate touch with a selected number of estates to collect all the suitable 
labour required for unloading the trains and loading the lighters and to arrange with the 
representatives of the Railways to have these men transferred immediately by rail to the camp 
which was being provided for them at Quay D.”222According to R. Quenette, the operation was a 
success and the Governor succeeded in its policy of ‘divide and rule’ to be used again in the future, 
when dealing with labour. 

During the years that followed, there were various industrial disputes, especially by agricultural 
labourers, relating to mainly wages and shortage of foodstuffs. In the year 1943, there were many 
stoppages at work in the North by agricultural labourers from January to April with little result.223  
As from July, things got worse. There were strikes and cane fields were set on fire; in the end 
Police fired at a crowd at Belle Vue Harel Sugar Estate, killing three persons, one man, one woman 
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and an adolescent aged twelve. There was another Commission of Enquiry into these disturbances, 
chaired by S. Moody. 

5.6 The Response of the Colonial State and the new Labour System 

The Colonial State reacted by means of a mix of approaches. There was repression of the workers 
and of the leaders; there was firing against demonstrators. Thereafter, there were measures, taken 
following the recommendations of the Commission of Enquiry which revealed an astute approach to 
control the situation in general, and to control labour in particular. The fundamental issues of 
unemployment, low wages, poverty and basic rights of labouring classes would not be properly 
addressed. 

The appropriate legislation was enacted to provide for repressive measures by the State whenever 
there arose any industrial conflicts. ‘The Public Emergency Powers Ordinance, 1938’ was passed. 
Thereafter, other relevant legislation was passed, following the recommendation of the Hooper’s 
Report. In particular, in 1938, the ‘Industrial Association Ordinance’ and the ‘Workman 
Compensation Ordinance’ were enacted. The former Ordinance introduced restrictions on the right 
to strike by the labouring classes. But the State decided not to have a Trade Unions Ordinance, 
instead there was the ‘Industrial Association Ordinance’. In 1938, the Labour Department was 
created. All these legislations were to incorporate in law proposals of Dr. M. Curé, Leader of the 
Mauritian Labour Party. Thereafter, in 1943 and 1944, other legislations dealing with the 
establishment of the Court of Arbitration and of the Labour Advisory Board were enacted. The 
latter functioned as ‘minimum Wage Board’.224 

In the debates at the Council of Government on the ‘Public Emergency Powers’, the Governor said: 

“We do not expect that such disturbances will arise again in Mauritius because we 
have taken every conceivable measure that they should not happen.” 

Yet in 1938, there were dockers’ strikes and in 1943, there were strikes of agricultural labourers 
and related disturbances in the North which lasted for about eight months. The Colonial 
Government had simply avoided to address the basic issues of wages, unemployment, poverty and 
basic dignity and rights of the labouring classes. Instead, it developed institutions to control the 
labouring classes and to keep them quiet. Moreover, the Colonial Office advised the Governor to 
make some nominations at the Council of Government “to provide a useful antidote to the purely 
political agitations of Curé and his friends.”225 And in 1939, Mr. A. Osman and S. Seerbookun were 
nominated respectively as representatives of the small planters and the labourers. 

Moody’s Report conveyed clearly the problems relating the new Labour Department and the 
employers, on the one hand, and the labouring classes, on the other hand. Thus, the Commissioners 
wrote: 

“The labouring population as a whole seem to have little faith in the labour 
department. We formed the impression from what we heard that many officers of 
this Department make the assumption, largely unconsciously, that the main object 
of their activities is to keep labour quiet at any price.”226 

Most probably, the labour inspectors had internalised the repressive legislation and the repressive 
control of the Labour leaders such as E. Anquetil and Dr. M. Curé as meaning effectively that 
Labour should be kept quiet and under control. The Colonial State was obviously trying to nip in the 
bud the influence of the Labour Party on the labouring classes and its role in defending their 
interests. In that context, E. Anquetil refused employment as a paid official of the Labour 
Department.227  With regard to the employers, Moody’s Report highlighted the fact that they were 
concerned mainly with the abundance of cheap labour, as had been the case so far. The 
Commissioners had this to say: 

“Some employers failed to appreciate the labourers’ claim to a higher standard of 
living, their new sense of non-economic values and their rising demand for leisure 
and better conditions of employment, but on the contrary, still believed in cheap 
labour of low standard and forgot the human side of the problems of industry.”  
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The Labour leaders, E. Anquetil and Dr. M. Curé apart, there emerged other Labour leaders and 
Trade Unions among Sugar Industry labourers: H. Ramanarain, S. Jugdambi were two such leaders. 
In 1947, labourers’ unions merged to form the Mauritius Amalgamated Labourers’ Association, 
M.A.L.A., which became the Plantation Workers Union in 1959. This Trade Union succeeded in 
influencing the Government to bring legislation and to take decisions in favour of the labourers 
during the 1950s. Some of these are: 

i. Maternity Leave to women labourers; 

ii. A pension to retired employees of the Sugar Industry; 

iii. General welfare of the employees of the Sugar Industry.228 

It is appropriate to note that another Trade Union of labourers was formed in 1948, the Mauritius 
Agricultural Workers Union by the newly-elected member of the Legislative Council, Dr. S. 
Ramgoolam, together with S. Balgobin and L. Badry.229 According to C. Bhagirutty, that Trade Union 
was ‘competing’ against the M.A.L.A.  

During the 1960s, in spite of the comments of Messrs. Balogh and Benett (see Section 5.7), the 
Plantation Workers Union succeeded in influencing the Colonial Government to bring new 
legislation to make the Sugar Industry to:  

i. Provide permanent work to-day labourers who had been present for 80 % during crop 
season. 

ii. Provide for a severance allowance equivalent to fifteen days of wages per year of service, 
in case an employee was made redundant.230 

5.7 The Aftermath of the Industrial Strikes and Disturbances 

The Colonial State’s twin policy of repression of workers and their leaders on the one hand, and of 
control of the labouring classes through Legislation and through the setting up of the Labour 
Department and other institutions, on the other hand, would eventually triumph. 

Wages in the Sugar Industry remained almost constant in real terms until the late 1950s. 
Meanwhile, there were major political developments leading ultimately to Independence in 1968; 
the struggles of the labouring classes seemed to have been somewhat marginalised in the process. 
The Imperial Government had sent experts, like Meade and Titmuss, to study the economic 
prospects and the social aspects of Mauritius, preceding the country’s forthcoming Independence. 
By 1962, there was a Commission of Inquiry (on the Sugar Industry with terms of reference relating 
to the same old problems: 

i. Small Planters: access to credit, apportionment of sugar accruing to planters and millers 
and related problems; 

ii. Labourers: wages and salaries. 

The Commissioners were T. Balogh and C.J.M. Bennett. It turned out that a fair number of 
recommendations made by the previous Commissions of Enquiry were not being implemented. 

The mind-set of the employers was found by Balogh and Bennett to be still the same as that 
prevailing decades, if not centuries before. They wrote:231 

“There did seem to us to be an impression, probably by now hereditary, that the 
big industrial units in the industry are simply not interested in either the small 
man or his problems.” 

Simultaneously, the labourer might then still be frightened to approach an overseer or manager on 
a sugar estate. Thus, as Moody et al. wrote, things were kept quiet. The relative ineffectiveness of 
the Trade Unions in looking after the interests of their members was obvious to the Commissioners. 
They found out that: 
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“It is obvious that if the unions had been effective none of these complaints would 
have come before us...it has been suggested to us...that leaders neglect their 
members in order to pursue their personal ambition.”232 

Thus, not just the Labour Department, but also the Trade Union Leadership would help to keep 
things quiet. Meanwhile, the Commissioners “were both deeply impressed by the existence of 
misery and hardship among a considerable section of the labour force”, and hence, the Commission 
wrote: 

“On the basis of need we have no doubt that there is a substantial case for an 
upward revision of earning...” 

As far as small planters were concerned, there had been some improvements compared with the 
situation of the 1930s; various institutions were set up, e.g. The Sugar Millers and Planters’ Central 
Arbitration and Control Board. Nevertheless, the fundamental problems of apportionment of sugar 
between planters and millers were still unsolved. The Commissioners proposed a marginal increase 
to 68 % of the sugar to the small planters. One of the recommendations of Balogh and Benett was 
the setting up of a Sugar Authority, which would be taken up again in the Report by Avramovic in 
1984. By the 1980s, the Mauritius Sugar Authority was set up. 

5.8 Concluding Remarks 

This chapter has clearly demonstrated that, just as in the 1870s, the driving force for some 
improvement in the living conditions and wages of the labouring classes was the struggle of the 
same labouring classes. 

Not only did the plantocracy still look for “cheap labour of low standard”, but during the first half 
of the century, the Colonial State contributed to the further impoverishment of labouring classes, 
through a taxation system which made these same labouring classes contribute more than other 
social classes in terms of the proportion of their wages and salaries. 

The Colonial State clearly demonstrated their support to the plantocracy, whilst it applied 
repressive measures against the labouring classes and their leaders. Moreover, Imperial Britain 
adopted a Free Trade Policy which depressed the price of sugar, causing untold suffering to its 
sugar-producing colonies and, in particular, to the labouring classes. Although the US, through the 
Jones-Costigan Act of 1934, provided support to producers in its sphere of influence (in the US 
itself, Cuba, Philippines, etc.), it was only in 1951, that Britain already a weakening Imperial 
power, introduced the Commonwealth Sugar Agreement. 

Following in the footsteps of Dutch and French Colonialism, British Colonialism proceeded with 
slavery until 1835 and then introduce indentured labour. These two systems were born out of the 
needs of Colonialism and of Imperial Britain in the context of colonisation. Corresponding social and 
economic structures were developed: the bourgeoisie, a small minority of ex-colonists, owning land 
and other means of production at one extreme, and at other extreme, cheap abundant and 
efficient labour. An intermediate social class of so called ‘Coloured Population’ initially and later, 
an intermediate/middle class of traders, middlemen, professionals, small planters, emerged. The 
labouring classes and the poor were like commodities whose price (i.e. wages) were kept low; and 
generally, there was social exclusion. That exclusion was worse for those of the labouring classes 
and the poor who were not part of the mainstream Capitalist Sugar Economy. Colonialism ensured 
this continuity in its structures, with the formal end of slavery, and indentured labour was carried 
over into the twentieth century. 

When there was resistance to that state of affairs, as in the 1930s and the 1940s, the Colonial State 
used ‘divide and rule’ tactics towards the labouring classes, in addition to its repressive policy. 

On the eve of Independence, the monocrop economy still dominated the economic, social and 
political life of Mauritius. The repression by the Colonial State at the time of intense labour 
struggles would nip a certain type of leadership in the bud. Meanwhile, an alternative leadership  
emerged. Further, the Trade Unions were not be happy with their leadership, as highlighted by the 
Balogh Report. 
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Moreover, the continual policy of cheap labour consolidated the exclusion of those found outside 
the Sugar Industry, given that it had an impact on the labour market. 

For the first thirty years of its life, the Cooperative Movement was heavily constrained by the need 
to supply canes to the Sugar Industry; whilst the Cooperative Credit Societies were certainly of 
great help to the small planters, the initial State help and intervention became a rather permanent 
feature of the Cooperative Movement. Further, with the emergence of a new intelligentsia and a 
new business class (middle-men, planters, traders etc.) among the Indian immigrants, the 
leadership of the Cooperative Movement did not develop the fundamental cooperative principles 
and values of cooperation. The value and belief systems of the new Capitalist System tended to 
predominate, posing serious threats to the Cooperative movement. The possibility of the genuine 
empowerment of the small planters community was quashed. 

On the economic front, the economy grew from the very beginning, as part of the overall Colonial 
Empire, the centre of which was Europe. An extreme international specialisation within the 
Colonial Empire had produced a vulnerable, fragile economy.233 With political independence, there 
was nevertheless economic dependence. The consistent policy of cheap labour, the reaping off of 
the wealth created during decades and centuries by the Imperial Britain, the Colonial State and the 
plantocracy, the resulting pressure of social problems, like unemployment and poverty, were the 
relevant issues. 

This was the state of affairs at the eve of Independence, in spite of the massive political 
mobilisation on the issue of Independence. 
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CHAPTER 6  POST-INDEPENDENCE MAURITIUS 

 

6.0 Introduction 

On the eve of Independence, Mauritius had the colonial heritage of a vulnerable, fragile economy 
produced by an extreme international specialisation within the British Colonial Empire. 

In this last but one Chapter, our research indicates that whilst there have been major achievements 
on overall economic development, the share and the role of the labouring classes have not been 
given due consideration. The economic and social structures inherited from the past were not 
fundamentally challenged. Further economic strategies, which carried on with cheap labour policy, 
were implemented. 

Labour is still considered as a commodity, and there is still a long way for it to be able to have its 
basic rights and dignity fully recognised. 

As a result, gross income inequality, social exclusion and poverty (though on a smaller scale) prevail 
to this day.  

6.1 Economic Diversification 

6.1.1 The Growth of Export Manufacturing  

After the meagre results obtained by industrialization measures, based on import substitution, and 
as a result of an insightful Report by Professor E. Lim Fat, following his visit to Taiwan and Puerto 
Rico in November 1969, the possibility of establishing an Export Processing Zone in Mauritius was of 
immediate appeal to the authorities and the Business Community. The Government produced a 
White Paper on the 1971-1980 Development Strategy and the 1971-1975 Development Plan, which 
elaborated on the need to create the appropriate institutional and infrastructural conditions “for a 
substantial and quick breakthrough in export markets”. Starting from a very small manufacturing 
sector, which employed altogether an estimated 18,400 persons in 1969, the authorities envisaged 
an increase of 42,000 jobs in that sector by 1980. Of that number, 25,000 jobs were created in that 
sector. The results far surpassed all expectations. There was a large increase in jobs and a levelling 
of the island labour force, especially among women who left their former domestic occupations and 
flocked in large numbers to take advantage of the opportunities offered by the nascent Export 
Processing Zone.234 

It is commonly assumed that investment in export manufacturing in developing countries is done 
almost exclusively by foreign (multinational) enterprises, but such an assumption is not 
substantiated, as the necessary data to support this assertion are seldom produced. There, the first 
question investigated in the study of the clothing export industry is. “How did Mauritius in such a 
short time span, 1970 to 1987, develop a thriving export manufacturing industry?” This question 
relates inter alia, to the sources of investment and technical and managerial know-how, the 
structure of ownership and the network of international connections. In 1989, the ownership 
structure of currently operating businesses was studied, since their incorporation, as well as the 
sources of equity and share of foreign investors. This involved a detailed study of 180 individual 
businesses. The information obtained through the study provided some useful insights into the 
sources of investment and the extent to which local entrepreneurship and capital interacted with 
foreign investment in the setting up and development of the Mauritius Export Processing Zone.235  

According to a World Bank Report (World Bank, 1982), foreign investment played a major role in 
providing seed capital, and a large share of the equity capital in the MEPZ belonged to foreign 
investors. The contribution of foreign (multinational) companies was not confined to the provision 
of capital. They also provided the technical know-how through the presence of foreign technicians 
and/or licensing agreements and markets for the new companies established in the MEPZ. 
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The development of the MEPZ, however, has not been one of regular sustained growth. Between 
1970 and 1997/98, and beyond, the MEPZ has gone through four distinct phases: 

i. An early phase of rapid growth between 1970 and 1976, when the number of export 
enterprises rose from four (in 1970) to 84 in 1976, employment increased from 640 to 
17,000, and the total equity capital amounted to Rs. 105.5mn. Domestic sources provided 
Rs. 44.9mn or approximately 42.5 per cent of the equity. Foreign investors subscribed the 
balance, led by Hong Kong investors with Rs. 35.5 mn or 33 per cent of the capital. 

ii. The second phase of the development of the MEPZ covers the period 1977 to 1982, which 
experienced a substantial decline in the rate of growth of the sector, due to a number of 
factors. By the end of 1982, there were 122 enterprises operating in the MEPZ, 37 more 
than in 1976 and a number of closures. 

iii. The third phase, 1983 to 1987, saw a spectacular revival of export manufacturing. The 
number of enterprises increased from 198 in December 1984, to 408 in 1987; the value of 
exports increased from Rs. 2,150 million in 1984 to Rs. 6,700 mn in 1987, and employment 
which stood at 37,600 in December 1984, reached around 90,000 in December 1987, 
including an increasing number of expatriate workers. These spectacular results have made 
the EPZ the leading sector in the island, in terms of export earnings and employment. By 
1988, the sector’s net output exceeded that of the Sugar Industry. 

iv. We can note a fourth phase which began in the 1990s, characterised by a shrinkage of the 
clothing export sector and a decline in employment, with the closing of numerous 
businesses including some large foreign firms which had been operating in the MEPZ for a 
very long time. These firms employed numerous workers on a simple basic, Cut-Make-Trim 
(CMT) operations. With the changes in the international trading environment and the rise 
in the cost of labour, these CMT operations have left Mauritius and relocated elsewhere. 

Turning now to the Mauritian enterprises operating in the MEPZ, it has been referred earlier to a 
large proportion of local equity capital in the MEPZ. Local investments amounted to Rs. 87.2 mn in 
1970-83 and Rs. 76.1 mn in 1983-85 (in respect of enterprises covered in the Study, which were still 
active in December 1986/ March 1987), or 47.1 percent and 31.5 percent respectively, of the total 
equity investment during those two periods. The large percentage of local equity is characteristic 
of the MEPZ, which differs in this respect from the situation in Export Processing Zones in other 
countries. 

In another Study,236 the contribution of the Sugar Industry and the share of the main local groups in 
MEPZ equity was calculated. Total investment by sugar companies during the period 1970 to 
December 1984, in respect of operating enterprises in December 1984, is estimated at Rs. 36.9 mn 
or 42.9 percent of local equity capital – Rs. 86 mn and 18.9 percent of the estimated total equity 
capital of Rs. 195 mn. This only takes into account investment by sugar companies. It does not 
include investment by other firms in which sugar companies have a substantial share. If these firms 
are included, it is estimated that investment in MEPZ enterprises, originating directly or indirectly 
from the Sugar Industry, would amount to approximately 50 percent of the local equity capital. 

6.1.2 Tourism 

The bulk of the windfall from the 1972-75 sugar boom accrued to the private sector. In the mid 
1970s, as mentioned before, there were pervasive controls on exports of financial assets and taxes 
on the export of capital; quantitative restrictions on imports were fairly tight and there were strict 
regulations relating to import deposit schemes. Furthermore, no stock market existed and ratings 
on interest rates were set by the Bank of Mauritius, with different rates for priority and other 
sectors. Against this backdrop, an analysis of the individual sector trends shows that the investment 
boom did not relate to investment in sugar, but to investment in the nascent EPZ and more 
importantly to private residential constructions and residential construction for the Tourist 
Industry.237 Indeed, there was a large increase in tourist accommodation as the hotels expanded 
and improved their facilities. The data show also that, based on past experience in relation to 
sugar, both the Government and the local entrepreneurs correctly perceived the sugar boom to be 
temporary. The entrepreneurs shunned investment in the sugar sector, hampered by taxes and 
regulations, and put their windfall savings into the EPZ and Tourism. 
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Moreover, Tourism developed into a major pillar of economic development in Mauritius by the early 
1980s. The Mauritian Government took advantage of its tropical island appeal, sandy beaches, blue 
lagoons, good climate, security and absence of tropical diseases to promote Mauritius as an 
exclusive destination.238 Mauritius has tended to promote a high echelon clientele rather than mass 
tourism; however, the financial crisis led to a change in its client base.239 

The number of tourist arrivals, as well as the number of hotels, kept on increasing over the years. 
The table below gives an overview of the trend in some key statistics linked with the Tourist 
Industry. 

Table 27 Selected Tourism Statistics240 

Year 
Number 

Tourism Receipts             
(Rs. Mn) Hotels Rooms Tourist arrivals 

1975 34 1,499 74,597 135 

1980 43 2,201 115,080 325 

1985 55 2,630 148,860 845 

1990 75 4,603 291,550 3,630 

1995 95 5,977 422,463 7,472 

2000 95 8,657 656,453 14,234 

2005 99 10,497 761,063 25,704 

2008 102 11,488 930,456 41,213 

2009 102 1 11,456 871,356 35,693 

2010 112 2 12,075 934,827 39,456 

 2011* 
  

980,000* 42,500* 

1 Excluding seven hotels not operational because of renovation works. 
2 Excluding seven hotels not operational because of renovation works. 

* Forecast. 

 

 The number of tourist arrivals increased throughout the years ever since 1975, except in 1980, 
1982 and 2009 where a fall of 10.3 %, 2.7 %, 6.4 % was respectively noted. The recent fall in 2009 is 
attributed to the international financial crisis which caused a global slowdown in the economic 
activity, which led to a drop in demand in the Tourist worldwide. This affected many people around 
the world and the unemployment rates peaked in several countries, especially in the US and 
Europe. Since most of the tourists visiting Mauritius came from European countries, the global 
recession affected the Tourist Industry in the year 2009. However, the Industry rapidly took off and 
the number of tourist arrivals during the year 2010 reached 934,827, representing an increase of 
7.3% compared to 871,356 in 2009. The number of hotels was 34 in 1974, and it increased to 112 in 
2010. This can certainly be attributed to the increase in the number of tourist arrivals. In order to 
cater for the increasing number of tourists, the room capacity increased by four-fold in 2000 
reaching 8,657 compared to 1975, where the room capacity was 1499. In 2010, the room capacity 
increased to 12,075, which represents an increase of 39 % compared to 2000.  

Tourism receipts increased drastically throughout the years from Rs. 135 million in 1975, reaching 
Rs. 14,234 million in 2000. Gross tourism receipts amounted to Rs. 39,456 million in 2010. Based on 
information on tourist arrivals and information from different stakeholders, the forecast for tourist 
arrival in 2011 is 980,000, which represents an increase of 4.8 % from 2010 figures.241 Furthermore, 
according to the Bank of Mauritius, the receipts from the Tourism Industry would be approximately 
Rs. 42,500 million, which represents an increase of 7.7 % compared to the receipts of 2010.242  This 
is an indeed good performance in view of existing conditions. 
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Tourists coming to Mauritius are mainly from European countries, with France being our main 
market. France has accounted for 31.6 % of tourists arrivals in 2009, followed by Reunion Island 
(12.0 %) and UK (11.7 %). In 2009, South Africa, Germany and Italy had a share of 8.5 %, 6.5 % and 
5.9 % respectively. It should also be noted that arrivals from India represented a share of tourist 
arrivals that increased from 2.6 % in 2000 to 4.5 % in 2009. This can be explained by the intensive 
promotional campaigns that have taken place in the main cities of India. 

Employment in the Tourist Industry stands at 27,161 in 2010, with restaurants, hotels and travel 
and tourism accounting for 2464, 20847 and 3,850 respectively. Employment in the sector has 
increased in 2007 and 2008 by 2.9 % and 8.3 % respectively. However, in 2009 the number of people 
employed fell by 6.1 % in 2009, and this can mainly be attributed to the economic crisis where 
hotels, tour operators, etc. were forced to keep down costs to be competitive. In 2010, 
employment in the sector slightly increased from 27,002 to 27,161 representing an increase of 0.6 
%. 

Table 28 Employment in the Tourist industry 

Establishments 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Restaurants 1805 2012 2251 2431 2464 

Hotels 19536 20233 22314 20478 20847 

Travel and Tourism 4457 4296 4188 4093 3850 

Total 25798 26541 28753 27002 27161 

The Tourist Industry is facing some problems regarding manpower since several cruise operators are 
now offering jobs to qualified personnel of the Industry. These people are leaving the local hotels 
and opting for jobs on cruises as the package seems more appealing. Thus, this is a matter of 
concern for hotels around the island. In order to retain the employees, they will certainly have to 
pay higher salaries and offer better working conditions. 

 According to the report ‘Travel and Tourism Economic Impact Mauritius 2011’, the direct 
contribution of Travel and Tourism to GDP is expected to be Rs. 46.1 bn. representing 14.4 % of 
total GDP. By 2021, the Industry is expected to rise by 6.5 % to Rs. 86.6 bn. representing 18.2 % of 
GDP, in 2011 constant prices. Direct employment in Travel and Tourism is expected to be 77,000 
(13.6 % of total employment) and when including jobs indirectly supported by the Industry the 
figure is expected to be 168,000 (29.8 % of total employment) in 2021. 

The Government has an ambitious plan to increase the number of tourist arrivals to 2 million by 
2015; accordingly, a new marketing strategy is in place, exploring new markets like Russia and 
China. 

A series of Government policies tend to restrict total or specific type of capacity.243 Many luxurious 
hotels are available and some of them rank among the best in the world, providing an excellent 
service.  

Several threats face the Mauritian Tourism Industry, namely the higher oil prices, the economic 
slowdown in European countries. The intense competition in the international Tourism Industry has 
become a matter of concern for policy makers and investors in this industry.  

6.1.3 Financial Services and Information Communication Technology 

On top of the three pillars of the economy, two other pillars have contributed to economic 
diversification: Financial Services and Information/Communication Technology (including Business 
Process Outsourcing) 

Since 1988, offshore banking was introduced and led the way to the development of Mauritius into 
an international financial centre. There are more than 20,000 registered companies in the offshore 
sector. Among the recent developments in the sector, Mauritius has benefited from high inflow of 
Foreign Direct Investment in India. About 80 % to 90 % of Foreign Direct Investment into India flows 
through Mauritius in private equity, hedge funds and mutual funds.244 
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On the other hand, since 2001, the Information/ Communication Technology sector has developed 
at a fast rate. Much investment has gone into that sector and two ‘intelligent’ cyber towers, 
comparable to the best in Europe, have been set up. The intention is to transform Mauritius into a 
‘cyber island’, which will attract companies from around the world to set up its operations like 
facilitating e-commerce and establishing call centres. 

6.2 The Sugar Boom of 1972 and its aftermath 

Mauritius is almost unique among Sub-Saharan African countries in terms of its economic 
performance over the last two decades. Confronted by a series of financial and economic crises, 
which brought the island on the verge of bankruptcy in 1979, which followed an unprecedented 
Sugar Boom in 1972-75, Mauritius has unequivocably undergone a successful stabilization and 
structural adjustment programme in the 1980s, diversified its economic and export base and 
embarked on a path of rapid and sustained growth in real GDP and real GDP per capita. Moreover, 
all this has been achieved in a relatively short space of time, between the late 1970s and mid 
1980s. The speed and extent of adjustment imply a high degree of flexibility and responsiveness to 
economic stimuli which, is unusual in the Sub-Saharan African context. In 1972-75, Mauritius 
experienced a major (positive) trade shock due to a combination of record sugar output and boom 
prices. Through a fairly detailed study of the relevant data, the study by D. Greenaway and R. 
Lamusse245   shows how a relatively short boom affected the financial and economic context of this 
highly-open monocrop economy and the responses of both public and private sector economic 
agents to this very significant externally-generated windfall. According to the methodology which 
was used in the work, the result of the computations show that in 1972-73 the windfall gain was 
worth 6-8 % of GDP (in constant 1972 prices). It peaked in 1974 at 28 % of GDP and, despite a 
production short-fall in 1975, owing to a cyclone, it still amounted to 19 % of GDP. This is clearly a 
very significant windfall. If the windfall is converted into a permanent income using a discount rate 
of 8 %, this being after a tax-rate of return realized by large sugar estates at that time, the windfall 
has a present value of 5 % of GDP. Even if other adjustments are brought in so as to refine further 
the calculation, whether the magnitude of the shock is calculated in current prices or present value 
terms, the 1972-75 sugar boom caused a major upheaval of the economy on Private Sector Savings, 
Private Sector Investment and the Government Budget. 

The post-Independence trade policy regime in Mauritius was characterized by pervasive import 
control and a relatively high level of import restrictions. Nominal tariffs were relatively high, with 
a fairly wide dispersion and effective tariffs were even higher. A range of hidden tariffs were in 
place and there were relatively high export taxes on sugar. In addition, there was extensive 
reliance on quantitative restrictions. Besides, there was a tight control on public expenditure and 
overseas remittances in an attempt to reverse the increasing deficits in the public accounts and the 
Balance of Payments. These measures, however, were of no avail and could not ward off the 1979 
fiscal crisis when, with barely two weeks of foreign exchange reserves, the Government was 
compelled to have a recourse to the IMF and the World Bank for emergency loans to prevent 
Mauritius from defaulting on its foreign trade and capital commitments. It was only with the new 
credits attached to the IMF Stabilisation and World Bank Structural Adjustment programmes and the 
implementation of the measures contained in these programmes, that the situation was brought 
under control. 

6.3 The Sugar Industry - Signs of Decline - From Sugar Industry to Cane Industry 

In the early 1980s, the Sugar Industry was still the leading sector of the Mauritian economy. The 
Sugar Industry and sugar-related by-products (spirits and molasses) accounted for about two-thirds 
of total commodity exports. In 1989-1991, taxes on the Sugar Industry amounted to around 6 per 
cent of total Government revenue and agricultural operations, predominantly the sugarcane crop 
and sugar manufacture, produced 22 per cent of GNP and employed 40 per cent of the labour 
force. Besides, the performance and profitability of the Sugar Industry had a major impact on the 
Mauritian economy. It was estimated at that time that if the Sugar Industry’s output declined by 
one-third, this would knock out 21 per cent of the goods based exchange revenue and bring a 7 per 
cent reduction in national income. The drop in income would be even more severe if we include 
secondary activities linked to the Sugar industry operations.246 
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In the 1982 General Elections, the Labour Party, which had managed the country since 
Independence, was routed and a new reformist group of politicians came to power, who were 
intent on bringing changes in the social and political set-up. 

In the context of the ferment of ideas and desire for change, following the 1982 elections, there 
was a change of attitude and policy by the Government in its dealings with the Sugar Industry. In 
contrast to its earlier passive attitude in disputes between main stakeholders-the sugar estates, 
small planters and the labour force - the Government henceforth assumed a more direct role in the 
Sugar Industry’s affairs. 

In the face of a serious deterioration in the Industry’s financial situation, the Government, in 1983, 
appointed a Commission of Inquiry to do an analysis of the financial problems of the Sugar Industry 
and the measures to be taken to redress the situation. There was disagreement between the 
Chairman of the Commission, Dr. Avramovic, and two other members, Prof. Manrakhan and Mr. 
Sithanen, with regard to the views and recommendations in the Chairman’s Report, and Prof. 
Manrakhan and Mr. Sithanen submitted a dissenting report.247 According to Dr. Avramovic, the Sugar 
Industry was in a state of “financial distress”. Avramovic advocated, inter alia, the abolition of the 
sugar export duty on account of its perverse effects on the Sugar Industry. For Manrakhan and 
Sithanen, the fundamental problem of the Sugar Industry was not financial but one of labour 
relations. 

The Chamber of Agriculture submitted its comments on both reports. It concurred with the findings 
of Avramovic about the financial plight of the Sugar Industry and deadweight of the export duty on 
the Industry’s finances but opposed the creation of a Sugar Authority as recommended by 
Avramovic. 

The Minister of Agriculture considered that neither of these reports could serve as a basis for the 
restructuration of the Sugar Industry and submitted a Policy Statement to the National Assembly on 
the restructuration of the Sugar Industry. 

The policy statement was seen by the Government as a blue-print for the future of the Sugar 
Industry. The Statement indentified the main issues which would determine the future of the 
Industry, the objectives to be assigned to the Industry, the financial parameters within which the 
Industry should operate in future, the Industry’s ownership and management and the degree of 
Government control over its operations. The Policy Statement augured a radical change in the 
attitude of the Government towards the Sugar Industry. With the publication of the Policy 
Statement, Government asserted its right to participate in the formulation of measures with regard 
to the Industry’s future. The Government would, henceforth, act as a “privileged partner’ in the 
management of the Sugar Industry’s affairs.  

The concretization of the changes in the Government policy with regard to the Sugar Industry was 
embodied in the 1985-1990 Action Plan, published by the Sugar Authority in February 1985.248The 
Policy Statement and Action Plan contained a number of recommendations which would form the 
basis of future far-reaching changes in the operation of the Sugar Industry. These changes included 
the closure of several factories, a “thorough study” on the centralization and modernization of 
sugar factories, the separation of milling and planting activities and a wider share ownership of the 
Industry to include participation by Government, the planters and workers. Looking back on the 
outcome of these recommendations, we can argue that the insight shown by those involved in 
planning the future of the Sugar Industry had a determinant influence over the evolution of the 
Sugar Industry during the following two decades. 

The Sugar Industry at a crossroad 

In November 1991, the Chamber of Agriculture published a 100-page report on the Sugar Industry 
based on a substantial appraisal of the current situation of the Industry and future prospects. The 
Report addressed a number of problems relating to the prospect of reform of the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy and the GATT trade negotiations, stagnation or decreasing revenue, the 
declining productivity of labour increasing costs, mechanization of field operations and the milling 
sector. A Joint Public and Private Sector Committee studied the Report and made recommendations 
to the Government. These recommendations contained measures aimed at improving factory 
efficiency and agricultural production and yields through a rebate of export duty in specific areas. 
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Although these findings and recommendations did not contain anything fundamentally new and 
striking, they reaffirmed the urgency of a solution to the Industry’s problems and the direct 
involvement of the Government in the Sugar Industry’s affairs. It was also an acknowledgement by 
all the parties concerned that every major policy-decision pertaining to the Sugar Industry was a 
matter of national importance. 

1994: An Eventful Year 

1994 was an eventful year for the Mauritian agricultural sector and the Sugar Industry. With regard 
to the Sugar Industry there was a major shift in Government policy. In the 1994 Budget Speech, the 
Minister of Finance announced a number of far-reaching measures. According to the Chamber of 
Agriculture in its Annual Report “the contentious and long running issue of the export duty on sugar 
had now been effectively laid to rest bringing in its wake new relationship between the government 
and the sugar industry”.249 

In June 1994, a Memorandum of Agreement was signed between the Government, the Mauritius 
Sugar Producers’ Association (MSPA) and the Rose-Belle Sugar Estate which belongs to the 
Government and which is not a member of MSPA. In its Annual Report, the Chamber of Agriculture 
referred to “new spirit which now prevails between the government and the sugar industry in the 
face of a common threats and challenges”. Another notable event was a Package Deal between the 
MSPA and six (Trade) Unions over pay and working conditions, extending from 1st July 1994 to 31 
December 1997, which was hailed by the Sugar Industry as a breakthrough in industrial relations. In 
the field of energy generation from bagasse, another major development was the signing of a 
Memorandum of Understanding between the CEB and the Union St Aubin Sugar Estate. 

The Loss of Cane Land 

The closure of several factories since 1990 and the acceleration of the process of centralization of 
milling operations have brought a substantial reduction in the size of the cane acreage in Mauritius. 
In 1990, there were 19 sugar factories operating in Mauritius. By 2007, 11 factories had ceased to 
operate and the number of factories was down to 8. The efficiency of a sugar factory is a vital 
element in the outcome of the cane sugar crop. The closure of several factories over the last two 
decades has accelerated the shrinkage of the cane acreage in the island. Between 1990 and 2007, 
the acreage under cane has been reduced by 13,350 hectares (33034.1 arpents).250 

The loss of cane land has been particularly high among small planters. They cultivate tiny plots of 
less than one arpent and their holdings are often fragmented into minuscule and scattered parcels 
which increase the cost of cultivation. Besides, on account of the fairly frequent occurrence of 
adverse climatic conditions and lack of good husbandry, their yields have deteriorated over the 
years and many small planters are cultivating sub-marginal plots on which the yield is only a 
fraction of that obtained by sugar estates and large planters. Due to the absence of adequate 
records, their title of ownership is also often problematic. Moreover, much of the land is not 
irrigated or rocky. With the meagre yields which they obtain in return for all the exertion and 
resources which they devote to cultivating their plots, small planters are particularly prone to be 
attracted by the alluring opportunities and high prices offered by promoters in the tourism industry 
and the lucrative property market. 

Clouds on the Sugar Horizon251 

As the 20th century drew to a close, developments in the world sugar market conveyed indications 
of future drastic changes in the European Union (EU) Sugar Policy. There were much apprehension 
and alarm among the Mauritian authorities and the Sugar Industry at the news of impending major 
changes in the EU sugar regime.  

In fact, since 1975, Mauritius has benefited from the EU sugar regime.  Compared to other African 
Caribbean Pacific (ACP) countries, the small island economy benefited from the biggest annual 
sugar quota of 507,000 tonnes (representing 37 per cent) under the ACP-EU Sugar Protocol.252  It 
enjoyed the high-price EU market where the guaranteed price of sugar was almost three times that 
of the world market price.  Net sugar revenues were estimated at €4 billion over the last thirty 
years.  The stability and predictability procured by the sugar protocol provided the necessary 
impetus for economic growth.  Revenues from sugar were used to transform the economy from a 
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mono-crop stage to a five-pillar-based economy, with manufacturing, tourism, sugar, financial 
services and information and communication technology sectors.  However, with the EU price 
reduction of 5 per cent in 2006 and a total of 36 per cent in 2009, the overall economic weight of 
the sector has fallen253 (Rojid et al., 2009).  The sugar sector’s contribution to GDP is now 
comparatively small, around 2.2 per cent of GDP in 2009.  The 36 per cent price reduction meant 
considerable losses to the Sugar Industries of the 18 African Caribbean Pacific (ACP) Sugar Protocol 
Signatory States (SPSS), as well as to their fragile socio-economic fabric which depended a lot on 
the sugar sector. Accordingly, measures had to be designed and funds had to be found to ensure 
adaptation. It is in this context that Accompanying Measures must be viewed as support to the ACP 
countries, details of which are given in section 6.5.  

Forewarned about the threat of a sharp cut in the EU price for ACP sugar exports, the Mauritian 
Government and the representatives of the Sugar Industry took some fundamental measures to 
adapt to the new situation. In April 2006, the Government, after consultation with the Sugar 
Industry and with the approval of the European Commission, published the Multi Annual Adaptation 
Strategy (MAAS) and the Action Plan 2006 – 2010. The Adaptation Strategy aims at an extensive 
reform of the sugar sector with the following main objectives: the re-engineering of the Sugar 
Industry to a sugar cane cluster, the establishment of a competitive and sustainable sugar sector, 
the fulfillment of Mauritius trade commitments. The MAAS emphasizes the multi-functional role of 
the Sugar Industry and its impact on other sectors of the Mauritian economy.  Other measures were 
promulgated by the Government which aims at safeguarding the future viability of the Sugar 
Industry: 

a. Ensuring the cost competitiveness of the milling sector through mill centralization; 
b. The right sizing of the labour force and the creation of a more flexible workforce; 
c. The mechanization of field operations to improve the cost competitiveness of field 

work and increase sugar cane yields. 

Accordingly, a certain number of measures were incorporated in the sugar reform in December 
2007, after a deal was concluded between Government and the Mauritius Sugar Producers 
Association (MSPA).  The measures referred to the transfer of some 2000 A (arpents) by the MSPA 
membership to Government for agricultural and social housing purposes over the duration of the 
deal; a package for métayers; the enhancement of equity participation by employees and small and 
medium planters in the various components of the sugar cane cluster; an independent study on the 
Independent Power Producers (IPPs); the maintenance of the sugar apportionment ratio for the ten-
year duration of the deal; the liberalisation of the price of imported sugar sold on the local market 
so as to eliminate losses incurred on the sale of imported sugar; and the inclusion of interest 
charges in the costs that could be recouped in respect of the VRS, the ERS and the Blue Print.   

The MAAS is made up of projects and articulated along components and subcomponents destined to 
respond to the new market environment and address the constraints of the Sugar Industry.  The 
first element resides in cost reduction.  This is achieved via the closure of seven out of the existing 
eleven factories whereby three of the remaining four would each produce more than 100,000 
tonnes of sugar; the right-sizing of human resources in production entities to reduce the level of 
labour costs, both in absolute and relative terms; recourse to seasonal labour; the substantial 
reduction of overhead costs at operational, administrative and institutional levels; the reduction of 
the level of indebtedness of sugar producers and the derivation of full benefits from economies of 
scale at all levels, namely corporate sector and small and medium planters.  Secondly, another 
aspect rests on generating additional revenue which is achievable through the sales of a higher 
proportion of value-added direct consumption sugars that is moving from the current 15 per cent of 
total sales to 50 per cent or more through a bold, innovative and aggressive marketing strategy; the 
elimination of the loss incurred by producers on sugar sold on the domestic market; the reduction 
of the cost of the institutions servicing the Sugar Industry by 50 per cent; the rise in sugar output 
through the cultivation of high-sucrose cane varieties and higher earnings secured through the 
optimization of by-products. 

In effect, the third aspect of the MAAS focuses on the optimal use of by-products through firstly an 
increase in electricity production from bagasses from 300 to 600 GWh and total electricity 
production from bagasse/coal from 750 GWh to 1700 GWh and also the production of 30 M litres of 
ethanol from molasses so as to allow a 20/80 ethanol/gasoline blend.  Since there is a need to 
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reduce our dependence on fossil fuel, essentially with rising oil prices, the ethanol/gasoline mix 
and the production of ethanol from cane juice may be beneficial.  Fourthly, the need to foster 
research to obtain and commercially use higher-fibre cane and even fuel canes.  The fifth aspect of 
the MAAS discusses the ‘pro-poor dimension’.  The issues deal with the provision of attractive cash 
and in kind compensation for employees accepting the voluntary termination of their contract of 
employment in the context of factory closures or rightsizing of factory entities.  The package 
includes the possibility to benefit from early entitlements to the retirement pension; the provision 
of re-skilling opportunities and loan opportunities to these employees.  In addition, significant 
incentives and assistance to small planters are made available to enable them to regroup into 
larger units and thereby increase their yields and lower their costs of production.  Support is also 
given to planters operating in economically and environmentally-difficult areas.  The provision of a 
decent compensation package to employees working in service providing institutions that will be 
right sized is also made available.  Employees having voluntarily terminated their contract of 
employment can also be part of the empowerment and welfare schemes being set up by 
Government.   

The seventh aspect relates to additional measures implemented to address the problems posed by 
the current indebtedness of sugar factories.  The last element of the MAAS is to create synergies 
among the different stakeholders and foster cane cultivation agreements between millers and 
planters to ensure an adequate supply of canes to the former and remove the sugar loss constraints 
faced by the latter.  This will enhance participation in equity.  The eight specific measures of the 
strategy are essentially meant to regroup small planters, sustain difficult areas under sugarcane 
cultivation, move out of sugar cane, centralisation, right-sizing of the labour force, increase 
contribution to national electricity production, shift to ethanol production and optimise the use of 
sugarcane lands.  Among these eight measures, we will focus on the ‘pro-poor dimension’ aspect of 
the MAAS which is related to the right sizing of the labour force via the implementation of the VRS, 
which in reality has given way to a completely different picture.  

The cancellation of the Sugar Protocol in 2009 and the sharp 36% reduction in the EU prices 
between 2006 and 2009 have compelled an urgent realignment of production costs in the Sugar 
Industry with the price fixed by the EU. The implementation of the measures prescribed by the 
MAAS and the Action Plan has led to a large retrenchment of the Sugar Industry labour force. For 
this purpose, the Government and the Sugar Industry finally agreed on a set of conditions and a 
compensatory package for the loss of employment in order to achieve the required reduction in the 
labour force whilst preserving industrial peace. This led to the establishment of the Voluntary 
Retirement Scheme (VRS). The VRS is in line with the right-sizing of the labour force and a 
reduction in the labour costs in the Sugar Industry.  It offers a package to all employees of the 
Sugar Industry, wishing for an early retirement.  Priority is given to those aged 50 and above.  The 
package includes compensation in terms of cash payment, as well as land entitlement (about 
300m2), exemption from income tax in respect of the cash and land compensation payable and 
housing loans at preferential rates.  To date, around 15,000 people have benefited from the 
scheme.   

Moreover, a major shortcoming of MAAS has been the rather disturbing overlooking of the issue of 
water rights; sugar factories used to have special water rights, but with their closure, there was the 
need to look into the issue, given especially the prevailing problem of accessibility to water. 
Further, the implementation of MAAS has had some significant problems. In the case of métayers, 
some of them from the South were unhappy that the case of possible buying of their land was not 
given sufficient consideration by the authorities. As far as labourers were concerned, a rather large 
number of those who have taken the Voluntary Retirement Scheme II were still not given their plots 
of land of seven perches by 2011. There are claims that the Government Departments concerned 
are taking much time to process the dossier. 

6.4 The Sugar Sector at a Glance 

In 2003, exports to the EU and the US under preferential arrangements amounted to some 540,000 
tonnes, whereas some 8,000 tonnes of special sugars were sold to 23 world market destinations.  
Domestic consumption of sugar was about 40,000 tonnes per year.  The bulk of the exports were 
under the Sugar Protocol with 507,000 tonnes and some 20,000 tonnes under the Special 
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Preferential Sugar Agreement, while sales to the US under the Global Import Quota represent some 
12,000 tonnes.  The share of sugar production in the Mauritian economy has, over the years and in 
relative terms, dwindled to about 3.5 per cent of the GDP in 2003 (from 25 per cent in the 1970s).  
Sugar production represented about 19 per cent of foreign exchange earnings.  However, the high 
prices offered by the EU sugar regime were unsustainable in the long term.  In June 2005, the 
European Commission published legislative proposals to reform the Common Market Organisation 
for Sugar, which call for severe reductions in EU sugar prices and an end to the current system of 
national quotas (OECD, 2004).   

The reforms impacted severely on ACP sugar supplying states, including Mauritius, and inevitably 
lead to the destruction of century - old traditions of sugar production with devastating socio-
economic consequences.  Under the new EU sugar regime, which lasts from 1 July 2006 to 30 
September 2015, the EU reference price for both raw and white sugars encountered a staged cut up 
to 36 per cent by October 2009.  The reform has led to the closure of most sugar factories and to 
date, only 4 sugar factories are operating on the island.  The economic and social consequences are 
thus considerable.  As the biggest quota holder under the Sugar Protocol, Mauritius is the most 
affected country.  Proceeds from the export of sugar amounted to some €225 million per year on 
average, which helped Mauritius to meet a very high proportion of its food import bill.  Between 
1975 and 2000, the cumulative benefits to the country from quasi-transfers from European 
consumers amounted to about €2.6 billion, or 6.1 per cent of GDP.  Mauritius will lose up to €895 
million during the nine years of the implementation of the new sugar regime and suffers from a 
direct permanent loss of €95 million annually.  The reduction in prices in the EU implies a shortfall 
in export earnings of €782 million over the period 2006-2015.  The effective loss to the economy is, 
in fact, much higher when the social and environmental multiplier effects of the Sugar Industry are 
accounted for.   

In 2009, the sugar sector earnings amount to Rs 8,490 million and the number of people employed 
in the sector is around 31,827.  Employment in the sugar sector as a share of total employment is 
only 6.1 per cent (see Table 29).  Sugar cane production has also been falling over the years from 
around 4.8 million tonnes in 2006 to 4.4 million tonnes in 2010. In fact, the production of sugar 
cane went down by 6.5 per cent from 4,667,234 tonnes in 2009 to 4,365,852 tonnes in 2010. This is 
mostly explained by a reduction of 2.7 per cent in the area harvested from 60,380 hectares 
(149,440.5 arpents) in 2009 to 58,755 hectares (145,418.6 arpents) in 2010 and a drop of 4.0 per 
cent in the yield of sugar cane per hectare from 77.3 tonnes to 74.3 tonnes.  The production of 
sugar, consequently, went down by 3.2 per cent from 467,234 tonnes in 2009 to 452,473 tonnes in 
2010. Compared to 10.02 per cent in 2009, the average extraction rate was 10.37 per cent in 2010, 
representing an increase of 3.5 per cent. 
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 Table 29 Sugar Sector at a Glance 

2006 2009 

GDP per capita PPP (US$) 10,443 12,261 

Sugar sector as % of GDP 3.7 2.2 

Sugar sector contribution to GDP (Rs. mn) 6.723 5.353 

Sugar sector earning (Rs. mn) 10,495 8,490 

No. of employed in the sugar sector 41,355 e 31,827 

Employment in the sugar sector as % of the total employment 8.2 e 6.1 

No. of small planters* (as registered with SIFB) 28,353 24,556 

No. of people in the sugar sector being trained and/or receive severance 
payments** 0 7,458 

People in the sugar sector being trained and/or receiving severance payments as 
% of sugar sector employment 0 23.4 

Area cultivated (ha) 70,801 64,000 p 

Area harvested (ha) 66,732 60,503 

Cane production (mn t) 4.749 4.667 

Cane yield (t/ha) 71.2 77.1 

Sugar production ('000 t) 505 467 

Sugar yield (t/ha) 7.57 7.72 

Special sugar production ('000 t) 83.1 90 

Sugar production cost (raw value, bulk, ex-factory, €/t) 360*** 395*** 

Source: Multi-Annual Indicative Programme for Mauritius. 

*** Valid only for the sugar corporate sector (i.e. excluding small and medium planters). 

e Estimated and based on 2004 data; p provisional. 

A more detailed picture of sugarcane production and cane yield by ownership can be seen in Table 
30. We note that cane yield, as well as production of sugar cane, have declined significantly for 
métayers from 2009 to 2010, accounting for around 13 per cent and 12.4 per cent, respectively.   A 
similar picture is depicted for estates in terms of cane production and also harvested areas.   

Table 30 Production by Ownership: 2009 and 2010 

 
 
Ownership 

20091 20102 
Area 
Harvested 
(Hectares) 

Cane 
Produced 
(tonnes) 

Yield Area 
Harvested 
(Hectares) 

Cane 
Produced 
(tonnes) 

Yield 

Estate 29,500 2,527,270 85.67 28,833 2,366,594 82.08 
Métayers 807 40,038 49.61 813 35,062 43.13 
Planters 30,073 2,099,926 69.83 29,110 1,964,196 67.47 
Total 60,380 4,667,234 77.30 58,755 4,365,852 74.31 

Source: CSO, Mauritius; 1 Provisional; 2 Revised  
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6.5 The Mid-Term Review of the MAAS 

With the changing global environment and the EU sugar reforms, the Mauritian Government devised 
the MAAS in the form of a ten-year, 2006-2015, Action Plan.254  The objective of the MAAS was to 
ensure the commercial viability and sustainability of the sugar sector for it to continue fulfilling its 
multi-functional role in the Mauritian economy. This objective could only be met through five 
major broad initiatives. Firstly, the transformation of the Sugar Industry into a sugar cane cluster, 
which means that the Industry moves from an essentially raw sugar producer to a situation where it 
produces several types of sugar that is raw, special, industrial and white; electricity from 
bagasse/coal using state of the art technology and ethanol using molasses.  Secondly, the 
establishment of a competitive, viable and sustainable sector.  Thirdly, the fulfillment of the trade 
commitments of the country.  Fourthly, the reduction of the dependency on the import of fossil 
fuels generally and on oil in particular.  Fifthly, the continuation of the multifunctional role of 
sugar and the support to national environment and social objectives. 

As per the MAAS, measures had to be designed and funds found to ensure adaptation. It is in this 
context that Accompanying Measures must be viewed as support to the ACP countries. The EU 
allocated € 40 M for 2006 as an interim measure for ACP States and then € 1244 M as Accompanying 
Measures for the period 2007-2013, the allocation for Mauritius for the period 2007-2010 is some € 
128 M. The latter figure is equivalent to 19% of the total for the 2007-2010 time-span. Eligibility for 
Accompanying Measures was conditional upon the submission of a Multi-Annual Adaptation Strategy 
which was done in April 2006. As from that date, Mauritius has had an excellent performance in 
terms of the fulfilment of the conditions stemming from the indicators and the near totality of 
funds has been disbursed.255 It is understood that Mauritius’s performance is among the best among 
the ACP, if not the best. Inadequate performance leads to loss of funds which are subsequently 
reallocated to performing countries. Such a performance reflects positively on the relations of 
Mauritius with other lenders who have, over the past few years, decided to coordinate their action 
in respect of borrowing countries. 

However, the market environment has changed significantly from the time the MAAS was 
envisioned. In 2006, in spite of several signals from the EU and the WTO, the complete phasing out 
of the Sugar Protocol (SP) and, in particular, of its triple guarantees of price, access and duration 
was neither to the fore, nor was it raised in the ongoing negotiations between the ACP and the EU 
in Brussels. Accordingly, this element was not factored in the MAAS.  

Whilst the MAAS anticipated the major price decrease, it did not envision the phasing out of the 
quantity and duration guarantees.   With the phasing out of the Sugar Protocol (SP), the Sugar 
Sector will have to operate in a fiercer market environment, with the following new features: 
There are no price, quantity and duration guarantees in contrast to those which existed under the 
Sugar Protocol and instead, there is a reference price which is set to determine future market 
price.  Further, in the new sugar arrangements, Least Developed Countries (LDC) has precedence 
over the non-LDC ACP countries.  Third, the “double-trigger” volume safeguards introduced in the 
Interim EPA arrangements renders the intra-region, intra non-LDC ACP and non-LDC ACP/LDC 
competition a fiercer one. With the erosion of the guarantee of individual country access, Mauritius 
has to safeguard a regional non-LDC quota, together with Zimbabwe, and, at the same time, 
protect its own individual access quantity against an ambitious Zimbabwe.  

With fierce competition, there is a need to improve export performance, and export performance is 
conditional upon production, and this brings to the fore the need to expand production wherever 
there is scope and to limit production loss wherever possible.  

The new market, set up in the EU, and the Long-Term Partnership Agreement (LTPA) with 
Sudzucker, open a vast array of opportunities for value addition in the Sugar Industry, now and in 
later years. One such item is branding which is expected to generate substantial additional 
revenue. However, branding and the acceptance of brands take time, and efforts are expected to 
materialise as from 2014/15 onwards.  The LTPA implied a sea change in the production pattern, 
having to shift from the export of raw sugar as a commodity to that of white sugar a direct 
consumption product having to strictly comply with stringent food norms. In this regard, two 
refineries have been constructed and will operate fully as from 2010/11. The MAAS considered that 
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only 50% of sugars would be marketed as value added ones; in fact, 100% of exports would be in the 
form of value-added sugars.  

As per the Mid-Term Review of the MAAS, in terms of production, the 520 000 t. of sugar envisioned 
as an average production in the MAAS appear to be unattainable. In fact, an average production of 
450 000 t. over the next five years seems more realistic. It is noted that the first crop estimate, for 
the 2010 crop stands at 450 000 t. The figure of 450 000 t. takes into account, firstly, a climatic 
regime more akin to the 2006 -2009 period; secondly, the movement of land away from agriculture, 
for example the 2000 arpents under the 5 December 2007 deal, infrastructural needs of the country 
and the 920 hectares (2276.5 arpents) of the Highlands Project; thirdly, the removal of 1500 
hectares (3,711.7 arpents)  of land found in Irrigation zones; fourthly, land abandonment by small 
planters; and fifthly, a moderate  derocking/regrouping scheme.   It was suggested that an 
aggressive plan at the level of the small and medium planter sector would undoubtedly result in a 
higher average production closer to 480 000 t. The shift from 520 000 to 450 000 t. means a drop of 
13.5%. A production of 480 000 t. means a lesser drop that is 7.7%.  

Small and medium planters currently account for some 25% of total acreage under cane, some 
18,000 hectares (44,540.3 arpents). According to the medium-term review, the production from the 
small and medium planter sector is essential for five key reasons.  Firstly, the increase in 
production would enable the country to ship the supplies agreed upon at the ESA level, otherwise, 
Mauritius would be underperforming with all the attendant consequences.  Second, enhanced 
production, coupled with economies of scale, would ensure the long-term viability and 
sustainability of the small and medium planter sector.  Further, enhanced cane supply would 
impact positively on the milling sector and other sugar/cane based downstream sectors, at a time 
when equity participation by employees and small and medium planters is being stepped up.  
Fourth, improved viability impacts positively on the ‘pro-poor dimension’ which is furthered given 
the participation of SMEs in the Field Operations Regrouping and Irrigation Project and lastly, land 
under cane, as opposed to abandoned land, affords better protection and preservation of the 
environment and fits well in the Maurice Ile Durable project and complies with the environment 
concerns of the EU. The extent to which all these objectives have been met needs to be evaluated. 

6.6 The Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS) 

6.6.1 Historical Background 

In 1993 and 1994, with the closure of sugar factories St. Antoine and The Mount, the Government 
and the Sugar Industry agreed to provide for a compensation for the employees in cash and kind, 
i.e. a plot of land for each employee. 

Thereupon, in 1997, Government came up with a Blue-print on centralisation of sugar milling 
operations in Mauritius.  One of the main features was the recommendation that employees 
affected by a factory closure would be offered compensation in cash and in kind, if they accepted 
to voluntarily terminate their contract of employment. The cash compensation was equivalent to 
2.5 months per year of service and in-kind compensation in the form of a plot of land of an extent 
ranging from 540 to 720 square metres, with all infrastructural works. Moreover, the children of the 
employees are entitled to scholarships. 

In 2001, this principle of compensation was extended to the growing activities of the Sugar Industry 
and the VRS was introduced.  Two categories of workers were defined, those having more than a 
certain age and the rest.  The offer was compulsorily made to those having more than a certain 
age. For the other employees, the employer has the liberty to choose to whom he makes the offer 
of a VRS but the decision to accept or reject the offer rests solely with the employee.  This is the 
Early Retirement Scheme. Moreover, the older category was entitled to higher cash compensation, 
two months’ compensation per year of service, plus the possibility to draw an early pension, as 
compared to 1.25 months on average for the others.  The cash and in-kind compensation were to 
ensure the financial security of the planters.  The provision of land is also highly valuable, providing 
a means to grow subsistence crops and/or to build a house, whilst at the same time it is an asset 
that can be handed down to their heirs.  Depending on the category and the age of a VRS 
employee, he/she secures 4 to 6 times more compensation/value (value of land) than an employee 
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in any other sector who is paid the severance allowance. Around 8,000 employees accepted the VRS 
I.   

Gradually, the intent has been to encourage the younger employees to accept the VRS. In this 
context, the VRS II was introduced in 2007.  It was an improvement on the 2001 VRS in three 
aspects, namely the lowering of the cut-off age for entitlement to the highest level of 
compensation per year of service; the increase of the compensation package to younger workers; 
and the introduction of a re-skilling scheme.  The age limit to benefit from a ‘2 months per year of 
service’ compensation was brought from 50 years for women and 55 years for men to 45 and 50 
years respectively.  The package for the younger employees has been increased from an average of 
1.25 months per year of service to 1.5 months (see Table 31).  Employees who accept the VRS are 
entitled to the early receipt of the contributory retirement pension but at an actuarially calculated 
reduced rate. Thus, a person aged 50 would receive 60 per cent of his/her retirement pension.   

Table 31 VRS I and VRS II Packages 

Category of employees Age (years or 
more) 

Cash Compensation (months/year 
of service) 

 VRS I VRS II VRS I VRS II 
Female agricultural worker 
Male agricultural or non-agricultural worker 

50 45 2.0 2.0 
55 50 2.0 2.0 

All other cases including staff 
First 5 years of service 
Next 10 years of service 
Next 10 years of service 
Remainder of service 

    
1.50 1.50 
1.25 1.50 
1.00 1.50 
0.75 1.50 

(Source: Multi-Annual Adaptation Strategy, 2006-2015.) 

The effects of the reduced pension are more pronounced in the case of women for three reasons, 
namely their basic salary is lower than for men on account of the wage packages and remuneration 
orders prevailing in the Sugar Industry.  Also, they retire younger, at 45 or 50 years, as opposed to 
50 or 55 years for men and the actuarial factors used to compute retirement pension are lower.  
Lastly, they are often widows or are the only bread earner in cases where the husband is unable to 
work.256  To provide support to women affected by the VRS, an amount of Rs 800 million257  was 
included in the Action Plan 2006-2015 for adaptation and empowerment.  These funds would go to 
safety nets, possibly in a revamped Social Aid Program.  However, this specific project was not 
implemented. There is, in addition, an adaptation and Empowerment Policy to ensure that those 
employees who lose their jobs can be retrained with a view to encouraging them to move to other 
sectors or start small businesses.  The re-skilling is done prior to an employee leaving in the context 
of the VRS II.  So far, some 6,000 employees have been involved in VRS II.   

VRS II is not financially attractive to the sugar estates in the short term but helps estates to 
mechanise field operations, which will not be possible, if the vast majority of workers remain as 
permanent employees, and to reduce labour costs in the long run.  VRS II concerns around 6,000 
agricultural and non-agricultural workers and many of these workers are replaced with workers 
employed on a seasonal basis in the short term.  Over time, however, it is expected that the 
number of seasonal employees will be reduced.  The cost of the new VRS amounted to more than Rs 
3.6 billion, with an internal rate of return of 5 per cent.  Cash compensation is paid in year one, 
while infrastructure costs and other social costs are incurred in years 2 and 3.  Since higher number 
of employees accepted the VRS and the cost of infrastructure in respect of land given to the 
employees has gone up, the total costs of the VRS II has been revised upward from € 47 to € 97 
million.  The costs of VRS II amount to 14.4 per cent of total costs involved in the restructuring of 
the Sugar Industry.  The cost of the VRS forms part of the accompanying EU measures and is 
financed both by the EU and also sugar cane producers/private sector.   

26 sugarcane growing companies applied for the VRS 2 and the applications of all these companies 
have been processed and the payment of cash compensation and overseas leave due has been 
completed. They included 19 MSPA members, 4 members of the Cane Growers Association; the 
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SLDC, Rose-Belle SE and the SIT.  In late 2008, Cie Sucrière de St. Antoine Ltée applied for the VRS 
2 and payment of cash compensation was effected in December 2008.  As at January 2009, 6,628 
employees have opted for the VRS 2 and a total amount of Rs. 3.1 billion has been paid as cash 
compensation. If ERS, La Baraque, Belle Vue, Medine and FUEL, and Blue Print, St. Felix, Mon 
Trésor, Riche-en-Eau and Mon Désert Alma, employees are included, some 7,400 employees would 
be concerned with cash compensation representing some Rs. 3.74 billion258. Land to be converted 
would amount to 350 hectares (866.1 arpents).  In May 2010, there were 78 sites which are to be 
given to employees having accepted the VRS 2, the ERS and the Blue print for factory closure. 
Ultimately, some 385 hectares would be needed. Of these 385 hectares (952.7 arpents), some 300 
hectares (742.4 arpents) would be transferred to the employees after deducting roads, green 
spaces etc and at a market value of Rs. 13.5 M per hectare (2.475 arpents), some Rs. 4.05 billion of 
value would be transferred to the employees.  The successful implementation of the VRS and land 
compensation is to be completed by 2012.  

6.6.2 Assessing the Livelihood of the VRS 2 Beneficiaries 

6.6.2.1  Data and Sampling Technique 

This part of the Study assesses the livelihood of the VRS beneficiaries after the sugar reforms.  We 
seek to understand how the changing productive and labour market structures, brought about by 
the EU sugar regime, affect the family and community relations of the VRS beneficiaries.   

The focus was primarily on VRS II beneficiaries for the simple reason that sugarcane workers who 
benefited from VRS I in 2001 have now reached the age of 60 or more and are within their normal 
retirement period.  Beneficiaries of VRS II are middle-aged workers who benefited from the scheme 
in 2007 and 2008.  Our sample includes beneficiaries from various regions of the country and from 
different sugar estates.   

The sample was designed in such a way as to allow for age, gender, length of service, occupation 
and remaining life-hood span of the individuals.  The stratified sample is obtained by independently 
selecting a separate sub-sample from each population stratum.  The population is divided into 
different groups based on characteristics such as gender, age, occupation and location of the 
respondent.  To determine the sample size, three criteria are specified namely the level of 
precision, the level of confidence or risk, and the degree of variability in the attributes being 
measured.259  

Assume that we do not know the variability in the proportion of VRS beneficiaries; therefore, 
assume proportion = 0.5 (maximum variability). Furthermore, suppose we desire a 90 per cent 
confidence level and e =±5 per cent is the level of precision. The resulting sample size is then 272. 
We use 5 per cent for the level of precision since it was expensive, time consuming and often 
impractical to visit the VRS beneficiaries.  Most of them live in the rural regions and near the sugar 
estates.  Long-distance travelling, as well as difficulties in looking for the VRS beneficiaries, 
increased the cost of the survey.  In fact, our data set thus covers 283 sugar-cane workers, which is 
representative of the total population of VRS II beneficiaries.   

A questionnaire was designed to assess the livelihood of the VRS II beneficiaries before and after 
the reforms.  The survey instrument was divided into different sections. The first section 
concentrates on the general profile of the respondent, including his/her age group, sex, region 
where he/she lives, his/her family size, number of dependent children and family support 
available, as well as the profile of the respondent’s children and parents.  The second section 
covers the last occupation of the respondent in the Sugar Industry and the third section includes 
their present activity or occupation and their daily/ monthly expenses, as well as the amount and 
use of compensation and land which they obtained together with training received in different 
fields.  The fourth section analyses the social and psychological dimension of the Scheme by 
analyzing the community life of the VRS beneficiaries.  Lastly, they were asked to give some 
general comments on the Sugar Industry, lifestyle of workers and the VRS package in the face of 
the EU sugar reforms.  
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6.6.2.2  Profile of VRS Beneficiaries 

From Figure 6.1 below, we note that the majority of the VRS II beneficiaries were between 55 and 
59 years old, 45.7 per cent of our respondents were within that age group.  17.7 per cent were 
between 50 and 54 years, while 3.6 per cent was within the age bracket of 35 to 49 years.  Further, 
33 per cent of the beneficiaries are now 60 and above.   

Figure 6.1: Age Profile of Respondents 

 

A breakdown by gender reveals that 10 per cent of the female VRS beneficiaries are below 50 
years, while male beneficiaries below 50 years represent only 1.8 percent of our sample (see Table 
32).  In fact this confirms that under VRS II, women retire younger 45 or 50 years as opposed to 50 
or 55 years for men.   

Table 32 Gender and Age Group 

Age Group Female (%) Male (%) 

<50 10.0 1.8 

50-55 33.3 22.1 

56-60 45.0 47.7 

>60 11.7 28.4 

In addition, from Figure 6.2, male respondents form 78.8 per cent of our sample and around 21 per 
cent are women.   

% 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 406 

Figure 6.2: VRS Respondents by Gender 

 

We also observe that 87 per cent of the VRS beneficiaries are married and 6 per cent are widowed.  
From a gender perspective, 57 per cent of the female beneficiaries are married while 10 per cent 
are single and 20 per cent are widowed.  8 per cent are divorced while 5 per cent are separated.   

With respect to their family size, we observe that most of the VRS beneficiaries (around 37.5 per 
cent) have 1 to 3 family members.  For the others, around 25 per cent have a household size of 
four, whilst 16 per cent and 7 per cent have respectively 5 and 6 family members in all. Around 5 
per cent have a household size of 7 people.  In addition, 48 per cent of the respondents have 1 to 2 
dependent family members and around 20 per cent and 10 per cent have 3 and 4 dependents, 
respectively.  This can be shown by the following table.  

Table 33 Household Size and Dependent Family Members 

Household Size Per cent (%) 
 

Dependent Family 
Members 

Percent (%) 

1 2.5 0 8.1 
2 12.4 1 25.4 
3 22.6 2 22.6 
4 25.1 3 20.5 
5 16.3 4 9.9 
6 7.4 5 1.1 
7 4.9 6 1.1 
8 3.2 >7 1.2 

 >8  5.8   

From Figure 6.3 below, we note that 81 per cent of the beneficiaries attended school and they 
were also asked the level of education which they have attained. This is shown in Table 34 where 
we observe a high per centage (48 per cent) have passed C.P.E. and completed education. 
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Figure 6.3: Educational Background of the VRS Beneficiaries 

 

Table 34 Educational Background of VRS Beneficiaries 

Education % 

Primary Education 

Std 1-Std 5 32.9 

Std 6 - Passed 48.1 

Secondary Education 

Form 1 3.2 

Form 2 2.3 

Form 3 4.2 

Form 4 5.3 

SC - Failed 1.1 

SC - Passed 2.5 

Our survey also demonstrates that around 75 per cent of the respondents were previously 
labourers, around 9 per cent were sirdars, 5 per cent were skilled workers, whilst 4.2 per cent 
were drivers.  This is shown by Figure 6.4 below. 
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Figure 6.4: Previous Occupations of the VRS Beneficiaries 

 

It was also noted that 50 per cent of female VRS beneficiaries were the bread winner of the family, 
while 94 per cent of male beneficiaries were the head of households.  Female head of households 
represent a large share of the sample, which implies that their wages obtained in the Sugar 
Industry play an important role for their family.  From Table 35, we note that most of the VRS 
beneficiaries (around 47 per cent) earned between Rs. 5,000 to Rs. 7,000 while around 24 per cent 
were in the income range of Rs. 7,000 to Rs. 9,000.  Those earning more than Rs. 9,000 made up of 
around 12.5 per cent of the sample and 9.5 per cent were in the lowest income bracket of less than 
Rs. 5,000. 

Table 35 Salary before the VRS 

 Frequency Percent 

Salary < 5000 27 9.5 

5000 < Salary < 7000 132 46.6 

7000 < Salary < 9000 69 24.4 

9000 < Salary < 12000 28 9.9 

> 12000 5 3.6 

Further, we study the average wage obtained as per the different occupations of the workers 
(Table 36).  On average, sirdars earn much more than the other categories of workers and the 
lowest pay was registered by labourers.  In fact the salary of the sirdars was 1.5 times higher than 
that of the labourer.  Drivers on average were earning Rs. 8,750 and a skilled worker’s wage was 
Rs. 8,668.  In addition, we find that the female VRS beneficiaries were all labourers and their 
average wage was Rs. 4,814 which is much lower than a male labourer earning Rs. 6,398. 

Table 36 Salary before the VRS by Occupation 

Salary Before VRS Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Driver 10 8750 4563 3000 20000 

Gardener 3 7133 231 7000 7400 

Labourer 201 6263 1575 2000 17000 

Sirdar 23 9557 1919 7000 15000 

Skilled worker 14 8668 2696 5700 15000 
6.6.2.3 Occupational Mobility 
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The Study also investigates the occupation of the parents and grandparents of the VRS beneficiaries 
(see Tables 37 and 38 below).  

 

Table 37 Occupation of Respondents’ Grandparents 

Grandfather's Job Number Percentage Grandmother's Job Number Percentage 
Labourer 69 24.4 Labourer 34 12.0 

Planter 3 1.1 Gardener 1 0.4 

Gardener 1 0.4 Housewife 43 15.2 

Unspecified 199 70.3 Unspecified 201 71.0 

Others 11 3.9 Others 4 1.4 

Total 283 100.0 Total 283 100.0 

 

Table 38 Occupation of Respondents’ Parents 

Father's Job Frequency Percent Mother's Job Frequency Percent 
Labourer 191 67.5 Labourer 148 52.3 

Planter 2 0.7 Planter 1 0.4 

Gardener 6 2.1 Housewife 120 42.4 

Others 84 29.7 Servant 3 1.1 

Total 283 100.0 Others 11 3.9 

  Total 283 100.0 

We note that for their grandfather was essentially labourer, while the grandmother was either 
labourer or housewife.  For their parents, we observe that for 67.5 per cent and 52.3 per cent of 
the respondents, their fathers and mothers were labourers, respectively. It can be said therefore 
that the present VRS beneficiaries have taken up the work of their parents which may not 
necessarily be the case of their children, as seen by Table 39. 

From the survey, 33.6 per cent of respondents do not have working children, while 31.8 per cent 
have 1 child working and 24 per cent have 2 working children in the family.  7 per cent and 2.5 per 
cent have respectively 3 and 4 working children.  The more the number of working children, the 
better it may be for the VRS beneficiaries in terms of income and a better standard of living.  For 
those respondents who have children of working age, they were asked for more information on the 
occupation on their first and second child.  This is shown in Table 39 below. 
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Table 39 Occupation of the First Child and Second Child 

 
Where does your first 

child work? 
Where does your second 

child work? 

 Frequency % Frequency % 
Skilled Worker 44 21.9 22 14.8 

Unskilled Worker 34 16.9 15 10.1 

Planter 3 1.5 4 2.7 

Labourer 5 2.5 2 1.3 

Student 10 5.0 12 8.1 

Factory Worker (EPZ Type) 8 4.0 4 2.7 

Salesman/clerical/storekeeper/fire-
fighter/policeman 

22 10.9 15 10.1 

Teacher/Inspector (Education Sector) 9 4.5 4 2.7 

Asst. manager 2 1.0 1 0.7 

Professional (accountant/Engineers) 15 7.5 7 4.7 

Call Centre 1 0.5 3 2.0 

No fixed job 3 1.5 1 0.7 

Others 12 6.0 9 6.0 

Unemployed 33 16.4 50 33.6 

We observe that for 21.9 per cent of the VRS beneficiaries, their first child is a skilled worker and 
further 7.5 per cent of their children are professionals.  For around 11 per cent of them, their first 
child work as salesman/clerical/policeman/fire-fighter but 16.4 per cent of the first child are 
unemployed.  It is also noted that around only 4 per cent of either the first or the second child 
works as planter or labourer.  We further note that for a large per centage (42.8 per cent), the first 
child is manual worker, showing that for most of them, they have been able to secure only an 
unskilled job with a relatively low pay.  Their children have not been able to move to a higher 
ladder in terms of occupation and income category.  Unemployment seems very much more 
pronounced for the second child.   

In fact, grouping the skilled worker, unskilled worker, planter, labourer, factory worker and ‘no 
fixed job’, as manual worker, we find that 48.3 % of the respondents’ first child is in a manual job. 
Further, if we include the categories ‘others’ and unemployed as manual workers, then the per 
centage go to 70.6 %. Thus, it indicates that out of 10 agricultural workers, 7 have their first child 
as manual worker, revealing a lack of upward social mobility. 

6.6.2.4 Landownership by Parents and Grandparents 

Further, we also analyse landownership by parents and grandparents of the VRS beneficiaries.  
Table 40 is a cross-tabulation on landownership. We argue that 24.4 per cent of the respondents’ 
grandparents possess land, while 52.3 per cent of the beneficiaries’ parents have a plot of land.  
Landownership is an important factor that has caused many to work on the sugarcane fields.  
However, in the sample, we also note that for many their family did not possess land.  This can also 
explain the reason behind the favourable reception of the VRS package by the sugarcane workers, 
since the package includes, not only cash compensation, but also a plot of land.  In the Mauritian 
context, land acquisition is an important asset and represents for the elderly, in particular, an 
undeniable achievement for their hard work on the estates. From Table 40, 51.2% of the labourers 
currently own a plot of land. 
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Table 40 Landownership by Parents and Grandparents 

 
Did your parents 
have land? 

Total Yes No 

Did your grandparents 
have land? 

Yes Count 53 16 69 

% within. Did your 
grandparents have land? 

76.8% 23.2% 100.0% 

% within. Did your 
parents have land? 

35.8% 11.9% 24.4% 

No Count 75 104 179 

% within. Did your 
grandparents have land? 

41.9% 58.1% 100.0% 

% within. Did your 
parents have land? 

50.7% 77.6% 63.3% 

 

Table 41 Landownership of VRS Beneficiaries 

Do you possess 
any land? 

Male Beneficiaries Female Beneficiaries Total 

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 
Yes 114 51.1 31 51.7 145 51.2 

No 99 44.4 26 43.3 125 44.2 

Unspecified 10 4.5 3 5.0 13 4.6 

Total 223 100.0 60 100.0 283 100.0 

6.6.2.5 Working Conditions on the Sugar Estates 

Around 64 per cent of the VRS beneficiaries seem to like their job on the sugar estates, while 36 
per cent did not like their working conditions (see Figure 6.5). 
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Figure 6.5: Perceived Working Conditions on the Sugar Estates 

 

For those 36 per cent, the following explanations were given.  For 32 per cent, the nature of the 
work was highly stressful and 43 per cent argue that they were more stressed because of the low 
salary.  Almost 28 per cent of the respondents claim that the working-time was not appropriate and 
33 per cent state that the work-load was cumbersome and difficult to manage.  Further around 25 
per cent argue that there were extensive pressure from the sirdars.  All these factors led to a very 
stressful working environment for the sugar-cane workers.  As far as their physical health is 
concerned, for many working on the sugar estates was not easy.  For 34 per cent of the 
respondents, the nature of the work on the estates affected their physical health and for around 31 
per cent and 34 per cent of them the working-hours and the heavy work-load were respectively 
significant elements affecting their health conditions.  For around 16 per cent of the VRS 
beneficiaries, their physical health was also affected by insufficient time for eating either for 
lunch-time or short breaks.  

Further, we observe that the health conditions of women workers were as much affected as those 
of their male counterparts (Table 42).  We note that a higher per centage of women (42 per cent) 
claim that they now have pains and 5 per cent went through operations compared to 2 per cent for 
men.   

   

Table 42 Impact of Work on the Sugar Estates on the Health of Male and Female VRS Beneficiaries 

Impact on Health Male Female 

  No. % No. % 

Not Affected 79 35.4 6 10 

Operation 5 2.2 3 5 

Sick 29 13 8 13.3 

Tired 51 22.9 11 18.3 

Pains 43 19.3 25 41.7 

Others 16 7.2 7 11.7 
 

6.6.2.6. Cash Compensation and Land 

In addition, when receiving their cash compensation, we note that only 54 per cent of them have 
saved their money.  The 46 per cent, who spent their money, have used it for different purposes.  
This can be shown in Figure 6.6: 
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Figure 6.6: Use of Cash Compensation 

 

With regard to the land, which they were entitled to, under the VRS, around 89 per cent of the 
surveyed respondents have not yet obtained their plots of land at the time of the survey.  For the 
11 per cent who have received their land, most of them (78 per cent) are not aware of the type of 
land they obtained.  Around 8 per cent and 14 per cent of them received respectively agricultural 
and residential land.  The land has more often been given to children (for 4.9 per cent of the 
respondents) or been used for cultivation (2.1 per cent) or can still be used for house construction 
(1.8 per cent) and 1.1 per cent of the beneficiaries sold the land.   

6.6.2.7 Present Activities and Income 

In addition, we also investigate on their present activities and income of the beneficiaries after the 
VRS (see Figure 6.7 and Table 43).  Our results show that 70 per cent of the beneficiaries are 
actually working and many of them are women.  78 per cent of women have re-entered the labour 
market, compared to 68 per cent for men.  This may confirm the earlier age of voluntary 
retirement by female sugar workers relative to the male workers, and often these women are 
widowed and are the heads of households; so they need to have an important source of income, 
essentially if they have to cater for their dependent children.260   

Figure 6.7: Employment Status of the VRS Beneficiaries 

 

%
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 Table 43 Employment Status by Gender 

Employment 
Male Female 

No. % No. % 

Not Working 71 31.8 13 21.7 

Working 152 68.2 47 78.3 

We observe that 45 per cent of the VRS beneficiaries were working with contractors of sugar 
estates and 31 per cent were actually casual workers on the same sugar estates where they were 
working before the VRS (see Table 44).  11.8 per cent were self-employed and around 5 per cent 
were working with different planters.  Adopting a gender perception, we note that 80 per cent of 
the women were working with contractors of the sugar estates and only 4.4 per cent are self-
employed compared to 14 per cent for men.  Around 9 per cent of women were working with other 
planters while 3 per cent of men engage in a similar activity. 

Overall, in the end, 76.4% of all the labourers, after having taken the VRS package, found 
themselves working over again on the sugar estates as casual labourers, no longer enjoying the 
wages and benefits of the permanent employees. 

Table 44 Present Occupations by Gender 

Present Occupation 
Male Female 

No. % No. % 

On contract with sugar estates 59 39.3 2 4.4 

With planters 5 3.3 4 8.9 

With contractors of sugar estates 52 34.7 36 80 

Self-employed 21 14 2 4.4 

Others 13 8.7 1 2.2 

Further, we analyse the income of the VRS beneficiaries after having accepted the Scheme (see 
Figure 6.8 below).  We see that, now, most of them have moved in the lower-income bracket of  
Rs. 1,000 to Rs. 6,000 after the reform which makes them worse off than before the VRS.  Women, 
in particular, are more affected since around 62 per cent of them are now in the income group Rs. 
2,000 to Rs. 4,000.  Men (29.4 per cent), in turn, found themselves more in the income category of 
Rs. 4,000 to Rs. 6,000 and that around 17 per cent of them earned more than Rs. 8,000. 
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Figure 6.8: Income of the VRS Beneficiaries after the Scheme 

 

 

6.6.2.8 Expenditure 

Similarly, we also analyse the expenses of the VRS beneficiaries.  It was observed, from Table 45, 
that 10.4 per cent of them spend only between Rs. 2,000 – Rs. 4,000 per month.  However, for most 
of them expenditure exceeds their present income.  For around 35 per cent of the respondents, 
their expenses are in excess of Rs. 4,000 to Rs. 6,000 while for the majority (around 58 per cent) 
expenditure is in the bracket of Rs. 8,000 to Rs. 10,000.  Expenditure even exceeds  
Rs. 10,000 for 46 per cent of the beneficiaries.  Based on a comparison with their salary before the 
VRS in Table 45, we note that most of them have a salary between Rs. 5,000 to Rs. 7,000 which 
shows that by far expenditure exceeds income earned of most of the beneficiaries in our sample.  
These results are in line with a previous study on VRS beneficiaries for Mauritius.261  Expenditure 
was concentrated mainly on food, water, electricity and phone bills as well as transport costs.   

Table 45 Expenses of the VRS Respondents 

Expenses (rs) Female Beneficiaries Male Beneficiaries All Beneficiaries 

2000-4000 8.6 1.8 3.2 

>4000-6000 24.1 10.5 13.4 

>6000-8000 25.9 17.3 19.1 

>8000-10000 24.1 34.1 32.0 

>10,000-12,000 10.3 10.9 10.8 

>12,000-15,000 6.9 18.2 15.8 

>15,000 0.00 7.3 5.8 

We also analyse differences in expenditure pattern by gender (Figure 6.9 below) and note that most 
of them (25 per cent) spent more than Rs. 6,000 and less than Rs. 8,000 and 24 per cent have an 
expenditure bracket of Rs. 4,000 to Rs. 6,000.  Male beneficiaries are more likely to spend between 
Rs. 8,000 to Rs. 10,000 which is much higher than that of their female counterparts. 
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Figure 6.9: Expenditure by Gender 

 

6.6.2.9 Training 

Under the VRS II, many also benefitted from training programmes.  From our sample, we observe 
that around 62 per cent were entitled to a training programme, but only 29 per cent attended the 
training sessions, whilst 38 per cent were not interested in any training.  This can be shown by 
Figure 6.10 below.   

Figure 6.10: Training 

 

 

Table 46 Training from a Gender Perspective 

Training 
Male Female 

No. % No. % 

No Training 81 36.3 27 45 

Didn't Attend Training 70 31.4 22 36.7 

Yes 72 32.3 11 18.3 
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From Table 46, we note that 45 per cent of women did not benefit from training and 36 per cent 
did not attend the training sessions, while only 18 per cent were trained in their preferred activity.  
It is also observed that 32 per cent of male beneficiaries benefitted from training.  The different 
types of training obtained can be shown in Table 47.  Most of the VRS beneficiaries (around 22 per 
cent) received training in gardening, followed by training in cooking, and around 3.2 per cent were 
interested in plumbing.  For those who chose training, they wanted to learn something new or even 
broaden their existing knowledge, especially in the field of agriculture.  For around 17 per cent of 
them, the training was beneficial and helped them in their daily activities and also to enhance their 
present work. Overall, the training provided seems not to have satisfied the objective of re-skilling 
as defined in MAAS. 

Table 47 Training Obtained by the VRS Respondents 

Type of Training Received Percent 

Gardening 22.2 

Rearing of animals 1.8 

Cooking 4.9 

Mechanic 0.4 

Plumbing 3.2 

Others 5.3 

6.6.2.10 Social Dimension of the VRS  

The last aspect which our survey covers is the psychological and social dimension of the Scheme.  
We investigated more in their social network and essentially their other VRS beneficiaries living in 
the locality.  For most of them (around 80 per cent), they still meet their VRS counterparts and for 
around 40 per cent of them, they meet their friends on a daily basis.  For 11 per cent, they get 
together only one to three times per month, while for 10.6 per cent of the respondents, they see 
their friends at work, that is five days a week, since they are still employed as casual workers on 
the sugar estates.  They were also asked to how the closure of factories has affected the daily life 
of their local community and its people.  From their viewpoint, closures of shops and businesses 
have only been moderately affected.  For around 7 per cent of the respondents, there is a lack of 
social activities in the locality and no gathering place to meet their friends.   We also investigated 
their drinking and smoking habits.  We explored whether with the VRS, they have more time for 
themselves, and it this may have led to a rise in the consumption of alcohol and cigarettes.  Though 
the responses to our questions may be biased, since we may not have an honest response, we could 
however, note that there could have been a rise in alcohol and cigarettes consumption after the 
VRS. The impact of VRS on community life and on the drinking and smoking habits of the 
beneficiaries needs to be studied in a more elaborate manner.   

6.6.2.11 Views on the VRS Package 

We also analyse their attitudes and thoughts on the VRS package and on the future of the Sugar 
Industry.  85 per cent of them think that it was a good decision to accept the VRS for a number of 
reasons. Moreover, there is a higher per centage of women (35%) than men (9.4%) who found that 
the decision to accept VRS was not good, as per Table 48. 

Table 48 Analysis of views on the VRS package by Gender 

  

Gender 

Total Male Female 
Was it a good decision to accept 
VRS? 

Yes Count 202 39 241 

% within Gender 90.60% 65.00% 85.20% 
No Count 21 21 42 

% within Gender 9.40% 35.00% 14.80% 
Total Count 223 60 283 
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% within Gender 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

  Different reasons have also been specified by those who thought that they should not have taken 
the VRS.  These are shown in Table 49.   

Table 49 VRS Package: Good Decision or Bad Decision? Why? 

Good Decision to Accept the 
VRS % 

Not a Good Decision to Accept the 
VRS 

 
% 

To be landowner 11.0 Already spent all money 2.5 

Age factor 27.9 Not same facility as before 2.1 

To get the money 21.6 Working conditions worse now 0.7 

Work becoming tougher 5.7 No other option available 4.6 

No other option available 6.4 Others 3.9 

No one to help me 0.7   

Health factor 10.2   

Others 3.2   

We note that for 28 per cent of them, the VRS package was a blessing because of their age and 22 
per cent found the cash compensation an interesting financial package.  Also, being a landowner is 
an important factor which makes the VRS attractive for 11 per cent of the respondents.  In 
addition, working on the sugar estates has not been an easy job; the working conditions, as seen 
above, have had a negative impact on the health status of many.  Their deteriorating health has 
been a significant element for many (10 per cent in the sample) in accepting the VRS.  The VRS has 
not been a good thing for many since they have already spent all the money (2.5 per cent of the 
respondents), or they do not obtain the same facility as before (2.1 per cent of the respondents), 
and for around 5 per cent of them, they had no choice than to accept the scheme; in other words, 
they had no other option made available to them.   

An analysis of the response by job shows that the higher income groups are more likely to find that 
it was a good decision to accept VRS; in particular, 100% of the sirdars and the skilled workers do 
think so. 

We also analyse their living conditions after the Scheme and we observe that 22.6 per cent of the 
respondents have the same standard of living as before and 8.5 per cent are even better off (see 
Figure 6.11); 29.3 per cent find that life is fine. For 20.5 per cent of them, they face difficulties 
having a decent living standard because of the fixed compensation and rising inflation, namely 
rising food prices.  For around 15 per cent, life is worse after the VRS, it is difficult for them to 
manage.  



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 419 

Figure 6.11: Life after the VRS 

 

Further, we note that 56.5 per cent of the respondents believe that the VRS is a good package but 
22.3 per cent argue that it is appropriate essentially for the old people, and not necessarily for the 
younger workers.  11.7 per cent state that the VRS is not a beneficial scheme. This is shown in 
figure 6.12. 

 

Figure 6.12: Opinion on the VRS Package 
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6.7 The Cheap Labour Policy of the Post-Independence Period 

6.7.1 The Export Processing Zone (EPZ) 

In 1970, the Export Processing Zone (EPZ) was established in Mauritius and the Export Processing 
Zone Act was passed. The Act provided major incentives to manufacturers catering for foreign 
markets. Moreover, firms within the EPZs equally benefited from the availability of cheap labour 
which came from unemployed workers and women who were outside the labour force at that 
time.262 In his paper, Ali Zafar elaborated as follows 

“According to interviews with textile executives located in the EPZ, 80 per cent of 
workers in the EPZs in the 1980s were women. The rate has decreased somewhat in 
the 1990’s and 2000’s, but women continue to be more than 60 per cent of the 
workers in the zones. The lower wages that were paid to the workers in the EPZs in 
the early years allowed the firms to accumulate capital and reinvest the earnings 
into the firm’s expansion.” 

History has repeated itself. About one hundred and thirty years ago, the plantocracy recruited 
indentured labourers from a vast reservoir of cheap labour found in British India. As a result, the 
plantocracy accumulated capital which was partly siphoned off to financiers/ investors abroad 
(Britain and France mainly) and partly reinvested in modernising the sugar factories. The new 
dimension, this time, lies in the fact that the reservoir of cheap labour came from within Mauritius: 
women and the unemployed. As argued in chapter 5, unemployment and poverty were the direct 
consequences of policies of free trade by British Imperial Government and of cheap labour policy of 
the Colonial Government and the plantocracy. 

For this process of capital accumulation to be successful, there was a need to control the labour 
force and, even to coerce it into accepting special working conditions applicable in the EPZ and not 
applicable in other sectors of the economy. Certain key features of the EPZ Act of 1970 are 
highlighted to illustrate the point. 

Firstly, the notorious policy of ‘double-cut’ for absenteeism which was prevalent in the Sugar 
Industry during the period of indentured labour was introduced in the EPZ Act. It stipulated: 

“An employee who without his employer’s consent or without good and sufficient 
case absents himself from work on a day which immediately proceeds or follows a 
public holiday, shall forfeit one normal day’s pay in the next following week or if 
he is entitled to paid holidays the amount which would have been accrued to him 
in respect of the next ensuing paid holiday.”263 

Secondly, new legislation, not in line with existing legislation and practice, was included on the 
issue of severance allowance and termination of service.  Section 14, paragraph 18 stipulated  

“When an employee reckons not less than three years continuous service with an 
employer and his services are terminated, he shall be entitled to receive 
compensation which shall be equivalent to not less than two weeks’ wages for each 
year of service he reckons with an employer.”264 

The Legislation prevalent in other sectors of the economy provided for the payment of severance 
allowance after twelve months of continuous service with an employer. With respect to termination 
of service, section 14 paragraph 9, stipulated that 

“The provisions of the termination of contracts of service ordinance 1963 shall not 
apply to any contract of employment between an employee and his employer.” 

Thirdly, the working week for workers of EPZ was of forty-five hours duration and overtime work 
for ten hours was, in practice, made compulsory. The Act provided for the following clauses: 

a) “An Employee shall not be made to work overtime for more than ten hours per 
week. 
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b) An employee may be required to work for more than the normal number of 
hours on any day other than a public holiday and no payment for overtime 
shall thereupon accrue to the employee if the number of hours of actual work 
in the week does not exceed forty-five.” 

Overtime work was made compulsory on the one hand, and worse still, was payable only after a 
working week of forty-five hours. In many sectors of the economy, overtime work was paid on a 
daily basis where necessary. Ali Zafar summed up succinctly the situation prevailing at that time in 
the EPZ: 

“Firms within the EPZ were subject to general labour laws (including minimum 
wages) but were free to fire workers, to demand compulsory overtime work, and 
to penalise workers heavily for absenteeism.”265 

There is no doubt that with the establishment of the EPZ in the 1970s and its expansion in the 
1980s, unemployment was reduced considerably and the economy benefited substantially, with the 
growth rate of the EPZ’s value added being close to 30 per cent annually between 1983 and 1988. 
Moreover, employment fluctuates over the years. But the major issue is that this was done in a 
manner similar to the growth of the Sugar Industry in the 19th and 20th centuries whereby the 
workers’ share in the wealth created was minimal and their working conditions were such that it 
was to a certain extent like coercible labour. 

The Export Oriented Enterprises (as the EPZ is to be known as from 2006) employed, by March 2001, 
93,218 workers of whom 30,783 and 62,435 were respectively males and females, giving a ratio of 
nearly 1:2 in favour of female workers. With the restructuring of the sector, there were many 
redundancies so that by June 2009, there were 58,066 workers of whom 24,451 and 33,615 were 
respectively males and females, giving a ratio of 1:14 or 5:7 in favour of female workers. Of the 
35,000 workers made redundant, about 29,000 were women and about 6,000 were men. Thus 
women are the most vulnerable group in the labour force in that sector.  

In the process of restructuring, wages went up compared to the 1980s; but nevertheless, in the 
textile sector, monthly wages in March 2002 went down from Rs. 7,039 to Rs. 6,236 in March 2008 
in real terms (using 2001 as base year). The wages reached its March 2002 level in March 2009. As 
wages go up, the share of females in the labour force in this sector goes down. The obvious 
question is: “What happens to the 35,000 workers made redundant and, in particular, to the 29,000 
women?”  

6.7.2 Migrant Labour 

There are essentially three sets of problems faced by migrant labour. Firstly, the dormitories 
provided to the migrant workers are awful and the established criteria are not respected. Secondly, 
in certain cases, working conditions are not respected. Thirdly, very often migrant workers have 
two contracts; one which they get in their country of origin which usually provides very favourable 
conditions (e.g. wages); then another contract which is the real one, and which they have in 
Mauritius. 

Whilst it is rather difficult for the State to intervene in the third problem mentioned above, it is 
indeed disturbing that Mauritius, having had the experience of both the labour of enslaved people 
and indentured labour, should allow the awful conditions to prevail. Migrant workers represent an 
asset to employers because of their understandable ‘flexibility’ to work many hours in a given 
week, as opposed to Mauritian workers. 

It is the duty of the State not to allow conditions prevailing under indenture period to be 
reproduced, if only on a limited scale, in the 21st century.  
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6.8 The Cooperative Movement after independence 

6.8.1 The Initial Phase 

In the first years following Independence, it seems that the cooperative movement evolved along 
the path it had developed over the previous few years. Initially, there was some progress in the 
number of Cooperative Societies and their membership as shown in Table 50.266 

Table 50 Cooperative Societies and their Membership (1970-1973) 

1970-1971 1971-1972 1972-1973 
Societies 
No. 

Members 
No. 

Societies 
No. 

Members 
No. 

Societies 
No. 

Members 
No. 

Mauritius 
Secondary 
Societies 6 682 9 755 9 796 
Primary 
Societies 304 34198 338 37881 373 42881 

Rodrigues 
Primary 
Societies 32 4671 33 5403 38 5460 

Total 342 39551 380 44039 420 49137 

Between 1971 and 1973, there was an increase in the number of cooperative societies and in the 
membership respectively of 22.8% and 24.23%. 

Moreover, the report did not convey any information on the functioning and management of the 
societies. By June 1983, the Ministry of Information and Cooperatives produced a White Paper in 
Cooperative Development which provided a good insight in the cooperative movement at that time 
and which made bold proposals, which, it seems, were not implemented. At that time, the 
cooperative movement was facing a credibility gap, as it had a tarnished public image. There were 
four proposals:267 

i. The cooperative movement should gradually reduce its dependence on Government support 
and eventually develop a self-reliant people’s cooperative movement; 

ii. It should not be the domain of a privileged few; 
iii. It should promote workers’ cooperatives, including the involvement of the unemployed; 
iv. The cooperative movement should no longer stick to single-purpose, small and unviable 

societies. Instead, it should develop multi-purpose societies which provide an integrated 
range of goods and services. 

For the success in the implementation of these proposals, there was a need for a change in the 
attitudes/mind-set of all co-operators and equally, there should be structural changes in the 
cooperative movement. 

Moreover, in the key secondary societies, the Mauritius Cooperative Union Ltd (MCU) and the 
Mauritius Cooperative Central Bank Ltd (MCCB), the constitution of the board of management and 
their internal management showed serious shortcomings. For the MCU, an Executive Committee 
under the general control of a Central Committee constituted its management structure. The 
representatives of the Cooperative Credit Societies, elected at the Annual General Assembly, were 
often the Secretaries of the Societies who were paid employees. Thus these paid employees or 
Secretaries wielded power of decision at the highest level of management, whilst they had no right 
to vote in their society. Further, “the paid employees or secretaries, who became Directors of the 
Union, have their books of accounts sometimes audited by the Union staff, i.e. their own 
employees”.268 

In a similar manner, at the MCCB Board of Management, the Secretaries of Cooperative Credit 
Societies were very much represented. And there was the obvious conflict of interests, since the 
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Secretaries of the societies became “both the Directors of the bank and the Executors of the bank’s 
policies at field level and a kind of middlemen of the bank’s broker”.269 

It is beyond imagination that such obvious threats to the proper running of the MCU and MCCB did 
prevail for so long. There were still other factors which hampered the development of the 
cooperative movement: the existence of many small cooperative societies designed to cater for a 
single service, scant interest from the members, absence of proper planning and of scientific 
management. Although thereafter there would be general positive development in the number of 
cooperative societies and their membership, on the other hand, the inherent shortcomings of the 
MCCB, together with other management problems, would, in the end, bring about the collapse of 
the Mauritius Cooperative Central Bank Ltd. 

6.8.2 The Collapse of the MCCB 

In December 1993, a Commission of Enquiry was set up to inquire into the operations and 
management of the former Mauritius Cooperative Central Bank, with Mr. Yip Tong as unique 
member. 

The findings of the Commission of Enquiry revealed major shortcomings on the part of the General 
Manager and the Board of Management.270 Since his appointment, the General Manager had a policy 
to increase massively the loans/advances portfolio of the Bank. To do so, he admitted Associate 
Members as opposed to Cooperative Society Members; yet the Bank’s rules did not provide for the 
admission of such Associate Members. The Commission noted that:  

“A small credit financing strategy was overnight converted into a full fledged 
banking institution. Existing systems and procedures were totally inadequate and 
existing staff incompetent to deal with assessment, control and monitoring of the 
huge loans granted in the period. As a result operating results were damaging with 
accumulated losses of Rs 71.4 million incurred on 29 February, 1992”. 

Moreover, there were glaring malpractices on the part of Management and on the part of some 
Directors, who were members of the Board of Management. Some of these malpractices were: 

i. As early as 1988, the Bank of Mauritius report was highly critical of the Bank’s systems and 
procedures. “Besides, advances aggregating Rs. 16 million are sub-standard or show major 
irregularities, such as lack of proper sanction, drawings allowed for in excess of 
sanctioned limits, inadequate security...”271 

ii. The General Manager did not give due consideration to the auditor’s report. He even had 
the auditors for 1990/91 replaced at a Special General Meeting. Another firm of auditors 
expressed their unwillingness to continue as auditors. 

iii. Some members and Chairman of the Board of Directors had some special, if not privileged 
treatment and made matters worse. Thus, there was the practice of paying commissions 
by the bank up to 1992, though they were generally not welcome by the banking sector. 
The commission highlighted “… substantial commissions were paid to the same person, a 
one time director of the bank, over the years”.272 Further the Commission noted that two 
past Chairman had taken substantial loans and facilities from the Bank. 

By 1995, the Government decided to close the MCCB. By then, the impact of the failure of the 
MCCB did much harm to the cooperative movement, causing discouragement among co-operators 
and the public at large. As far back as 1983, in the White Paper on Cooperative Development, it 
was stated that the cooperative movement had already a bad name; the collapse of the MCCB could 
only worsen further the image of the cooperative movement. 

Moreover, since 1991 there has been a marked tendency for the percentage of planters who were 
members of Cooperative Credit Societies to decrease progressively. Table 51 highlights that trend. 
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Table 51 Distribution of planters and CCS planters* over the years 

Year No. of planters 
CCS planters* 

No. % 

1985 34,634 24,832 71.7 

1990 34,130 23,714 69.5 

1991 33,148 22,534 68.0 

1995-96 29,323 17,941 61.2 

2000-01 28,461 14,245 50.1 

2005 26,898 13,001 48.3 

2007 24,342 11,641 47.8 

2009 21,498 9,919 46.1 

Source: SIFB Annual Reports 

* CCS planters are planters who are members of a Cooperative Credit Society 

Table 51 reveals that, firstly, the number of sugarcane planters has been decreasing substantially 
from 34,634 in 1985 to 21,498 in 2009; there has been a decrease of 38 %. Secondly, the number of 
CCS planters has been decreasing in similar manner. From 71.7 % of the planters being in CCS in 
1985, the per centage has dropped to 46.1 %, i.e. less than 50 %. There are several reasons for this 
decrease; the collapse of the MCCB would be only one of these at a given point in time. 

6.8.3 The survival and revival of the Cooperative Movement 

In spite of various problems the cooperative movement kept on functioning; the number of Primary 
Cooperative Societies during the period 2003-2006 kept on increasing progressively from 416 to 
461.273 Similarly, the membership increased from 138,446 to 142,972. As at end June 2006, the 
Primary Cooperative Societies were prevalent in many economic activities: agricultural marketing, 
credit, fishing, pig-rearing and marketing, tea credit and marketing, livestock, mechanisation, 
consumer stores, credit unions, bus-ownership and housing. 

And there were some cases of successful cooperative societies which received coverage in the 
publication ‘The passion of the people: Successful Cooperative Experiences in Africa’ (2008), by the 
Cooperative and Policy Alternative Center (COPAC). It is worth mentioning briefly the three cases 
covered in that publication: Medine Camp de Masque Cooperative Credit Society, Vacoas Popular 
Multi-Purpose Cooperative Society Limited and Fair Price Cooperative Stores.274 All these three 
cases represent interesting features according to each case. 

In the case of the Fair Price Cooperative stores, it is frankly written that “The history of nepotism 
and patronage in former cooperative stores is a lesson well learned by the federation.”275 There is a 
concern that the next generation of cooperation is not being produced; hence there is an urgent 
need in education at grass roots level as well as in the formal education system. 

As far as the Vacoas Popular Multi-Purpose Cooperative society is concerned, it ensures that any 
surplus generated remains in the cooperative. Moreover, it regrets that it does not receive support 
from the cooperative division in the Ministry. 

The Medine Camp de Masque Cooperative Credit Society had a long history in the traditional sugar 
sector. It was formed in February 15, 1914. Its members are mainly small-scale, part-time planters 
with less than one hectare (i.e. about 2.3 arpents) of land and its main activities are loans, 
procurement and marketing. The society gets involved in the community and further helps its own 
members by contributing to the setting up of an Information and Technology Centre as well as a 
cooperative store. Moreover, strong family ties tend to influence the choice of people to occupy 
certain key positions like the post of Secretary. Thus, it is written that “for example, the secretary 
of the cooperative is the third generation cooperative member (his grandfather was one of the 
founding members and his father was a secretary for years as well) and remembers growing up in 
the cooperative.” Whilst “growing up in the cooperative” certainly helps, on the other hand, family 
ties have been found to be a threat to proper functioning of cooperative societies in the past. 
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6.8.4 Successes and New Perspectives  

It is appropriate to note that, as at December 2010, there are 918 cooperative societies in Mauritius 
and Rodrigues operating in 30 different sectors, with a turnover of Rs. 4.5 billion and total 
membership of 159,853.276 In particular, the cooperative sector marked a significant contribution in 
certain areas. In agricultural production, it caters for 75 % of onion production, 40 % of potato 
production, 70 % of fresh green vegetables, 10 % of sugar production. In national bus transport, its 
contribution is 40 %. 

Cooperative spirit can be used, to different degrees in various aspects of economic and social life. 
In the modern world of globalization, where threats from big enterprises/companies from within, 
and from transnational enterprises from without, there is the potential to cooperate and transform 
these threats into opportunities. As far back as 1963, Balogh and Benett mentioned that two sugar 
factories were run on a cooperative basis to some extent for their milling operations. More 
recently, in the distribution sector, some medium ‘supermarkets’ have grouped together and have 
been ordering their goods as a big purchasing unit. This has helped them to obtain cheaper prices 
for their goods and has created conditions for them to compete with the ‘big’ supermarkets. 

In the sugar sector, small planters grouped in cooperatives are being encouraged to undergo a Fair 
Trade Certification process, which provides for a premium of US$ 60 per ton of sugar. There is a 
joint project involving OIM group (The Consultants for Fair Trade), Ministry of Business, Enterprises 
and Cooperatives, Ministry of Agro Industry, Mauritius Sugar Syndicate and Mauritius Sugar Authority 
which aims at having a greater number of small planters choosing to produce their sugar cane, by 
adhering to the norms and standards of Fair Trade Certification, and eventually to increase total 
production of Fair Trade sugar and its consequent Fair Trade premium. 

Equally important is the fact that the planters will be empowered through their cooperative 
societies to be involved in sustainable and community development.  

The Fair Trade Certification provides the following benefits: 

i. Stable price of sugar – US$ 150 per ton; 
ii. Fair Trade Premium for Community Development Programmes – US$ 60 per ton of sugar 

produced; 
iii. Empowerment of planters and workers.  

In Phase 1 of the project, five Cooperative Credit Societies obtained their Fair Trade Certification 
in October 2009; they produced 3,000 tons; thus, they received US$ 180,000 premium, i.e. approx. 
Rs. 5,400,000. 

In Phase 2, 27 CCS have been certified by June 2011, producing 12,990 Metric Tons. The 32 CCS 
have received Fair Trade Premium of US$ 271,533 as at July 2011. The Mauritius Sugar Authority 
covered the accreditation cost of Rs. 325,000. The Fair Trade sugar sold as at July 2011 was 4,525 
Metric tons. 

Sustainable development is one of the criteria used by Fair Trade; in Mauritius, for example, the 
use of gramoxone is prohibited and the planters involved agreed to abide by this criterion. Also, 
there is an auditing of internal management of all cooperative societies so that, in turn, Good 
Governance is being encouraged. 

Thus, both the cooperative movement and the small planters will benefit from the Fair Trade 
Initiative. 

6.9 The Labour Struggles of the Post-Independence Period and the New Labour Systems 

6.9.1 Post Independence Labour Struggles 

The conditions facing Mauritius on the eve of Independence were favourable, not surprisingly, to 
the development of some major struggles of the labouring classes in the 1970s; other political 
developments on the part of the Government and the emergence of new political forces/parties, 
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the main one being the Mouvement Militant Mauricien, contributed significantly to these struggles, 
in some way or the other. 

The level of unemployment and of poverty was very pronounced in the early years of Independent 
Mauritius; there was a policy of wage freeze in the early 1970s. As a consequence, there was a 
policy of some resistance on the part of the working class. In the early 1970s, there were strikes on 
a small scale in different economic sectors like the tea industry, the sack factory, the Municipality 
of Beau Bassin/Rose Hill and the power sector (Central Electricity Board).277 

Moreover, as opposed to the 1930s, there already existed Trade Unions and Federations of Trade 
Unions so that new Trade Unions Federation, the General Workers Federation (GWF), faced some 
resistance on the part of the former prevailing in various sectors of the economy, including the 
Sugar Industry. 

The State reacted to the situation by adopting a mixture of anti-democratic and repressive 
legislations such as the Public Order Act of 1970 on the one hand, and attempts to solve problems, 
on the other hand. Moreover, the former did not prevent the development of major strikes in 1971 
by the workers under the leadership of the new Trade Unions and their Federation. For example, 
there was a major strike of the Public Transport (by bus) Employees in 1971 which was declared 
illegal by the State. Moreover, the State appointed a Judge, Mr. D. Ramphul, to study the various 
issues relating to the strike. 

In his Report, released on the 17th November 1971, Mr. D. Ramphul declared that the strike was 
legal and awarded an increase of 15% in the wages of the workers in Public Transport Sector; he 
criticised the Ministry of Labour for not managing properly the chain of events.278 

Similarly, in November 1971, the dockers obtained an increase of 12% in their wages, following 
strikes organised by them.279 And the Plantation Workers Union, grouping the ‘old’ Trade Unions of 
Labourers and Artisans of the Sugar Industry, campaigned for the implementation of this decision 
for the workers of the Sugar Industry. And effectively, this decision was implemented, for all 
sectors of the economy, including the public service. 

With the growing discontent among the workers, the Government amended the “Trade Disputes 
Ordinance” of 1954, with a view to rendering it difficult to hold a strike. Further, the Special 
Mobile Force was called in to disembark goods in the harbour during a strike by dockers.280 

By December 1971, a strike started by the Dockers led to a general strike involving many key 
sectors of the economy: Public Transport, the CEB and the Sugar Industry, amongst others. The 
State declared a state of emergency and the Riot Unit of the Police Force intervened to break up 
many public gatherings. And the general strike was called off with many Trade Union leaders of 
GWF put in prison. 

In fact in 1971, there were 19 work stoppages involving 25,845 workers, with 142,916 man days 
lost.281 The aftermath of these strikes of 1971 was harsh for the workers, in particular, and for the 
population at large in so far that certain basic democratic rights were being threatened and even 
denied. 

C. Bhagirutty wrote:  

«Cette vague de répression allait laisser des séquelles des années après, quand le 
gouvernement vota deux lois iniques, le Public Order Act (POA) qui interdit les 
rassemblements publics sans autorisation préalable de la police et l’Industrial 
Relations Act (IRA) véritable écharde dans les pieds du mouvement syndical, 
puisqu’il rend toute grève pratiquement illégale par de longues et fastidieuses 
procédures bureaucratiques. »282  

In a nutshell, that brief description of the POA and the IRA sums up the fundamental issues at 
stake. Moreover, the repressive legislation was not sufficient to nip in the bud the willingness of 
the workers to keep on with their struggles for decent wages and appropriate working conditions. 
Thus, in 1973, there were 9 work stoppages involving 29,738 workers, with 88,588 man days lost.283  
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In that year, “a long standing issue on the question of non-recognition of workers as permanent and 
pensionable employees by the Mauritius Sugar Producers Association (MSPA) resulted in a strike by 
the Plantation Workers Union in 1973. As a result of this strike, an agreement was reached with the 
MSPA to the effect that daily-paid workers, after a period of twelve months, should be considered 
as permanent employees and thus be covered by the Sugar Industry Pension Fund.”284  

In fact, the Plantation Workers Union succeeded in winning some improvements in their working 
conditions and various fringe benefits. In the second half of the 1970s, there were many work 
stoppages, involving many workers, as highlighted in Table 52 below. 

Table 52 Work Stoppages, Number of Workers Involved, Number of Man Days Lost285 

Year 
No. of 

Stoppages No. of Workers Involved 
No. of Man Days 

Lost 

1975 69 88,075 124,586 

1976 86 67,841 114,716 

1977 41 9,629 11,644 

1978 33 42,813 46,571 

1979 29 64,698 373,058 

1980 7 3,760 12,548 

In 1978 and 1979, the Plantation Workers’ Union on the one hand, the Sugar Industry Labourers 
Union (SILU) and the Union of Artisans of the Sugar Industry (UASI) of the GWF, went on strike. In 
1978 and 1979, the Plantation Workers Union went on strike to protest against the closure of the 
sugar factories Solitude and Réunion and to have improvement in various working conditions of the 
labourers and artisans of the Sugar Industry. The PWU succeeded in winning over some of the 
demanded improvements. Thereafter, the SILU and UASI started a campaign and a strike on the 
following issues: the recognition of them as Trade Unions by MSPA, an increase in wages to 
compensate for rise in cost of living, against the closure of sugar factories, a five-day week for 
labourers and a 40-hour week for artisans and for a productivity bonus.286 

The Trade Union leaders went on hunger strike. In the end, a deal was struck between the Trade 
Unions and the Government; but, meanwhile, 2000 workers lost their jobs because of the strike and 
some Trade Union leaders were arrested. 

Industrial Relations in the Sugar Industry were very often questioned by the Trade Unions; it 
seemed that till then, the sugar oligarchy found it hard to envisage industrial relations in new 
perspectives, whereby workers would be treated as human beings with basic human rights, and 
expecting decent wages and working conditions. Mr. Balogh’s and Bennett’s views were still 
relevant.287 

Another sector where workers were unhappy and went on strike was the Export Processing Zone 
(EPZ). The EPZ represented a sector where since the 1970s, the Government applied a policy of 
particularly cheap labour, with rather restrictive legislation concerning overtime and the notorious 
‘double-cut’ system of the period of indentured labour. The Government wanted to reassure the 
investors in that sector, both foreign and local, but at the expense of the workers. Thus, in 1985, as 
a result of mistreatment of two female workers, there was a one-day strike; the State decided to 
send the Special Mobile Force to the sites of work. Similarly, in January 1989, the workers of the 
EPZ demonstrated against the closure of factories and the Riot Unit of the Police Force was sent 
and the workers were attacked.288 It seemed that Trade Union leaders of the Trade Union 
Federation, FTU, had to give up their struggle on the one hand, and thereafter, there were hardly 
any strike in the sector. 

By the 1990s and 2000s, there were no work stoppages involving a significant number of workers. 
Moreover, it is of importance to note that, after sometime, political parties, once in power, tend to 
ignore the legitimate aspirations of the workers as expressed by their Trade Unions. As a result, 
there is a split between the political party and the Trade Union with which the party was linked 
previously. The Plantation Workers Union took a decision to sever links with the Labour Party in 
1981.  



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission 428 

C. Bhagirutty explained:  

«Après un cheminement long de 43 ans avec le Parti Travailliste, le syndicat décida de 
prendre ses distances du parti qui, à ses yeux, ne représentait plus les aspirations légitimes 
des travailleurs comme indiqué dans une lettre que le président de la PWU adressa au 
secrétaire-général du P.Tr le 24 avril 1981, énumérant les raisons de la désaffiliation. »289  

Similarly, quite some years later, the General Workers Federation would sever its links with the 
MMM. 

6.9.2 Labour Legislation and Labour System 

The Labour Legislation and Labour System prevailing in the 1970s was that set up during the 
colonial period. During the 1950s and the 1960s, there were some positive developments in the 
enactment of some labour legislation. In particular, there were firstly the Trade Dispute Ordinance 
(GN 36) of 1954 which provided for the unrestricted right to strike, except for employees in 
essential services. Then, secondly, the Trade Union Ordinance of 1965 provided for the right to 
declare a strike if there is a deadlock at the level of negotiations/conciliation. 

The enactment of the Industrial Relations Act of 1974 unfortunately turned the clock backwards in 
terms of certain basic rights of workers, especially the right to strike, when compared to the 
legislations of 1954 and 1965. Two examples would suffice to illustrate the point. Section 92 
rendered the right to strike ineffective, since the Trade Union concerned had to give a notice of 21 
days to the Minister of Labour who, in turn, could refer the case to the Permanent Arbitration 
Tribunal. The latter could take sometimes two years to sort out the matter. Further, Section 102 
provided for severe penal measures against those who called for, or who participated in, an 
‘illegal’ strike: fines and terms of imprisonment up to one year. 

In its report in 1983, the Select Committee on the Industrial Relations Act wrote: 

i. “The unanimous opinion of the witnesses before your committee was that the 
Industrial Relations Act had hindered the development of harmonious industrial 
relations in Mauritius and had been the root-cause of increased antagonism 
between employers and employees.”290 Among the witnesses, there were the main 
trade union federations. 

ii. Through the compulsory intervention of third parties, the Industrial Relations Act 
has discouraged negotiation between social partners and brought about a 
breakdown of communication.” 

iii. “More generally, Your Committee are of the opinion that the Industrial Relations 
Act is based on fundamentally anti-democratic options, constraining the basic 
right of workers to organise themselves as a socio-economic force not only for 
the achievement of better terms and conditions of employment, but also in the 
process of the economic development of the country as a whole. Your Committee 
consider the Industrial Relations Act to be a piece of repressive legislation 
which creates in the individual worker a feeling of fear – fear of being 
dismissed, victimised and imprisoned on the sole ground that he has striven for 
better conditions of life.” 

For an industrial relation system to be fair and reasonable, all disputes should, in the first place, be 
the subject of negotiation between the Trade Union and the employer; i.e. there must be 
collective bargaining. The Committee highlighted that “Your Committee feel that the introduction 
of effective bargaining procedures coupled with expedition and effective conciliatory machinery 
should result in peaceful settlement of disputes, thereby lessening recourse to strike actions as a 
method of dispute settlement.”291 

The Committee considered the right to strike as a fundamental Human Right. Thus it wrote:  

“Your Committee strongly consider that, irrespective of the nature and functions of 
industrial relations machinery, the right to strike should, as a fundamental human right, 
remain the ultimate weapon of the worker in the furtherance of his rights.” 

The Select Committee made recommendations for a new approach to the industrial relations 
system and proposed a new legislation to be called ‘Trade Unions and Labour Relations Act’. 
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However, there was no follow up to the Report of the Select Committee. It was only in 2008 that 
the Industrial Relations Act would no longer be on the Statutes Book, and it was replaced by the 
Employment Relations Act of 2008. 

It is appropriate to note that, in 1975, the Labour Act292 was passed and dealt with essentially the 
rights of the labouring classes. In particular, the Termination of Contracts of Service Board (TCSB) 
was established within the framework of the Labour Act. That board had the power to enquire into 
any ‘economic’ redundancy and make recommendations. It provided for a safeguard for the workers 
against arbitrary redundancy; but the most common criticism against the TCSB is that it may take a 
long time before making a recommendation. The Labour Act was replaced by the Employment 
Rights Act in 2008 and the TCSB had been done away with altogether. 

The Employment Relations Act has brought about some improvements in Industrial Relations 
Legislation. It no longer imposes compulsory arbitration, as used to be the case with the Industrial 
Relations Act, and it provides for collective bargaining. It reintroduced in some way the right to 
strike, and provided for instantaneous strike under certain conditions. Section 76 of Part 7, 
subsection (2) stipulates:293 

“Notwithstanding subsection (1), a worker shall have the right to strike where –  

a) The strike relates to a major health and safety issue that may jeopardise the life 
and security of any worker, unless the worker has been transferred forthwith to 
another workplace which is safe and without risks to health; or 

b) More than 50% of the workers of an enterprise have not been paid remuneration 
within the prescribed period, 

and the Minister has been notified and remedial action has not been taken by the employer 
within a reasonable delay fixed by the Minister.” 

This right of instantaneous strike, as defined by Section 76, is obviously most appropriate, 
especially in the light of recent labour relations crisis in the sector of Business Process Outsourcing. 
Overall, the Employment Relations Act provides for the right to negotiate and make provision for 
conciliation and mediation through the Commission for Conciliation and Mediation. The 
Employment Rights Act has introduced flexibility, as defined, for example, by normal working hours 
in Section 14. One feature of this ‘flexibility’ is particularly detrimental to the worker, when it 
deals with overtime Section 14, Subsection (2) reads as follows,294 

“A worker other than a part-time worker or a watchperson and an employer may agree that 
the worker works in excess of the stipulated hours without added remuneration, if the 
number of hours covered in a fortnight does not exceed 90 hours, or such lesser number 
of hours as may be specified in an agreement.”   

And this is even worse than in the Export Processing Zone when, after having worked for 45 hours, a 
worker is entitled to added remuneration for working in excess of the stipulated hours. The 
approach is the same old approach of cost reduction to the advantage of the employer, and at the 
expense of the worker. Moreover, such legislation does present problems at the level of 
implementation: at a given place of work, those workers, having started to work before 2008, had 
an old contract with a different notion of overtime, when compared to the workers who started to 
work after 2008. And this state of affairs is tantamount to discriminatory practice at one work-
place. 

Further, there is the gloomy side to the mediation process; in practice, it happens that no 
conclusion is reached and there is no decision taken. In the field of work related to information and 
communication technology, and, in particular, in Business Process Outsourcing, there is an entirely 
new system of organisation of work, for which no legal framework has been defined yet. And, as 
revealed in the recent crisis in a company involved in BPO, the basic rights and dignity of the 
employees were not respected. Many employees did not receive their wages/ salaries for months. 
The relationship between the employers and employees is such that there have been reports in the 
press of major abuses by the employers. There are international norms and standards which are not 
respected. The employees have had to go on hunger strike to have their basic rights respected to a 
certain extent. 
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This state of affairs is very disturbing in the year 2011 when the workers’ rights are considered as 
Human Rights. One is tempted to compare this with the past. Call centres, the main activity of 
BPO, represent problems linked to Occupational Health and Safety. Some of these problems are:295 

i. Occupational stress like visual fatigue and vocal fatigue; 
ii. Working postures; musculo skeletal disorders; 
iii. Noise related problems like hearing/ acoustic shock. 

Given the very specific demands on the employees, the work organisation has to take them on 
board. For example, the intensity of work in call centres requires that regular rest/breaks away 
from telephone are essential to protect the health of employees. The absence of a legal framework 
to regulate the working conditions of employees and the absence of fair Industrial Relations is a 
matter of concern. In this new sector in the age of information and communication technology, by 
not defining an appropriate legal framework for Industrial Relations and the organisation of work, is 
the State allowing the companies to yet again accumulate capital at the expense of the employees? 

Although the TCSB was criticised at the level of implementation (e.g. it may take one year to reach 
a decision), the spirit underlying the TCSB should not be done away with. According to the 
Employment Rights Act Section 37.4, termination of contract has been facilitated, which is 
tantamount to be granting a license to employers to fire. Reasons for a closure should be given so 
that the State may ensure that such a closure is not merely an excuse for the exodus of capital. The 
TCSB made legal provision for reinstatement in case of unfair redundancy, but the Employment 
Rights Act does not. By so doing, the State is creating conditions which cause labour to become a 
commodity as in the old days of slavery and indenture. 

Similarly, in the period 1982/83, the Code Napoléon was amended so that when a factory is closed, 
priority should be given to the payment of wages and salaries to workers. But later, this decision 
was reversed. The recent case of workers going on a hunger strike to ensure the payment of a few 
months of wages in the BPO sector is a consequence of that decision-reversal. 

Another major issue facing the labouring classes is the retirement gratuity, whenever there is a 
factory closure. With respect to export-oriented enterprises, factory closure tends to be a major 
issue for the labouring classes. A worker may find himself/herself having worked for five factories 
in his/her working-life. Each time, the factory closes down; the worker loses his/her retirement 
gratuity. The latter is paid only at the time of retirement. But then, at that time, the worker might 
have worked for a short time at the factory, say five years, and then obtains retirement gratuity 
only for these five years. The State needs to look into the matter (See Chapter 7). 

6.10 Landownership and Income Distribution 

6.10.1 Landownership 

The ownership and distribution of sugar cane lands during the 20th century and early 21st century 
give an indication of the extent to which wealth is distributed among the various categories of 
persons involved in the Sugar Industry. 

According to the Agricultural Census carried out in 1940,296 the distribution of the sugarcane lands 
by acreage is given in the Table 53 below. 

Table 53 Estate and Off-Estate Cane Plantation (Hectares) 

Districts 

Estates with Mill Estates without Mill Total  
on  

Estates 

Total  
off  

Estates 

Grand  
Total 

Estate 
Planta
-tion 

Planters 
on Estates 

Estate 
Plantation 

Planters 
on 

Estates 

Pamplemousses 2540 253 2021 247 5062 3872 8934 

Rivière du Rempart 2320 63 1656 59 4097 2217 6315 
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Flacq 2458 1241 3574 944 8216 3667 11883 

Moka 2772 48 1466 0 4286 2109 6395 

Plaines Wilhems 1364 362 1081 8 2814 1919 4732 

Black River 264 37 1361 0 1662 198 1859 

Savanne 5404 599 1403 0 7406 1290 8696 

Grand-Port 5466 441 3570 293 9770 2429 12199 

Port Louis           32 32 

Total 22588 3043 16132 1550 43313 17732 61045 

Percentage 15 2 11 1 29 12 40 

Thus, approximately 29% of the land was owned by planters and 71.0 % belonged to the sugar 
estates. Moreover, there were 149 estates of varying areas, as indicated in the Table 54 below.297 

Table 54 Classification of Estates (Arpents)* 

Acreage (Arpents) Estates No. Percentage Cumulative % 

Less than 100 16 10.7% 10.7% 

100 - 200 26 17.5% 28.2% 

200 - 401 36 24.2% 52.4% 

401 - 801 32 21.5% 73.9% 

801 - 1602 26 17.4% 91.3% 

Greater than 1602 13 8.7% 100.0% 

Total 149 100.0%   

It is of interest to note that in 1930, out of 166 estates, 62 were of less than 200 arpents (81 
hectares), i.e. 37.3%, whilst in 1940, the corresponding per centage was 28.1%. Moreover, 7 
estates, i.e. 4.2% were greater than 1602 arpents (642 hectares), whilst, in 1940, the corresponding 
per centage was 8.7%. The tendency showed clearly the decrease of small-sized estates and the 
increase of large-sized ones, confirming the trend towards merging of sugar estates or 
concentration of landownership in fewer hands. 

Moreover, the distribution of landownership (off estates) by the small planters reveals the 
predominance of small acreage, as per Table 55. 91.3% of the small planters had holdings of less 
than 5 arpents (2 hectares). 

 

 

* 1 arpent = 0.404 hectare; 1 hectare = 2.475 arpents
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Table 55 Distribution of Sugar Plantations Off Estates 

Size of Holding (Arpents) Planters No. Percentage Cumulative % 

0.1 – 1 8263 58.1% 58.1% 

1.1 - 5.01 4716 33.2% 91.3% 

5.11 - 10.01 675 4.7% 96.0% 

10.11 - 20.03 277 1.9% 97.9% 

20.13 - 40.06 153 1.1% 99.0% 

40.16 - 100.14 98 0.7% 99.7% 

100.24 - 300.41 40 0.3% 100.0% 

Greater than 300.41 1 0.0% 100.0% 

Total 14223 100.0% 

The national average holding per head was 3.1 arpents (1.3 hectares). The extent of cane 
cultivation by the Indian planters showed that there were some estate owners in their midst with a 
total arpents of 5522.6 (2232 hectares), with one estate having a factory. 

Table 56 Analysis of Cane Cultivation (Hectares) by Indian Planters by District 

Districts 
Indian Cultivation 

Indian 
Estates 

Total Indian 
Cane 

Cultivation 
Percentage of Total 

Cane Cultivation On Estates Off Estates 

Pamplemousses 479 3528   4007 18 

Rivière du Rempart 122 1974 110 2205 14 

Flacq 2175 3163 1175 6514 22 

Moka 44 1670 74 1787 11 

Plaines Wilhems 369 1698   2067 18 

Black River 37 73   110 2 

Savanne 565 1091 83 1739 8 

Grand-Port 618 2282 791 3691 12 

Port Louis   3   3 4 

Total 4409 15482 2232 22123   

Percentage 8 28 4 40 15 

 Thus, using data from Table 57 as well, 14,223 small planters owned 38,310.8 arpents (15483 
hectares), giving an average of 2.7 arpents per planter. Moreover, there were 11 estate owners 
who owned 5522.6 arpents (2232 hectares), giving an average of 502.1 arpents (203 hectares)  
estate owner. By 1940, the social stratification among Indian ‘planters’ became very pronounced, 
with a few wealthy ones. The distribution of the size of estate is of interest.  

Table 57 Distribution of Indian owned Estates by Size 

Size of Estate (Arpents) Number of Owners 

100 – 200                  4 

200 – 401                  2 

401 – 801                  3 

801 – 1602                  2 

Total                 11 
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Among the two very big estate owners, one owned a factory. Moreover, in 1930, there were 21 
estates owned by Indians298; the drop to 11 in 1940 could be explained by the impact of the 
depression of the 1930s. 

 

Table 58 Number of Cane Planters in Different Size Classes of Holdings and Estates 1946299 

Data compiled from Cane Sales Contracts registered at the Central Board and Information 
supplied by the Deputy Registrar Co-operative Credit Societies. 
  

A. Small Planters cultivating between: No.of Planters % 
Cumulative    

% 

0.1 - 5.0 arpents 12,253 91.2% 91.2% 

5.1 - 10.0 417 3.1% 94.3% 

10.1 - 20.0 307 2.3% 96.6% 

20.1 - 50.0 210 1.6% 98.1% 

50.1 - 100.0 114 0.9% 99.0% 

Total 13,301 99.0% 99.0% 

B. Large Planters cultivating between: No. of Planters % Cumulative % 

100.1 - 200.0 arpents 49 0.4% 99.3% 

200.1 - 500.0 41 0.3% 99.6% 

500.1 - 1000.0 14 0.1% 99.7% 

1000.1 - 6000.0 5 0.0% 99.8% 

Total 109 0.8% 99.8% 

C. Estates (with factory) cultivating between: No. of Planters % Cumulative % 

1000.1 - 2000.0 arpents 16 0.1% 99.9% 

2000.1 - 3000.0 8 0.1% 100.0% 

3000.1 - 4000.0 3 0.0% 100.0% 

4000.1 - 5000.0 100.0% 

5000.1 - 6000.0 2 0.0% 100.0% 

Total 29 0.2% 100.0% 

Grand Total 13,439 100.0%   

Note: 1 hectare = 2.475 arpents. The data as contained in the report are reproduced here. 

By 1946, the pattern of sugar cane landownership by small planters was rather similar to that of 
1940, with 92.1% owning 5 arpents or less. Moreover, there was a decrease in the total number of 
planters from 14,223 to 13,301. But, there was an increase in the number of planters owning 
between 20 arpents and 100 arpents to 324, from approximately 251 in 1940. 

The up-to-date trends and tendencies are highlighted in Table 59.300 
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Table 59 Distribution of Land among Planters for 1985 - 2009 

Acreage of Land (Arpents) 
Number of Planters 

1985 1990 2000-01 2005 2009 

Up to 1.2 17,447 20,052 15,408 14,572 11,489 

1.2 - 2.4 14,524 7,108 7,058 6,447 5,347 

2.4 - 4.7 1,867 4,210 3,599 3,458 2,835 

4.7 - 11.8 587 2,100 1,823 1,893 1440 

11.8 - 23.7 138 412 364 340 245 

23.7 - 236.9 71 221 150 127 98 

Above 236.9 27 45 50 38 

Millers* 14 11 6 

Total 34,634 34,130 28,461 26,898 21,498 

*The SIFB reports do not give the breakdown for ‘millers’ for 1985 and 1990; they are included in ‘Above 
236.9’. Moreover, for 2000-01, 2005 & 2009, the extent of land owned by millers is not given.  

It is very much evident that the number of sugar cane planters has been decreasing consistently as 
from 1990 overall, as well as in all categories of acreage of land. 

6.10.2 Income Distribution 

As data on income distribution for the population of Mauritius are not published, the best source of 
information on the issue is the Household Budget Survey carried out by the Central Statistics Office 
at regular five-year intervals. The last such survey was carried out in 2006/2007. A national random 
sample of 6,720 households was selected and it should provide a reliable estimate of income 
distribution for the whole population. 

Table 60 gives the income distribution obtained from the Household Budget Surveys for 1996/1997, 
2001/2002 and 2006/2007 and helps to grasp the evolution of income distribution during the period 
1996 to 2007. 

The share of income between 1996/97 and 2006/07 tends to be the same. Thus, as an example, 
65.7 % of households who had 37.7 % of total income in 1996/97; in 2006/ 2007, 68.5 % of 
households had 40.7 % of total income. Moreover, the data for 2001/2002 would give a different 
picture; Table 61 gives the details. 
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Table 60 Income Distribution based on HBS301 

Monthly 
Househo
ld 
Disposab
le 
Income 
(Rs.) 

HBS 1996/97 HBS 2006/07 

Househ
olds (%) 

Cumulati
ve % 

Total 
Income (%) 

Cumulati
ve % 

Househol
ds (%) 

Cumulati
ve % 

Total 
Income (%) 

Cumulati
ve % 

Less 
than 
5000 

23.7 23.7 7.6 7.6 6.5 6.5 1.2 1.2 

5000 - 
10000 42.0 65.7 30.1 37.7 20.4 26.9 8.3 9.5 

10000-
14000 15.6 81.3 17.9 55.6 20.4 47.3 12.7 22.2 

14000-
16000 4.7 86.0 6.9 62.5 9.1 56.4 7.2 29.3 

16000-
20000 5.3 91.3 9.2 71.7 12.1 68.5 11.3 40.7 

20000 -
25000 3.2 94.5 7.0 78.7 10.5 79.0 12.3 53.0 

25000 -
30000 2.1 96.6 5.5 84.2 6.5 85.5 9.4 62.3 

30000-
40000 1.8 98.4 6.0 90.2 6.7 92.3 12.2 74.5 

40000&A
bove 1.6 100.0 9.8 100.0 7.7 100.0 25.5 100.0 

Percent
age 100.0 

 
100.0 

 
100.0 

 
100.0 
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Table 61 Income Distribution based on HBS302 

Monthly Household 
Disposable Income 
(Rs.) 

HBS 2001/02 

Households (%) Cumulative % Total Income (%) Cumulative % 

Less than 5000 10.2 10.2 2.4 2.4 

5000 - 10000 32.4 42.6 17.3 19.7 

10000 - 14000 21.0 63.6 17.4 37.1 

14000 - 16000 7.3 70.9 7.6 44.7 

16000 - 20000 9.8 80.7 12.2 56.9 

20000 - 25000 7.6 88.3 11.8 68.7 

25000 - 30000 4.4 92.7 8.5 77.2 

30000 - 40000 4.0 96.7 9.6 86.8 

40000 & Above 3.3 100.0 13.2 100.0 

Percentage 100.0 
 

100.0 
 

The income share of different income groups gives a more precise idea of the inequalities 
prevailing in income distribution. The following presentation gives the income share of the lowest 
earning 20% of households and the highest earning 20% of households for 1996/1997, 2001/2002 and 
2006/2007. 

 Table 62 Income Share over the Years303 

  1996/1997 2001/2002 2006/2007 

1.Percentage of Income going to: 

lowest 20% of households 5.9 6.4 6.1 

highest 20% of households  46.2 44.6 45.7 

2.Gini Coefficient (A measure of inequality) 0.387 0.371 0.388 

In 2006/2007, the lowest earning 20% of households have a share of 6.1 % of total income, whilst 
the highest earning 20% of households have a share of 45.7%, which is 7.5 times that of the lowest 
earning 28% of households. In 1996/1997, that ratio was still worse being 7.8. 

Overall, inequality in income distribution is ‘measured’ by the Gini coefficient. When there is 
perfect equality, i.e., 20% of the households have a share of 20% of income, the coefficient would 
be equal to 0. When it is equal to 1, this indicates the worst inequality in income distribution 
possible.  

Thus the inequality in income distribution in 2006/2007, with Gini coefficient 0.388, became worse 
than in 2001/2002 when the Gini coefficient was 0.371. 

Moreover, the various indicators of income and expenditure given below reveal that between 
2001/2002 and 2006/2007, there was “no significant change, after adjusting for inflation”304 in 
average monthly income. 
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Table 63  Income & Expenditure 

Base year 1996/97 = 100 

Indicators of Income & Expenditure 1996/97 2001/02 2006/07 

CPI 100 132.9 178.3 

Average Monthly Household Income 10179 14232 19083 

Average Monthly Household Real Income 10179 10709 10703 

Median Monthly Household Income 7870 11150 14640 

Median Monthly Household Real Income 7870 8390 8211 

Average Monthly Household Expenditure 8609 11390 15238 

Average Monthly Household Real Expenditure 8609 8570 8546 

Median Monthly Household Expenditure 6209 8154 11054 

Median Monthly Household Real Expenditure 6209 6135 6200 

When the inequalities in income distribution become more severe, then, more often than not, this 
state of affairs leads to poverty. In Mauritius, there is no official poverty line; moreover, a relative 
poverty line defined as half the median salary is commonly used. With this definition applies to an 
adult, we have the following data.305 

Table 64 Poverty 

Indicators 1996/1997 2001/2002 2006/2007 

Poverty Line Rs. 2,004 Rs. 2,804 Rs. 3,818 

Estimated number of poor households 23,800 23,700 26,900 

Proportion of poor households 8.7 7.7 8 

Estimated number of poor persons 92,700 93,200 106,100 

Proportion of poor persons 8.2 7.8 8.7 

Whilst the proportion of poor households decreased from 8.7% in 1996/1997 to 8.0% in 2001/2002, 
that of poor persons increased from 8.2% to 8.7%; this data indicates that, though there was a drop 
in 2001/2002, there is a tendency for an increase in poverty in Mauritius. 

Increase in poverty tends to produce certain behavioural patterns. Thus, the monthly household 
consumption expenditure (expressed as a percentage of total expenditure) shows a consistent 
increase for the consumption of alcoholic beverages and tobacco from 8.9% in 1996/1997, to 9.1% 
and 9.5% respectively in 2001/2002 and 2006/07. 
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6.11 Concluding Remarks 

When Mauritius became independent in 1968, the economy grew as part of the overall Colonial 
Empire which produced an extreme international specialisation rendering it vulnerable and fragile. 
In particular, the economy was very much dependent on the preferential trade provided by the 
British Colonial Power. Large-scale unemployment and poverty were the symptoms of that fragility. 
On the other hand, the process of social stratification, which has been taking place since the 
second half of the 19th century, produced a new bourgeoisie from among the emerging planter 
class, the new elite and the new business community. Today, this bourgeoisie controls State power. 
Further, the country is ‘imprisoned’ to a certain extent by its history. The sugar oligarchy still 
controls the Sugar Industry and has extended its control to some extent to the tourist sector, 
export-oriented industries and financial services. 

The economic diversification which took place after Independence was a success; the mono-crop 
economy has been transformed into five pillars which allowed Mauritius to adapt to threats and 
changing circumstances on the international and local scenes. A number of authors have agreed on 
the fact that the economic diversification has been a major success. Further, although major 
progress has been achieved in the field of Education, Health and Social Security, there are still 
major problems. Yet, we have more than 100,000 poor persons out of a population of 1.2 millions, 
i.e. representing about 8 % of the population. Why is this so? 

The Cooperative sector is an area which could have helped in economic diversification and genuine 
empowerment of the labouring classes. But poor internal management and corruption have 
prevented a significant take-off of the cooperative movement. Yet it could have helped enormously 
in the struggle against poverty, social exclusion and in job creation. From Dr. M. Curé to Balogh, 
suggestions were made to enhance the cooperative movement. Attempts to set up a sugar factory 
run on a cooperative basis in the 1980s failed because of the resistance of vested interests. In 
India, there is such a factory in Maharashtra which produces yearly 6,000,000 metric tons of sugar. 
The State and the new elite failed in respect to the setting up of a sugar estate by small planters 
on a cooperative basis.  

Environmental degradation has been a major problem since the Dutch and French colonial periods. 
With the rapid development of the Sugar Industry in the nineteenth century, the destruction of 
forests has had a major impact on water supply which is a major problem nowadays. Post-
independence industrialisation and the increasing traffic intensity made matters worse. Some 
mitigation of that long process of environmental degradation is now taking place.     

The economic and social structure of Mauritian society has not fundamentally changed from the 
point of view of labouring classes: though there is a larger multi-ethnic bourgeoisie, and a larger 
multi-ethnic middle-class, yet the economic and social structures are such that wealth and, more 
generally, the ownership of means of production (land, banks, trade/commerce, factories etc.) has 
been restricted to a rather small minority involving both the old and new bourgeoisie. The value 
and belief systems of colonial society and, in general, of Capitalism have permeated the minds of 
the new bourgeoisie, of the political elite, of the new middle class and even, to some extent, of 
the population at large. As a result, the strategy for development has been such that the economic 
and social structures have been consolidated and the root causes of unemployment and poverty 
have not been tackled. The old system, reformed to a certain extent, prevails, together with its 
obvious limitations like acute material disparity/ inequality between the social classes, social 
exclusion, corruption and poverty. The basic rights of the labouring classes as workers are still not 
being given due recognition. In particular, labour is being treated more and more as a mere 
commodity. The tendency is that workers are not considered as human beings, but as mere factors 
of production. 

Admittedly, Mauritius being a small Archipelago Republic, there are constraints to its development. 
But, there are possibilities which should have been explored and which need to be explored, at 
least to mitigate the problems facing the labouring classes and the poor. 
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CHAPTER 7  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“What was achieved fascinated subsequent generations who attempted both to 
romanticise the founders of the empire and invest all of them with qualities they 
never possessed...Drake, Morgan and American pioneers were endowed with such 
contemporary virtues as manly courage, fortitude, comradeship and a love of 
adventure for its own sake, and the ruthless pursuit of profit was under played 
or left unmentioned. This was a distortion both of the men and their motives, 
but an attractive one which, during this century, has been given a new lease of 
life through Hollywood’s popular swash buckling movies [...]”306 

7.1 Conclusion 

Slavery and the indentured labour system in Mauritius were developed and sustained by Colonial 
Powers: the Dutch, the French and the British. Profit brought the first colonisers to Mauritius and 
has dominated life ever since.307 There has been a striking continuity underlying the process of 
colonisation by each of the colonial powers: on the one hand, the development of specific 
economic and social structures and, on the other hand ,economic exploitation and social oppression 
and exclusion. A rigid class and racial hierarchy was established. 

A turning point was reached in the 1830s with the legal abolition of slavery and the importation of 
indentured labour from British India. Not only the trauma of slavery, but also the harsh conditions 
of apprenticeship and of abolition contributed to the leaving of sugar estates by ex-enslaved 
people. They were paid very low wages based on those of indentured labour and they lost the 
housing facilities and the land which they had been cultivating for decades. They could not 
reconcile their newly-acquired ‘legal’ freedom with their loss of basic necessities like land and 
housing. They were excluded from the new Capitalist System, and most of them earned a meagre 
living by fishing with primitive equipment and by working as stevedores, drivers and artisans. Many 
were somewhat permanently unemployed, forming a lumpen proletariat living on the margin of the 
plantation (sugar) economy.308 

Moreover, the subservience of the economy to the British Colonial Empire with (amongst others) its 
free trade policy and adoption of the cheap labour policy and the frequent economic depressions in 
the international economy and in Mauritius led to a growing lumpenproletariat, together with 
unemployed ex-indentured labourers. Under such circumstances, other sectors of the economy 
would progressively come under the fold of very cheap labour, excluding those used to working for 
somewhat higher wages. Unemployment and poverty were very much prevalent by the last third of 
the nineteenth century and in the major part of the twentieth century. 

Epidemics of cholera and malaria, together with cyclones, would make matters worse for the 
labouring classes and the growing lumpenproletariat; so much so, that the Royal Commission of 
Enquiry of 1909 expressed concern about the level of poverty and about the amount of government 
relief to the poor. Nevertheless, the plantocracy kept on pressing for the importation of indentured 
labour to sustain its cheap labour policy, creating further unemployment and poverty. And the 
Colonial State caused further impoverishment of the labouring classes and the poor by levying 
heavy taxes on them. And the Royal Commission essentially recommended measures in favour of 
the plantocracy, with hardly any for the labouring classes and the poor. 

By then, the internal dynamics of the economic system, through the need to modernise the Sugar 
Industry to face international competition, created the conditions for the parcellisation of land. In 
the process, those excluded from the plantation economy did not, and could hardly, become 
buyers. On the other hand, those mainly from the ex-indentured labourers, the job contractors, the 
sirdars, the traders, the middlemen would become small landowners. A new social class of small 
and medium planters was born and a new business community and elite was in the making. The 
emergence of this new social class did not fundamentally have a major impact on the prevailing 
large lumpenpoletariat and generally on the poor. The overall social structure would prevail, 
except with this new transformation: the plantocracy and the Colonial State would continue to be 
the supreme powers. 
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Another major turning point in the historical development of Mauritius was the unparalleled 
resistance of the labouring classes (especially in the 1930s and 1940s) to the oppressive and 
exploitative system: the strikes and marches of the labourers and small planters of 1937, the strike 
of the dockers and labourers of 1938 and the strikes and marches of the labourers in 1943. 
Preceding these events, the Mauritius Labour Party was founded in 1936 by Dr. Maurice Curé, 
assisted soon afterwards by Emmanuel Anquetil. The Colonial State would react with a mix of 
approaches: repression, divide and rule tactics and accommodation. 

A host of changes would follow in various aspects of the society. A new era of Industrial Relations 
was ushered in, measures to help the small planters class especially in its relation to the sugar 
oligarchy were put into practice, major constitutional developments, including universal suffrage in 
1959, took place. On the societal level, a new bourgeoisie/elite emerged. Experts were sent by the 
British Imperial Government to study the economic and social state of affairs and to make 
recommendations: Meade, Titmuss and Balogh. The Colonial Power in the end controlled the 
situation and created conditions, with the help of the elite and the business community, to grant 
Independence to Mauritius. But, the perennial problems of unemployment and poverty were still 
prevalent. Social exclusion had become a permanent feature of Mauritius; economic power was still 
concentrated in the hands of the sugar oligarchy, whilst the new bourgeoisie stepped to the shoes 
of the Colonial Power and made its way slowly into the world of business. An entrenched economic 
and social system developed and nurtured over more than two centuries, prevailed. 

During the post-Independence period, major changes took place: economic diversification, 
development of educational facilities like free secondary education and the setting up of public 
universities, expansion and improvement of the public health system as well as the private one, 
development of wide-ranging social security system. Moreover, fundamental changes to the 
economic and social structure did not materialise. Whilst economic power remains concentrated in 
a small minority, including the new and the old bourgeoisie, political power is controlled by the 
new bourgeoisie. 

Depending on the prevalence of economic boom or depression, the labouring classes face alternate 
conditions of relative well-being or very hard times. Unemployment and poverty, admittedly on 
smaller scale than in the 1960s, are prevalent, so much so that social exclusion has not been 
eradicated. On the contrary, with ultra liberal economic policies and the international economic 
crisis, inequality is on the increase; factory closures are more frequent and poverty and social 
exclusion are still entrenched in Mauritian society. 

Colonialism, together with slavery and indentured labour, has had consequences of a systemic 
nature. The policies of the post-Independence era have, only to a limited extent, succeeded in 
mitigating these consequences. But still, cheap labour policy has been adhered to; in new sectors, 
like BPO, and in new privatised services, like cleaning, working conditions are awful and, in the 
latter case, very low wages (about Rs. 3500) prevail. No doubt, improvements have been made in 
the economic and social fields. But the old capitalist system, reformed to a certain extent, still 
prevails with its obvious limitations like acute material disparity between the social classes, social 
exclusion, corruption and poverty.  

7.2 Recommendations 

In the light of the analysis carried out in this Study and in the light of the diagnosis of the prevailing 
problems and issues, the recommendation made here demand a major shift in attitude towards 
economic and social development. But there is an urgent need to provide compensation for 
reparation of social ills and problems in the making during more than two centuries. 

1. The Colonial Powers, Holland, France and Britain, must be asked by the Government of 
Mauritius to pay compensation for implementing the slave system, and later the indenture 
system, and thus bringing underdevelopment for the majority of the people of Mauritius. 

2. The Creation of a Special Fund to be Managed Independently of the Yearly Budgetary 
Exercise: Some of the sources of the Fund would be the revenues obtained by increasing 
the Corporate Tax from 15% to 20%. The decrease of Corporate Tax from 30% to 15% over 
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the last few years was exaggerated. Equally, another source of the fund would be a 2% tax 
on profits of the banks which have benefitted a lot from various policy decisions lately. 

3. Decent Wage For Decent Work: We should remember that slavery and indentured labour 
were, amongst other things, labour systems. There should be an overhaul of the labour 
system. Firstly, a decent wage for decent work policy should be adopted. Whilst the 
notion of a decent wage will be defined in different sectors of the economy through 
consultation with labour and capital, the notion of decent work has been defined by the 
International Labour Office as far back as 1999.309 It includes, inter alia, 

i. rights at work whether in the formal or informal economy; 

ii. the obligation to promote the possibilities of work; 

iii. protection against vulnerability and contingency arising from 
unemployment, loss of livelihood, sickness or old age; 

iv. social dialogue. 

4. Migrant Labour: Review the conditions of migrant labour and their implementation, 
especially the non-respect of conditions relating to dormitories as well as conditions 
relating to site of work. 

5. Gender Policies: Women and the unemployed are being targeted as reservoirs of cheap 
labour. Discriminatory wage rates against women and generally occupational segregation 
should be done away with. Economic structuring, as it has occurred in the Sugar Industry 
and in the EPZ, is characterized by redundancy, low incomes/wages and high levels of 
insecurity. Whilst both men and women do suffer from this state of affairs, women workers 
are much more likely to be the victims. 

6. Re-skilling: As far as the export-oriented enterprises, which are being restructured, are 
concerned, there is now a new trend (e.g. in UK) for enterprises to provide the training 
required for the re-skilling of the workers. Workers concerned should not be made 
redundant but should be provided with appropriate training. 

7. New Emerging Sectors and the BPO: The setting up of enterprises in emerging new 
sectors, the workers should not have very harsh working conditions as has been the case in 
BPO. For enterprises involved in BPO, given the new type of work environment and new 
health hazards, there is an urgent need for defining the appropriate legal framework to 
ensure decent wages and working conditions for the workers.   

8. A Paradigm Shift – Cooperative Development: The influence of the State since the 
inception of the cooperative movement and of the new elite espousing values and practice 
contrary to cooperative principles and values have had a negative effect on the cooperative 
movement. There is a need to adopt a new approach to cooperative development. 
Cooperative development, which respects the cooperative values and principles, as defined 
by the International Cooperative Alliance310, provides for a genuine empowerment of 
everyone, and certainly the poor and the needy ones. In 1966, the International Labour 
Organisation adopted the Cooperatives (Developing Countries) Recommendation, 1966 (No. 
127), which called for Governments to aid cooperatives without affecting their 
independence. We recommend that: 

i. the State introduces the teaching of cooperative values and cooperative 
principles in the school curriculum; 

ii. given that cooperative savings existed at schools in the past, the 
Government and other educational authorities should re-introduce the 
school savings project to enhance cooperative spirit and to put into 
practice cooperative values and principles; 
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iii. in view of the international financial and economic crisis, and given the 
international competition, and given the small size of the economy of 
Mauritius, Government should take the initiative to suggest and encourage 
the cooperative approach in business, to varying degrees, to face increasing 
challenges and threats. 

The population at large and the Trade Unions in particular, should be made aware of the 
potential for development and for genuine empowerment of everyone concerned, through 
cooperatives. The potential to take into consideration the social dimension of economic 
development and to get the community more involved can be materialised in the medium-
and long-term. In Singapore, about 50% of the consumer sector is controlled by 
cooperatives. Further, the cooperative movement could be more effective in bringing 
community involvement in dealing with the environmental problem, especially in the 
context of the project Maurice Ile Durable. 

Ultimately, the Cooperative Sector should be able to co-exist effectively together with the 
Public and Private Sectors. For this to be possible, there is a need for a new leadership 
which adheres to cooperative values and principles.   

9. Low-Cost Housing: More low-cost housing on the model used in Valetta, should be 
implemented. Four hundred and four hectares (1000 arpents) out of the eight hundred and 
eight hectares (2000 arpents) to be provided by MSPA could be used for that purpose. It is 
understood that, so far, only 162 hectares (400 arpents) have been used. 

10. Land for Descendants of Employees of Railway Lines at time of Closure of Railways and 
for Dockers at the time of Opening up of Bulk Sugar Terminal: The Sugar Industry has had 
to go through major phases of restructuring during the 20th and 21st centuries. The latest 
one, involving MAAS, provides amongst other things, for compensation in cash and in kind to 
employees. Each employee is entitled to a plot of land of seven perches. The laudable 
initiative is most welcome. Moreover, in the not too distant past, the Sugar Industry 
underwent other phases of restructuring, when the railway lines were closed in the 1960s 
and when exports in bulk sugar were initiated in the late 1970s, then, the employees have 
had only cash compensation. Additionally, given the poor plight of their descendants and 
especially among the descendants of dockers, we recommend that the descendants of each 
employee should be given a plot of land (per employee at that time), in the spirit of the 
compensation in cash and in kind currently applicable in the Sugar Industry. 

11. Labour Market and Employment: Recruitment and selection of employees both in the 
public sector, and in the private, should be made according to merit. For this policy to be 
effective, there must be openness in the recruitment exercise so that the broad public is 
kept aware of all steps and procedures involved well in advance. 

12. New Social Contract:  There is a need to define a new social contract in Mauritius, 
whereby the labouring classes are not considered as mere factors of production, with 
certain obligation/duties, but as human beings with fundamental rights and participating 
fully in wealth creation of the country. The State should do the needful, in terms both of 
introducing new appropriate legislation, and of contributing in the development of a new 
mind-set both in the public and private sectors. The State should further give due 
consideration to better communication with the people at large and to making the public 
sector more responsive and welcoming in the provision of various services to the population 
at large. The private sector must not restrict itself to an eternal cost-cutting exercise in its 
factories at the expense of Health, Safety and Welfare of the labouring classes.  

In the fight against poverty and social exclusion and other consequences of slavery and 
indenture, action should be taken in the employment sector, especially in the private 
sector and, in particular, in the sector of the export-oriented enterprises. We recommend 
the following measures: 

i. The Employment Rights Act should be amended so that there is not a 
license to ‘hire and fire’. 
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ii. Whenever there are no valid reasons for economic redundancy, the Law 
should be amended to provide for reinstatement of the redundant workers. 
The Law, as it stands, does not do so, so that the Industrial Court cannot 
give its ruling for the reinstatement of the workers in such circumstances. 

iii. There is a need to be inspired by Dr. Curé’s struggle for a minimum wage. 
There is a minimum prescribed wage rate which prevails in each sector, but 
there is no minimum wage across the sectors. A minimum wage should be 
introduced. 

iv. The Code Napoléon is to be amended so that, whenever there is a factory 
closure, first priority should be given to the payment of wages and salaries 
of all employees. 

v. Workers should be paid for their overtime work on a daily basis, not after 
forty-five or ninety hours of work. 

vi. The tendency for many workers is to have been employed for more than 
one factory during their working life, possibly by as many as four/five 
factories. As explained in Chapter 6, the worker ends up with a very small 
gratuity retirement arising out of his/her last employment. We recommend 
that the Government introduces a portable retirement gratuity by creating 
a Special Fund. Each time a factory closes, the employer should place in 
that Special Fund the entire retirement gratuity to which the redundant 
workers are entitled. Thus, by the time of his/her retirement, the worker 
would obtain his/her due as gratuity retirement. 

vii. The right to strike by workers should be considered as a fundamental 
Human Right. The possibility of incorporating this right in the Constitution 
should be given serious consideration. 

The above recommendations would ensure, to some extent, that workers are not treated as 
mere commodities, but as human beings with their basic rights and dignity. This, in turn, 
would represent a major step towards severing the links with the remnants of slavery and 
indenture, when workers were not considered as human beings but mere factors of 
production.  

13. Land: Land, being a valuable scarce resource, the management of it should be done with 
transparency so as to ensure that the people of Mauritius derive the maximum benefits. 
This includes access to beaches, as well as the lease and sale of State Lands. As far back as 
Ordinance 18 of 1874, there was provision for the sales of Crown Lands by public auction 
and the granting of leases of such lands by either public competition or private contract. 
And it prohibited the grant of ‘jouissances’ limited or unlimited. The spirit underlying this 
Ordinance should underlie any contemporary legislation.     
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Appendix 1 

According to the classic ‘value of marginal product’ theory of the wage of a worker, slave or free, 
wages are defined as follows:  

t
t

t P
L

f
w




        (1) 

where ft if the total sugar production, wt is wage at time t, Pt is price of the commodity produced 

at time t, L is labour, and 
L

ft



is the marginal product of labour.  In other words, wages at time t 

are equal to the value of marginal product of labour or the result of multiplying the number of units 
produced at the margin by the price at time t of a unit of that output.  Wages are evidently not an 
issue in a slave system so instead we will account for shadow wage which is a measure of the 
exploitation of the slave’s labour by the owner.   

Since the value of the slave is the present value of the wages expropriated (net of upkeep and 
monitoring costs) we can write the expression for the value of the slave as follows: 
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where t=L is the years the slave will be used that is the effective useful life of the slave.  The Ut 
term is defined as upkeep costs in time t and the discount term δ defines the rate of time 
preference, where current investment and borrowing is traded off against future consumption.  
However, there are several types of uncertainty, which take the form of transaction cost discounts, 
to the value of a slave. The first, easily incorporated into equation 2 above, is uncertainty about 
commodity prices Pt. Secondly, owners were concerned about the possibility of slave revolts in 
groups, or escapes, either of which were likely to make the slave unavailable for service. 
Consequently, this form of uncertainty takes the form of a probability distribution defined over a 
discrete outcome set: either a slave continues in service, or is lost forever, due to escape or 
participation in a rebellion. Finally, there is uncertainty over the prospect of the abolition of 
slavery.  Again, the form of the outcome is discrete, with a high probability that abolition will not 
occur, and some small probability that it will occur in any given year. Like escape, however, 
abolition is forever: if it occurs, the value of the slave is lost. 

To capture this logic in terms of a discount for the likelihoods of escape or emancipation, consider 
the following equation: 

[1-Es] * [1-Em] = [1-Em-Es+(Em*Es)]      (3) 

where Es and Em are Boolean operators, taking the value “true” (1) if the slave escapes or is 
emancipated, respectively. It is difficult to analyze such an equation probabilistically since each 
separate occurrence of escape or emancipation would constitute a separate event (e.g. “escape in 
year 7” is different from “escape in year 13”). So, we will make two simplifying assumptions: (1) 
We will only consider the case where the slave neither escapes nor is emancipated over his entire 
useful life; and (2) the likelihood function can be described as the product of a sequence of 
independent probabilities. With these assumptions, the risk discount factor for 
escape/emancipation can be written as a likelihood function: 

       L,emL,esk,emk,esk,emk,est,emt,es

L

kt
PP......PPPPPP   11      (4) 

A simple example reveals just how sensitive this discount factor is to even small changes in the 
subjective assessment of the ‘safety’ of an investment in slaves. Imagine that a potential slave-
buyer believes that the chances of a successful escape are zero, and that emancipation is 
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impossible. Then there is no risk discount at all, and equation 2 describes the value of the slave.  
But then suppose that the prospective buyer learns new information and decides that the 
probability of escape is actually 0.001 in any given year, and that the probability of emancipation is 
also 0.001. What is the discount? From equation 4, we know that it is (PesPem)L-k. Imagine that the 
slave is expected to have a useful life of 10 years; then the discount is (0.999*0.999)10=0.98. This 
means that the prospective buyer who believes that the chances of either emancipation or escape 
are low will pay very nearly the full value of the expected marginal product of the labour of the 
slave. What if the slave has a 30-year expected useful life? The discount then would be 
(0.999*0.999)30=0.94. A 5% discount for the total risk of escape or emancipation would influence 
the price. 

The fully-elaborated model of value of slave will be as follows: 
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where ENPV is expected net present value. 

The model captures the potential sources of variation in the present value of slave-ownership that 
one would expect to observe. The easiest, in economic terms, are the ‘price of output’ and 
‘marginal product of labour’ variables. If the price of sugar, or the productivity of slaves working in 
sugar, rises then the price of slaves is expected to rise also. The time rate of discount represents 
the opportunity cost of the labour tied up in labour assets. 

The interesting feature of the model is the impact on asset prices of the probability that slavery 
will be abolished. Even a small risk of abolition had to be taken extremely seriously because it 
affected the value of the entire future income stream. If an individual changed their expectations, 
even slightly, about the persistence of the slave regime, the amount they would pay for their slave 
would also shift. A rational individual would then buy a slave if the expected present value of slave-
labour exceeded the price at which slaves could be purchased at auction.  In terms of the model, 
Pem would be greater under the British rule than before with the near abolition of slavery. This, in 
turn, would imply that, ceteris paribus, EPV also increased.  On the other hand, if abolition seemed 
unlikely, then Pem would have remained essentially constant over time with, ceteris paribus, no 
change in EPV. 
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Appendix 2 

An Analysis of Slave Prices (Breakdown by Different Occupations) 

lnprice Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient 

lnSugarOutput 0.175 0.164 -0.063 

(12.110)*** (11.420)**** (0.580) 

Age 0.045 0.044 0.046 

(14.500)*** (14.190)*** (16.470)*** 

Age2 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(20.120)*** (19.740)*** (22.260)*** 

Sex 0.125 0.128 0.106 

(6.670)*** (6.860) *** (6.730)*** 

CDM 0.196 0.189 0.148 

(6.860)*** (6.590)*** (5.880)*** 

Malagasy 0.130 0.131 0.102 

(4.380)*** (4.420)*** (3.910)*** 

Mozambique 0.087 0.083 0.064 

(3.070)*** (2.920) *** (2.520)** 

Invalide -0.608 -0.610 -0.760 

(2.000)** (1.930)* (2.710)*** 

Domestique 0.033 0.036 0.025 

(0.840) (0.930) (0.820) 

Equarisseur 0.265 0.279 0.179 

(2.610)*** (2.730)*** (2.890)*** 

Pioche -0.119 -0.119 -0.147 

(3.370)*** (3.420)*** (5.110)*** 

Manoeuvre 0.088 0.080 0.037 

(1.690)* (1.550) (0.830) 

Cuisinier 0.195 0.198 0.198 

(3.360)*** (3.450)*** (4.570)*** 

Macon 0.138 0.136 0.175 

(2.840)*** (2.810)*** (4.230)*** 

Gardien -0.252 -0.267 -0.316 

(3.950)*** (4.150)*** (5.470)*** 

Commandeur 0.276 0.280 0.211 

(4.760)*** (4.890)*** (4.240)*** 

Charpentier 0.260 0.261 0.240 

(5.220)*** (5.300)*** (6.030)*** 

Charretier -0.030 -0.025 0.054 

(0.650) (0.540) (1.470) 

Blanchisseur 0.151 0.153 0.079 

(2.340)** (2.360)** (1.570) 

Calfat 0.458 0.407 0.422 

(8.270)*** (6.990)*** (8.150)*** 
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Cloutier 0.392 0.360 0.257 

(5.750)*** (5.000)*** (3.920)*** 

Cordonnier 0.200 0.178 0.071 

(2.190)** (1.990)** (1.090) 

Forgeron 0.276 0.262 0.288 

(2.890)*** (2.840)*** (3.650)*** 

Gardien de troupeaux -0.246 -0.251 -0.272 

(3.380)*** (3.510)*** (4.760)*** 

Matelot 0.367 0.342 0.276 

(4.700)*** (4.280)*** (4.120)*** 

Menuisier 0.362 0.365 0.339 

(4.590)*** (4.610)*** (4.630)*** 

Natteuse -0.003 0.000 -0.066 

(0.030) (0.000) (0.750) 

Palfrenier -0.037 -0.029 -0.095 

(0.390) (0.310) (1.070) 

Pecheur 0.063 0.072 0.032 

(0.820) (0.940) (0.520) 

Scieur 0.361 0.372 0.133 

(4.580)*** (4.740)*** (2.490)** 

Sucrier 0.235 0.251 0.176 

(3.220)*** (3.460)*** (3.260)*** 

Couturier 0.289 0.305 0.222 

(4.010)*** (4.170)*** (3.570)*** 

Quarter 2  0.011 -0.025 

  (0.460) (1.330) 

Quarter 3  0.019 0.030 

  (0.900) (1.600) 

Quarter 4  0.139 0.038 

  (6.670)*** (1.820)* 

Year 1824   -0.080 

   0.630 

Year 1825   -0.382 

   (2.860)*** 

Year 1826   -0.291 

   (4.060)*** 

Year 1827   0.064 

   (0.820) 

Year 1828   0.469 

   (7.550)*** 

Year 1829   0.401 

   (7.610)*** 

Year 1830   0.342 

   (6.690)*** 

Year 1831   0.141 
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   (2.860)*** 

Year 1832   -0.039 

   (0.760) 

Year 1833   -0.308 

   (6.150)*** 

Year 1834   -0.389 

   (7.680)*** 

Year 1835   -0.598 

   (8.800)*** 

Constant 3.001 3.082 5.496 

 (19.250)*** (19.650)*** (4.810)*** 

R-Squared 0.372 0.379 0.590 

Number of Observations 5511 5511 5511 

Notes: (a) * significant at 10 per cent; ** significant at 5 per cent; *** significant at 1 per cent  
            (b) Absolute T‐statistics are reported in parentheses after correcting for potential heteroscedasticity.  
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Appendix 3 

An Analysis of Slave Prices (Breakdown by Occupation Categories) 

lnprice Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient 

lnSugarOutput 0.175 0.163 -0.115 

(12.070)*** (11.310)*** (1.080) 

Age 0.050 0.049 0.051 

(16.120)*** (15.840)*** (18.280)*** 

Age2 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(21.630)*** (21.280)*** (24.050)*** 

Sex 0.140 0.142 0.125 

(7.810)*** (7.990)*** (8.300)*** 

CDM 0.197 0.190 0.150 

(6.790)*** (6.560)*** (5.850)*** 

Malagasy 0.111 0.111 0.081 

(3.680)*** (3.710)*** (3.050)*** 

Mozambique 0.076 0.071 0.048 

(2.650)*** (2.490)** (1.870)* 

Invalide -0.497 -0.497 -0.631 

(1.590) (1.530) (2.190)** 

Factory Workers 0.298 0.293 0.289 

(15.510)*** (15.250)*** (18.380)*** 

Domestic Workers 0.168 0.172 0.177 

(9.280)*** (9.460)*** (11.600)*** 

Quarter 2 0.005 -0.033 

(0.230) (1.740)* 

Quarter 3 0.007 0.018 

(0.350) (0.940) 

Quarter 4 0.134 0.037 

(6.350)*** (1.780)* 

Year 1824 -0.037 

(0.290) 

Year 1825 -0.367 

(2.750)*** 

Year 1826 -0.208 

(2.930)*** 

Year 1827 0.116 

(1.490) 

Year 1828 0.519 

(8.490)*** 

Year 1829 0.472 

(9.390)*** 

Year 1830 0.421 

(8.870)*** 
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Year 1831 0.232 

(5.170)*** 

Year 1832 0.034 

(0.710) 

Year 1833 -0.221 

(4.770)*** 

Year 1834 -0.308 

(6.620)*** 

Year 1835 -0.554 

(8.100)*** 

Constant 2.823 2.921 5.766 

(18.460)*** (19.050)*** (5.140)*** 

R-Squared 0.351 0.359 0.572 

Number of Observations 5511 5511 5511 
Notes: (a) * significant at 10 per cent; ** significant at 5 per cent; *** significant at 1 per cent  
            (b) Absolute T-statistics are reported in parentheses after correcting for potential 
heteroscedasticity. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission  455 

 

                                                 
1 Jean Houbert, Mauritius: Independence and Dependence The Journal of Modern African Studies, 19, 1 (1981). 
2 Jean Houbert,  op. cit. 
3 P.J. Moree A Concise history of Dutch Mauritius, 1598-1710. 1998. 
4 P.J. Moree 1998, op. cit. 
5 Lawrence James. The Rise and fall of the British Empire, 1995, Abacus. 
6 Lawrence James. 1995, op. cit. 
7 Auguste Toussaint:  The History of the Indian Ocean. Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1966. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Marcelle Lagesse, L’Ile de France avant Labourdonnais, 1973, Ile Maurice. 
10 Marcelle Lagesse, 1973, op. cit. 
11 M. S. Rivière ed., Mémoires de M. de la Bourdonnais, 2005, Editions Le Printemps. 
12 R. Allen, ‘Slaves, Freedmen, and Indentured labourers in Colonial Mauritius’, 1999, CUP.  
13 M. Vaughan, ‘The labours of slaves in eighteenth century Mauritius’. Paper presented at International Conference held at 

University of Mauritius, April 2011. 
14 M. Vaughan, op. cit. 
15 M. Vaughan, op. cit. 
16 R. Nagapen, Histoire de la Colonie. Isle de France - Ile Maurice (1721-1968), 1996, Diocèse. 
17 R. Allen, op. cit. 
18 R. Allen, op. cit. 
19 G. Daudin, ‘Profitability of Slave and Long Distance Trading in context: The Case of Eighteenth- Century France.’ The 

Journal of Economic History, Vol. 64. No. 1 (Mar 2004). 
20 J. F. Dupon, Contraintes Insulaires et Fait Colonial aux Mascareignes et aux Seychelles,1977, Paris. 
21 A. Toussaint, La Route des Iles, 1967. 
22 E. Dommen, P. Hein: Foreign trade in goods and services. The dominant activity of small island economies, Chapter 7. 

1985 
23 A. Toussaint, La Route des Iles, op. cit. 
24 A. Toussaint, Le Mirage des Iles, 1977. 
25 A. Toussaint, Le Mirage des Iles, 1977. 
26 M. Vaughan, op. cit. 
27 R. Allen op. cit 
28 R. Allen op. cit. 
29 R. Allen op. cit. 
30 V. Teelock. Mauritian History, MGI, 2001. 
31Ly-Tio-Fane, Pinco H. Implémentation et évolution de la communauté chinoise à Maurice. MA Thesis,   
University of Aix-en-Provence. 
32Dermigny L, Cargaisons Indiennes, Solier et Cie, 1781-1793, Paris, 1959-1960.  Cited in Ly-Tio-Fane Pineo and E Lim Fat 

From Alien to Citizen. 
33V Teelock, op. cit. 
34E.E. André Rouillard: Three hundred years of sugar manufacture in Mauritius.  Revue Agricole et Sucrière de L’île Maurice, 

vol. 79 No. 3, septembre décembre 2000. 
35W.K. Storey: Science and power in colonial Mauritius, University of Rochester Press, 1997, p. 27. 
36The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, 1853-1953. 
37V. Teelock: Bitter Sugar, Mahatma Gandhi Institute, 1998. 
38W.K Storey op. cit., p 72 
39Grynaviski Jeffrey D. (2003), ‘Did Southerners Favor Slavery? Inferences from an Analysis of Prices in New Orleans, 1805-

1860’, mimeo 
40Ransom, Roger L. ‘The Historical Statistics of the Confederacy.’ In The Historical Statistics of the United States, Millennial 

Edition, edited by Susan Carter and Richard Sutch. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 
41 See Appendix 1 for a detailed theoretical framework on the value of slave labour. 
42 Data was collected by Dr. Vijaya Teelock and students from the University of Mauritius for the Origins project. 
43Similar findings by Chenny, Pascal St-Amour and Désiré Vencatachellum (2003), ‘Slave prices from succession and 

bankruptcy sales in Mauritius, 1825–1827’, Explorations in Economic History 40(3), 419–442. 
44 Newland, Carlos, and Maria Jesus San Segundo (1996) ‘Human capital and other determinants of the price life cycle of a 

slave: Peru and La Plata in the eighteenth century’, Journal of Economic History 56(3), 694–701. Chenny, Pascal St-
Amour and Désiré Vencatachellum (2003): op. cit. 

45 Newland, Carlos, and Maria Jesus San Segundo (1996): op. cit. and Kotlikoff, Laurence J. (1979) ‘The structure of slave 
prices in New Orleans, 1804 to 1862’, Economic Inquiry, 17(4), 496–518. 

46 Conrad, A.H. and Meyer, J.R. (1958), ‘The Economics of Slavery in the Antebellum South’, Journal of Political Economy, 
66, 95-122 and Fogel, R.W. and Engerman, S.L. (1974), Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery, 
2 volumes, Boston: Little Brown. 

47 Chenny, Pascal St-Amour and Désiré Vencatachellum (2003): op. cit. 
48 Newland and Segunda (1996): op. cit. 
49 Chenny, Pascal St-Amour and Désiré Vencatachellum (2003): op. cit. 
50 Newland and Segunda (1996): op. cit. 
51 Valentine, Barbara (2000), ‘The dark soul of the people: slaves in Mauritius’, Working Paper 0102, Rhodes University. 

South African Data Archive 
52 Kotlikoff, 1979 and Newland and Sangunda, 1996 who found a skilled premium in the range of 43 to 46 per cent. 
53 A similar pattern is identified for the US by Kotlikoff (1979).   
54 Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum, 2003: op. cit.  
55 Paturau, J Maurice (1988) Histoire économique de l’Île Maurice (Les Pailles, Ile Maurice: Henry and Cie). 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission  456 

                                                                                                                                                        
56 Lovejoy, Paul E and David Richardson (1995), ‘British Abolition and its Impact on Slave Prices along the Atlantic Coast of 

Africa, 1783-1850,’ Journal of Economic History, 55(1), 98-119. 
57 Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum (2003): op. cit. 
58 Wahl, J. B. (1996), ‘The Jurisprucence of American Slave Sales’, Journal of Economic History, 56 (1), 143–169. 
59 Simon and Neal (1971),‘A Calculation of the Black Reparations Bill’,The Review of Black Political Economy  
4,2 
60 Wahl (1996): op. cit. 
61 Draft paper presented at the Southern Political Science Association meetings, Savannah, GA, November 7-10 2002 and at 

the University of Chicago. 
62Grynaviski and Munger (2003): op. cit. 
63 Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum, (2003): op. cit. 
64 Paturau (1988): op. cit. 
65 Clare Anderson: Convicts within Indian Ocean, 2000, p. 5, p. 6; St Martin’s Press, Inc (USA). 
66 C. Anderson: op. cit., p. 114. 
67 C. Anderson: op. cit., p. 114. 
68 Quoted in H. Ly Tio Fane-Pineo & E. Lim Fat ‘From alien to citizen’, Editions de L’Océan Indien (2008). 
69 M. Carter, V. Govinden, S. Peerthum.  The last Slaves, 2003, CR1OS, p. 39. 
70 M. Carter, V. Govinden, S. Peerthum: op. cit. 
71 A.d’Epinay, Mémoire des colons de l’île Maurice, présenté à Lord Goderich (16 février 1831). 
72 Hansard. millibank systems.com/sittings 1803-2005, year1825 
73 A. d’Epinay (1831): op. cit. 
74 A.C. Kalla: ‘The Gujarati Merchants in Mauritius’, Journal of Mauritian Studies, MGI. 
75 MNA, HA18 
76 MNA, HA18 
77 MNA, HA 92 
78 MNA HA 96/1 
79  Burroughs, P. 1976. ‘The Mauritius rebellion of 1932 and the abolition of British colonial slavery’, Journal of Imperial and 

Commonwealth History 4(3). 
80 HL Deb 14 August 1833, Vol. 20. 
81 HC Deb 19 June 1835, Vol. 28. 
82 Moses D. E Nwulia: ‘The Apprenticeship system in Mauritius: Its Character and Its Impact on Race Relations in the 

Immediate Post-Emancipation Period, 1839-1879’.  African Studies Review Vol. 21 No. 1 April 1978. 
83 Moses D.E Nwulia 1978, op. cit. 
84 HC Deb 12 June 1835, Vol. 28. 
85 La Balance 1832, No. 5, lundi 16 avril 1832. 
86 Le Cernéen, 15 juin 1832. 
87 Le Mauricien, 16 février 1838. 
88 Douglas Hall, ‘The flight from the estates reconsidered: The British West Indies, 1838-42.’  The Journal of Caribbean 

History, Vols. 10 and 11, 1978. 
89 Douglas Hall, op. cit. 
90 Douglas Hall, op. cit. 
91 Le Mauricien 12 février 1838. 
92 R. Lamusse, The Economic Development of the Mauritius Sugar Industry Part II, Revue Agricole et Sucrière 43. 1964, p. 

113. 
93 V. Teelock, Bitter Sugar. Sugar and Slavery in the 19th Century. 
94 V. Teelock, op. cit. 
95 Allen, op. cit. (Ex- apprentices and the post-emancipation era 1839-1851, pp. 130-131) 
96 Ibid. 
97 M. Carter, Servants, Sirdars and Settlers: Indians in Mauritius, 1834-1874, Ch. 1 p. 20. 
98 Lamusse, op. cit. p. 115. 
99 Ibid., p. 115. 
100 M. Carter, op. cit. Ch. 1, p. 24. 
101 A. C. Kalla: Health and Urban Environment in Mauritius (1850-1900), Journal of Mauritian Studies. New series, Vol. 1, p. 

97. 
102 Lamusse, op. cit. p. 116. 
103 Frere and Williamson. op. cit. 
104 Allen, op. cit. (Ex-apprentices and the post-emancipation era 1839-1851, pp. 114-115). 
105 D. North-Coombes, Studies in the political economy of Mauritius, Ch. 1, pp. 9-10. 
106 D. North-Coombes, op. cit. Ch. 2, p. 37. 
107 D. North-Coombes, op. cit. Ch. 2, p. 33. 
108 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 120. 
109 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 122. 
110 Ibid., p. 119. 
111 A. C. Kalla, Health and Urban environment in Mauritius (1850-1900) Journal of Mauritian Studies. MGI, Moka 2001, p. 98. 
112 Ibid., p. 102. 
113 D. North-Coombes, op. cit., Chap. 2, p. 40. 
114 Kalla, op. cit., p. 106. 
115 Frere W. E and Williamson, V. A (1875), Report of the Royal Commissioners […] into the treatment of Indians in 

Mauritius, London, pp. 106-109. 
116 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 120. 
117 Teelock, op. cit., p. 45. 
118 Allen, op. cit. 
119 Lamusse, op. cit., pp. 355/356. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission  457 

                                                                                                                                                        
120 Lagesse, op. cit., pp. 3, 4. 
121 Ibid. p. 15. 
122 Correspondence regarding Distress in the Colonies (1848) – Colonial Parliamentary Papers, London. 
123 Report of the Select Committee on Sugar and Coffee Planting (1848). 
124 Lamusse, op. cit., Part III, 43, pp. 358, 359. 
125 Allen, op. cit.  
126 Lagesse, op. cit., p. 45. 
127 (i) Chateau, The History of Mauritian enterprises, pp. 55. 
    (ii) Macmillan, Mauritius Illustrated, pp. 278/279. 
128 Annual Report.  The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, 1860-61, pp. 74-78, Port Louis.  
129 Allen, op. cit. 
130 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 361. 
131 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 362. 
132 A. Jahangeer – Chojoo, Indo-Mauritius Trade: the Role of Gujarate Commercial Houses during the second half of 19th 

Century – Mauritius Journal of Mauritian Studies.  New series, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 19. 
133 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 363. 
134 Ibid. p. 363. 
135 Sir Charles Bruce, Scottish Geographical Society 1908, 75. 
136 Sir Charles Bruce, Scottish Geographical Society 1908, 75. 
137 The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture 1882, Port Louis [translated from French]. 
138 Lamusse, op. cit., p. 365. 
139 D. North-Coombes, op. cit., pp. 97-98. 
140 M. Carter, op. cit.                                                                                                                                                                                          
141 Wolf, Eric, R. (1982), Europe and the People Without History, Berkeley. 
142 Hazareesingh, K (1966), The Religion and Culture of Indian Immigrants in Mauritius and the Effect of Social Change, 

Comparative Studies in Society and History, 8(2), 241-257. 
143 Mishra (2010), Indian Indentured Labourers in Mauritius, Studies in History. 
144 Report of T. Hugon, dt. 29 July 1839, PP, Vol. XXXVII, No. 331, 1840. 
145 H. Tinker, (1974), A New System of Slavery: The Import of Indian Labour Overseas 1830–1920, London. 
146 Report of Royal Commission, Mauritius, 1875. 
147 H. Tinker, (1974): op.cit. 
148 Report of Royal Commission, Mauritius, 1875, op. cit. 
149 Mishra (2010), op. cit. 
150 Blue Books. 
151 A. Jahangeer Chojoo, Indo-Mauritius Trade. Journal of Mauritian Studies, New Series Vol.1, No. 1. 
152 A. Jahangeer Chojoo, op. cit. 
153 A. Jahangeer Chojoo, La Rose et le Henné. Une étude des Musulmans à Maurice, MGI, 2004. 
154 Report of the Royal Commission, 1909. 
155 Sir P. Raffray, The Marketing of Sugar. The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture 1853-1953. 
156 P.J. Barnwell and A. Toussaint. A Short History of Mauritius, 1999. 
157 R. Thompson, Report on the Forest of Mauritius, their Present Condition and Future Management. August 1880. 
158 The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture 1853 – 1953. 
159 R.Thompson, 1880, op. cit. 
160 The Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture 1853 – 1953. 
161 R. Thompson, 1880, op. cit. 
162 R. Thompson, 1880, op cit. 
163 F. Gleadow, Report on the Forests of Mauritius, 1904. 
164 Barnwell and Toussaint, 1949, op. cit. 
165 Transactions of the Mauritius Sugar Industry Conference, 1927 Government Printer, 1928. 
166 Tom Kemp. Industrialisation in nineteenth-century Europe, 2nd ed. 1985, Longman. 
167 Mauritius Almanachs. 
168 Jean Houbert Mauritius: Independence and dependence. Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 19, No.1 (Mar 1981) pp. 

75-105. 
169 Report of the Royal Commission, 1909. 
170 Report of the Royal Commission, 1909. 
171 Report of the Royal Commission, 1909. 
172 J.D.Elliot, N.G.Loughane, Financial Situation of Mauritius, 1931. 
173 Report of the Royal Commission of 1909. 
174 Report of the Royal Commission 1909 Part 3 Copies of certain documents received by the Royal Commission p. 31. 
175  Report of the  Royal Commission of 1909. 
176 Report of the Royal Commission, 1909. Part II p 371. 
177 Report of the Royal Commission 1909, Minutes of Proceedings and Evidence, p 74. 
178 Mauritius Economic Commission 1947-1948. 1: 55, Port Louis. 
179 F Watts: Report on the Mauritius Sugar Industry. Colonial Parliamentary Papers 1930. 1 (cmd.3518), 3-4 London. 
180 Lamusse R: The Economic Development of the Mauritius Sugar Industry. Revue Agricole et Sucrière Part III p. 368. 
181 Report of the Financial Commission 1931. Colonial Parliamentary Papers 1932. 1 (cmd. 4034), 226, London; 232. 
182 Colonial Parliamentary Papers, 1930, 3 (cmd.3705) 31, London. 
183 Alvarez, J and L.C. Popoulous. The nature of Government protection and control with the US industry. University of 

Florida, USA. 1988. 
184 The M134/32 was developed locally by the Cane Research Division of the Department of Agriculture. 
185 R. Lamusse The Supremacy and twilight of the Mauritius Sugar Industry. Part II p. 229 2011. 
186 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit., p. 230. 
187 Ibid., Part II, p. 230. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission  458 

                                                                                                                                                        
188 Ibid., Part II, p. 232. 
189 Ibid., Part II, p. 219. 
190 Ibid.,  Part II, p. 220. 
191 Ibid., Part II, p. 221. 
192 Ibid., Part II, p. 224. 
193 J. Bett. Report by the Land Settlement Officer, 1948 
194 J. Bett, op. cit. 
195 J. Bett, op. cit. 
196 R. Lamusse, 2011, Part II, p. 233. 
197 Ibid., Part II, p. 233. 
198 R. Lamusse, Adjustment to structural change in manufacturing in a North-South perspective: The case of the clothing 

export sector in Mauritius. ILO, November 1989,  pp. 4-5. 
199 Ibid., p. 5. 
200 Ibid., p. 5. 
201 Ibid., p. 5. 
202 Report by S. Wilberforce, July 1913. 
203 S. Wilberforce, op. cit. 
204 S. Wilberforce, op. cit. 
205 Report on the working of Cooperative Credit Societies, 1914. 
206 Report on the working of Cooperative Credit Societies, 1915. 
207 Burrenchobay. Cooperatives in Mauritius, 1957. 
208 Burrenchobay.  op. cit. 
209   Burrenchobay, op. cit.  
210  Mr. W.K.H. Campbell, Cooperation, March 1945. 
211 Annual Report of the Department of Cooperation for the year ended 29th February, 1968. Government Printer 1969. 
212 M.D. North-Coombes. Struggles in the Cane Field, Conference at University of East Anglia, 1986. 
213 I.D. Elliott and N.G. Loughlane. Financial Situation of Mauritius, 1931. 
214  P de Sornay, Revue Agricole et Sucrière, 1930. 
215 Administration Reports 1927,1931.  
216 I.D. Elliott and N.G. Loughlane. Financial Situation of Mauritius, 1931, op. cit. 
217 Malcholm de Chazal. Nouvel Essai Economique, 1935. 
218 Hooper, Report of the Commission of Enquiry into unrest et al. on sugar estates in Mauritius, 1937, Annex I. 
219 Hooper, op. cit. 
220 Hooper, op. cit. 
221 J. Chan Low. The Colonial State and Labour protest: The Hooper Report in historical perspective. 65th Anniversary 

Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relation. 2003. 
222 R. Quenette. Emmanuel Anquetil, MGI, 1985 p. 59. 
223 Report of the Commission of Enquiry with the disturbances which occurred in the North of Mauritius in 1943. 
224 Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations, 65th Anniversary, 2003. 
225 R. Quenette, op. cit. 
226  Report of the Commission of Enquiry on the disturbances which occurred in the North of Mauritius in 1943. 
227 J. Chan Low, 65th Anniversary,   Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations, 2003, op. cit. 
228 C. Bhagirutty. Plantation Workers Union. 50 ans de lutte syndicale 1938-1988. 
229 R. Quenette, op. cit. p. 127. 
230 C. Bhagirutty, op. cit. 
231 T. Balogh and C.J.M. Benett, Commission of Inquiry (Sugar Industry), 1962. 
232 T. Balogh and C.J.M. Benett, op. cit. 
233 Jean Houbert, Mauritius: Independence and Dependence. 
234 R. Lamusse, Adjustment to structural change in manufacturing in a North-South perspective: The case of the clothing 

export sector in Mauritius. ILO, November 1989. 
235 R. Lamusse, ILO, November 1989, op. cit. 
236  R. Lamusse, The breakthrough in export processing industrialisation in Mauritius. African-American Issues, Center, 

Boston University, 1985. 
237  D. Greenaway and R. Lamusse, op. cit. 
238 African Economic Outlook 2005-2006 , www.oecd.org/dev/publications/africanoutlook 
239 The Mauritius Tourism Industry, Axys Brocking Ltd., April 2011. 
240 Central Statistics Office, Mauritius. 
241  Central Statistics Office, Mauritius. 
242  Central Statistics Office, Mauritius. 
243 Page, S. (1999), Tourism and Development : The evidence from Mauritius, South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
244 Ali Zafar 2011, op. cit. 
245 D. Greenaway and R. Lamusse, Private and Public Sector Responses to the 1972-75 Sugar Boom in Mauritius. In Trade 

shocks in developing countries, Vol 1, Africa, 1998. 
246  R. Lamusse 2011, The supremacy and Twilight of the sugar industry, Part II, p. 254. 
247 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit. 
248 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit., p. 258. 
249 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit., p. 273. 
250 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit., p. 278. 
251 R. Lamusse 2011, op. cit., p. 279. 
252 Kinnock and Chulumanda, 2006. Report of the ACP-EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly Delegation, Fact-Finding Delegation 

to Swaziland And Mauritius. 
253 Rojid S., V. Tandrayen, B. Seetanah and V. Sunnassee. 2009. Trade and Poverty in Mauritius: Impact of EU Sugar Reforms 

on the Livelihood of Sugar Cane Workers.  TIPS, Report on Trade and Pro-Poor Growth – Thematic Working Group. 



VOL 4 : PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – ECONOMICS OF COLONIALISM. SLAVERY AND 
INDENTURE AND THE CONSEQUENCES FOR CONTEMPORARY MAURITIUS  

Truth and Justice Commission  459 

                                                                                                                                                        
254 Multi-Annual Adaptation Strategy Action Plan 2006-2015. Safeguarding the Future through Consensus. Ministry of Agro-

Industry and Fisheries. 
255 Final report on the Mid-Term Review(MTR) of the MAAS –September 2010. 
256 Tandrayen-Ragoobur, Verena. 2011. Bitter EU Sugar Reforms for Mauritius: A Gender Perspective. Bulletin of Gender 

Studies, Issue I. 
257 Exchange rate $1=Rs. 33  
258 Final report on the Mid-Term Review (MTR) of the MAAS –September 2010, op. cit. 
259 Miaoulis, George, and R. D. Michener, 1976. An Introduction to Sampling. Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall/Hunt Publishing 

Company. 
260 Tandrayen-Ragoobur, Verena. 2011, op. cit. 
261 Rojid S., V. Tandrayen, B. Seetanah and V. Sunnassee, 2009, op. cit. 
262 Ali Zafar, Mauritius: An economic success 2011.Africa Success stories project, World Bank. 
263 EPZ Act 1970. 
264 EPZ Act 1970. 
265 Ali Zafar 2011, op. cit. 
266 Annual Report of the Ministry of Cooperatives and Cooperative Development for the years 1971-72 and 1972-73. 
267 White Paper on Cooperative Development, June 1983. 
268 White Paper, op. cit. 
269 White Paper, op. cit. 
270 Commission of Inquiry, Report on former Mauritius Cooperative Central Bank, November 1995. 
271 Commission of Inquiry, op. cit., 1995. 
272 Commission of Inquiry, 1995, p. 61, op cit. 
273 Ministry of Industry, SME, Commerce and Cooperatives. Annual Report, July 2005- June 2006. 
274 COPAC, The passion of the people: Successful Cooperative Experiences in Africa, 2008. 
275 COPAC, op. cit. 2008, p. 66. 
276 Cooperative Division, Ministry of Cooperatives, 2011. 
277 Malenn Oodiah, MMM 1969-1989, 20 ans d’histoire. 
278 Malenn Oochiah, op. cit. 
279 C. Bhagirutty,Plantation Workers Union, 50 Ans de Lutte Syndicale 1938-1988.   
280 Malenn Oochiah, op. cit. 
281 Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations, 65th Anniversary, 2003. 
282 C. Bhagirutty, op. cit. 
283 Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations, 2003. 
284 Dan Cunniah, Brief History of Labour Movement in Mauritius. 65th Anniversary. Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations 
285 Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations, 2003 op. cit. 
286 Malenn Oodiah, op. cit. 
287 T. Balogh and Bennett, op. cit. 
288 Malenn Oodiah, op. cit. 
289 C. Bhagirutty, op. cit. 
290 Report of the Select Committee on the Industrial Relations Act, April 1983. 
291 Report of the Select Committee on the IRA, op. cit. 
292 Revised Laws of Mauritius 1981, Industrial Relation Act Labour Act. 
293 Employment Relations Act, 2008. 
294 Employment Rights Act, 2008. 
295 Australian Services Union-Good Practice Guide for Occupational Health and Safety in Call Centres. 
296 M. Koenig, Report on the Agricultural Census 1940, Government Printer.  
297 M. Koenig 1940, op. cit. 
298 M. Koenig, op. cit. 
299 Report of the Mauritius Economic Commission, 1947-48. 
300 Sugar Industry Fund Board – Annual Reports. 
301 Central Statistics Office, Analytical Report of HBS 2006/2007 
302 Central Statistics Office, op. cit. 
303 Central Statistics Office, op. cit. 
304 Central Statistics Office, op. cit. 
305 Central Statistics Office, op. cit. 
306 Lawrence James. The Rise and Fall of the British Empire, 1998. 
307 Jean Houbert, Mauritius: Independence and Dependence The Journal of Modern African Studies, 19, 1 (1981). 
308 Jean Houbert,  op. cit. 
 Reparation would involve the education, housing and social security sectors. 
309 ILO Decent Work, 1999. 
310 International Cooperative Alliance. Cooperative Principles and Values, Revised 1996. 



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  460 

 

 

 

A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS: MISSIONARY ACTIVITIES 

IN POST-EMANCIPATION MAURITIUS (1840-1895) 

AND ITS IMPACT ON CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY 
 

 

 

Stephanie TAMBY 

Researcher, TJC 

 

  



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  461 

 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

MNA   Mauritius  National  Archives 

Archives S. Sp. Archives de la Congrégation du Saint Esprit.  

30, rue Lhomond, Paris.   

Archives Evêché Evêché de Port Louis. Ile Maurice. (Private Archives) 

  



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  462 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................................................... 463 

Chapter 1: Background to Catholic missionary movement .......................................................................... 464 

Chapter 2:  An appraisal of Missionary intervention in Post‐Emancipation Mauritius ................................. 472 

Chapter 3: The Catholic Church and Power ................................................................................................ 481 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................................................................... 484 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .......................................................................................................................................... 486 

APPENDICES .............................................................................................................................................. 488 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  463 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1840, Mauritius, formerly Isle de France, already had a complex history which was to become 
more complex with the Indians - Hindus and Muslims – and the Chinese being added to the ex-slaves 
mainly of Malagasy or African origin, to the Coloured people, the Whites. Among these last ones, 
were some of French origin and colonists in the country, the others being British and new 
administrators of the island; they were to form a population in search of its identity and to see 
imposing one which would be imposed upon them by the dominant racial oligarchy. It is within this 
complex socio-political system that the Church would have to integrate itself.  

Research on missionary intervention in Mauritius has progressed rather slowly,1 but it has recently 
gained momentum within scholarly and public discourse, exploring the role played by missionaries in 
the immediate post-emancipation period and its impact on contemporary Mauritian society. Indeed, 
the years 1860-1895 were marked by dynamic exertions on the part of the Catholic and Protestant 
Churches to bring the former apprentices and indentured immigrants within the pale of their 
respective churches.  

This study begins with a brief survey of missionary interventions during the pre-emancipation 
period, when the majority of the population were non-Christians although Catholicism was the only 
official religion. Next, the missionaries are discussed in terms of their unique role as intermediaries 
between the Colonial Authorities and the colonized peoples through evangelization. This is followed 
by special attention being paid to the areas of Education and Public Health in which the missions 
made their greatest impact, but where the State's concern for promoting basic literacy and 
numeracy, the Church's interest in indoctrination and practical training, and the people’s wish could 
never be fully reconciled. 

Finally, the third consequence of the missionary experience concerns the relationship between 
Church and State. The controversial issue of collaboration between missionaries and colonial 
enterprise in Mauritius or the dominant oligarchy is discussed. For any but the most anticlerical of 
scholars today, however, relations between the two forces can be seen to range from close 
collaboration to open conflict; and how we assess the dominant tendency of any particular Church 
will depend on the empirical historical record, as well as the ideological outlook of the particular 
researcher.  
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CHAPTER 1 BACKGROUND TO CATHOLIC MISSIONARY MOVEMENT 
 

1.1 Prelude to Catholic missionary movement 

During the 17th century and part of the 18th century, France had developed a ‘régime de chrétienté, 
and spurred by the Gallicanist trend, Catholicism was raised up to the status of a State Church. 
Consequently, Catholicism was theoretically the only official religion practised in the Colony during 
French occupation. That situation stemmed from the status of that religion in France, where it was 
the State religion. In practice, however, the majority of the inhabitants in the Colony, as a matter 
of fact, were non-Christians.  

The intellectual and spiritual development of slaves, the overwhelming majority of the population 
at that time, was almost entirely neglected. Although the Code Noir prescribed the compulsory 
conversion of slaves to Catholicism,2 the Lazarist missionaries in Isle de France, for pastoral reasons, 
boldly discarded that legally-binding obligation3, without in the least suffering political interference 
or being disturbed by the Colonial Authorities. Indeed, the Code Noir, as Amédée Nagapen 
remarked, drew an idealized picture of the religious life of the slave, not easily achievable in 
practice. On the one hand, the slaves who were unloaded from the vessels of the slave traders had 
their own religion. Plunged brutally into the slave system of Isle de France and forced to fight for a 
painful survival in a French-speaking foreign society, they were quickly stripped of their language, 
their religion, their habits, in short, of their culture. Moreover, factors such as the mode of life of 
the masters, their daily needs for manpower, the requirements of the Sunday drudgeries, the 
impossibility of sanctioning the delinquents, made it impossible to abide to the decrees of the Code 
Noir.  

On the other hand, the missionaries, in practice, adopted different standards, more pastoral 
principles in conformity with their conviction that faith is a gift of God, a supernatural grace. 
Consequently, ignoring the rules of the Code Noir which ordered the baptism of the slaves and 
Catholic religious instruction, the Clergy of Isle de France initially took care of catechism and then 
of the ceremony of baptism, depending on the dispositions of the catechumen. Above all, they took 
care not to baptize inconsiderately slaves who then generally precipitated in cohabitation, could 
not receive the sacrament of marriage.4 

For obvious reasons, in Isle de France, there existed neither mass catechizing nor mass 
Christianisation, still less mass administration of baptisms.5 

So, as regards to the slave population, in spite of the legislation in force, the majority were not 
Christians. The Government just had to rest content with the existing situation. 

It must be noted that Roman Catholic missionary enthusiasm waned at the dawn of the eighteenth 
century, following the traumatic experience of the French Revolution.  

Yet, by the 1830s, following the changing attitudes of the planting community and during the 
amelioration period, some local Catholic priests started catechism with the slaves. Nagapen 
outlined the work of Father Déroulède in the 1830s among the slave population. At the opening of a 
new Church at Flacq in 1832, Le Cernéen of 27 September rejoiced that both the inhabitants and 
their slaves should be able to receive a religious instruction.  

But despite all these efforts, it could scarcely be expected that Christianity would have made much 
progress among the slaves, given that they met with such harsh treatment at the hands of men 
professedly Christian, or that the prayers which they were compelled to offer up every evening for 
the welfare of their masters could not have been uttered with much sincerity.6  

The Indian Catholic slaves 

Historical documents record with certainty that the Indian slaves were integrated into the 
burgeoning Mauritian population as far back as 1729. From 1729 to 1731, the vessels of the French 
East India Company landed no less than 3,300 slaves on the two islands of whom 2,000 had been 
captured in Madagascar, 1,000 along the various coasts of Africa and 300 in India.7 Regardless of 
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their country of origin, they were all designated under the generic name of ‘Blacks’, including those 
of India. 

Legal theory and missionary practice 

Although the Code Noir prescribed the baptism of slaves, in their field-work, however, the Lazarist 
priests followed different norms, pastoral ones, in keeping with the God-given grace of faith. Thus, 
whilst the royal Code Noir set forth that the slaves should be baptized and instructed in the Catholic 
religion, the local Clergy carried out religious teaching first and administered baptism afterwards, 
depending on the disposition of the applicant. 

The priests were never in any hurry to admit a catechumen slave to baptism. Thus, in spite of the 
introduction of slaves to the Isle de France as early as 1722, Mr. Borthon, the Apostolic Vice-
Prefect, did not confer baptism on any slave before 1725. On 11th March of that year, he baptized 
the very first slave couple and on that same day, he blessed their union in matrimony.8 The 
Lazarists, as a rule, would admit into the Church through baptism only those who had given 
evidence of their willingness and determination to abide by the Church’s moral teaching. Because of 
the promiscuity attendant on slavery, they would baptise adults, when these were imported, on 
condition that they could settle down in matrimony, monogamous and indissoluble.9 They therefore 
fostered the ideal of married family life for the youths, a policy backed by the French East India 
Company, albeit not for the same reason: Young people who were married would not think of 
marooning. 

As regards to the period of probation and instruction undergone by Indian catechumens, it would 
vary. In any case, the request to convert to Christianity came in the wake of an irresistible process 
of depersonalization. Usually, the Hindu slaves, many of them Gentoos from Bengal (unconquered as 
yet by the English), were first rigged out by their masters with a French name or nickname that 
ripped off their external Hindu personality. Next, they were per force subdued to an un-Indian way 
of life, fed on the slave diet (manioc and so on), clad with the coarse blue denim, holding on to the 
Creole patois for communication and survival, and prevented by the local environment from 
professing their ancestral faith. Stripped, to that extent, of their cultural identity, the Indians 
would look towards Catholicism, the official and exclusive religion. The young male adults would 
turn all the more easily to Christianity as through scarcity of Indian women, they were left with no 
alternative but to marry female slaves of other ethnic groups. The Indian children, in all events, 
were christened in infancy, like all slave-born children, and as is the traditional practice in Catholic 
families. Musleem Jumeer goes so far as to state that: 

“The civil status registers of the early years of colonisation of the island show the 
existence of the island show the existence of a great number of Indian female slaves who 
have their new-born babies christened.”10  

 

On 19 July 1760, Mr. Le Tellier, a Lazarist priest of St. François of Assisi Parish, administered the 
sacrament of baptism to eight children, all slaves of Le Page, an inhabitant of Flacq. One of them 
was an Indian baby-boy, Vincent, illegitimate child of Louise, Indian slave, born a month ago. It is 
worth noting that all Indian slave-born children – according to public records, Civil Status registers, 
censuses and elsewhere – are categorised as Creole slave (native slaves). As a result, within the 
span of one or at most two generations, the latter had suffered a total loss of whatever link they 
have might maintained with their Indian origins. 

To revert to the implementation of the Code Noir, stress should also be laid on the local practice 
that was a far cry from the legal prescriptions. Thus, as the Law prohibited official marriages 
between White and Black partners (Art. 9), concubinary unions prevailed, with no penal sanction. 
On the other hand, on Sundays, those Catholic Indian slaves were expected to attend mass and 
religious instruction, or the religious function on the owner’s estate. In fact, hardly any Indian slave 
could benefit from such facilities. Corvées had to be performed on Sundays and religious Holidays. 
Besides, their occupation as domestic servants precluded them from benefiting from such legal 
weekly rest. Room-cleaning, cooking, serving at table allowed no break, not even on Sundays. 
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Clearly, the legal framework and the social environment encompassed those Indian men and women 
in such a tight set-up that an infallible course of events led them – many of them understandably, 
and all their offsprings invariably – to the Catholic Church.  

How numerous were they? It is difficult to have an exact, or even an approximate figure, of the 
number of Indian slaves especially, since this early phase of local religious life remains shrouded in 
a misty lack of documentation. Moreover, the historian needs to be wary of the pitfalls of Christian 
names that are unreliable indicators of Catholic membership. Furthermore, the Catholic profile of 
the Indian slaves is very slight, as the latter are, all in all, but a marginal element of the slave 
population of Mauritius over the period 1722-1735. 

1.2 Restructuring of the Church after 1840 

The mid-nineteenth century represented a turning point in the History of the Church in Mauritius. 
Apart from the various social changes taking place in the country (abolition of slavery and 
apprenticeship), there was also a need for a Catholic revival. If the Roman Catholic Church could 
embark on such a revival, it was largely owing to the zeal and personality of Mgr. Collier who 
happened to be the right man at the right time. 

During the century-long presence of the Benedictines in Mauritius, the episcopate of Bishop William 
Bernard Allen Collier (1841-1863) stands out remarkably, as the period during which the Catholic 
Church experienced a conspicuous spiritual regeneration; this revitalization that contrasted with 
the lethargy that it had endured over the first three decades of British colonization. 

Undoubtedly, the lasting impact of Bishop Collier’s episcopate sprang from a pastoral plan that he 
had already been actually conceived, although nowhere formulated on paper. It probably originated 
right from the time he was designated the Vicar Apostolic of Mauritius. 

The outline of his policy can be sketchily drawn around the following guide-marks:  

 reading the signs of the time; 

 recruitment of Clergy;  

 founding of new parishes; 

 introduction of religious congregations; 

 lay apostolate; 

 Fund-raising measures. 

Reading the signs of the time  

As soon as he set foot on the island, he became aware of the real nature of the motley population; 
religious life was a mere veneer of Catholicism. The majority of the population was formed by the 
large class of former slaves recently emancipated. In that impoverished and illiterate community, 
tens of thousands were not even baptised; educational institutions for boys as well as girls were 
really scarce. 

Besides, he was quick to observe a few trends that were gradually modifying the profile of the 
colony, especially the influx of Indian immigrants working on the ever-expanding sugar plantations. 
Similarly, he was attentive to the repeated calls from the small dependency of Rodrigues, and as 
soon as he could spare a priest, he began the evangelization of the neighbouring island. 

Furthermore, as time elapsed, conflicts arose between the Government and the Church. On these 
occasions, Bishop Collier’s reactions enable us to picture his views on the State-Church relationship. 

In order to effectively bring the Gospel to such a large and multicoloured population, the bishop 
needed collaborators, especially priests. So, his primary concern was to recruit missionaries from 
abroad. 
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Recruitment of the Clergy 

An adequate number of suitable priests was of paramount importance to evangelize the inhabitants 
of the colony. When he embarked for Mauritius on board the Tanjore in 1841, he took along with 
him an English Benedictine, Dom Stanislas Giles, an Irish priest, John Larkan, another one from 
Savoy, the Abbé Rovery, and Jacques Desiré Laval, a French missionary, whose priestly ministry was 
to operate a real transformation of minds and hearts and to cause the Christian faith to take root in 
an enduring way in Catholic families.11 On his arrival, the Bishop had found eight priests in the 
Colony. However, without losing time, he had to interdict, three of them and soon afterwards, two 
others left the island. 

Bishop Collier was but two years in Mauritius when he decided to return to Europe on a recruiting 
spree (1843-1845). His mission was a fruitful one. He was able to enlist eight priests, of whom six 
were Irishmen and two Belgians. One of the Belgians, the Abbé Xavier Masuy, proved a most 
successful apostle of the educated white classes. Later, the Bishop was successful in bringing in 
other Belgian priests, such as the Reverend Paquet, and the Reverend Frederick Muylhe.12 

Then as from 1846, through a liberalising step taken by Downing Street, he was able to admit alien 
priests as well, even those of French nationality. At his request, the Holy Ghost Congregation of 
Father F. M. Paul Libermann13 started sending missionaries to the island. When he finally left 
Mauritius in 1862, his Clergy had reached the impressive total of 35. 

Better still, as from 1860, non-British priests were authorised to apply for naturalization. This 
process, initiated by Bishop Collier had far-reaching consequences over the following decades and 
on the future of Catholicism in the Colony. Henceforth, the “Open Sesame” enabled alien priests to 
freely undertake missionary work in Mauritius and to earn their salaries from the Public Treasury. 
From that time to the end of the nineteenth century, over 94 alien priests – all of them Frenchmen 
save two Belgians and two Italians – thus took advantage of legislation to apply for, and to obtain, 
their naturalization as British subjects in Mauritius.14 

With the increasing number of priests, the educated classes – White Voltaireans and Gallican 
Catholics, as well as Coloureds with an inclination for Protestantism – were brought back to the 
Catholic fold. A few priests, like the Abbé Xavier Masuy,15 dedicated themselves with success to that 
apostolate. Furthermore, the Black maids and servants who were being evangelized by Father Laval, 
in turn evangelized their white employers. 

Clergy for the Future 

In order to provide the colony with an adequate Clergy in the future, Bishop Collier launched a 
three-pronged strategy: 

First, he cautiously observed the attempts of Father Libermann to provide “British born” priests to 
Mauritius. On 19 February 1842, only five months after his landing in the colony, he stated his 
intention of directing English or Irish seminarians to Paris, with the hope that some of them would 
join the missionary institute of Father Libermann.16  

During his trip across Europe (1843-1845), he applied for seminarians from Baltimore, who would be 
trained in the French novitiate of Fr. Libermann.17 

On the other hand, Fr. Libermann, around that period, contemplated the opening of a branch of his 
Congregation in Ireland and in England. But that wish did not materialise. 

Later, in 1849, Bishop Collier entertained the project of sending four young Irishmen, then studying 
at the Benedictine Douai Abbey in France, to Fr. Libermann, in the hope that they would enter his 
novitiate.18 

In 1853, Father Laval suggested the recruitment from the seminary in Rome of British subjects from 
Malta who would enter the Holy Ghost Congregation and could thus be sent to Mauritius.19 But no 
real thought was ever given to that possibility. 

So, all in all, none of the above endeavours ever materialised! 
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The second point of Collier’s strategy was directed towards Ireland. During his visits to Europe 
(1843-1845 and 1850-1851), he called at the All Hallows missionary seminary in Ireland, where he 
presented his requests. The steps which he took met with some success. He enlisted several 
students for the colony. As a matter of fact, of those enlisted, only six in all actually came to work 
in the Diocese. He also addressed similar pleas to Saint-Patrick’s College, County Carlow. There, as 
well, he made several recruits, but after their ordination, they all opted out and went to minister 
elsewhere. 

However, during his episcopate, thanks to his negotiations, sixteen Irish priests came to Mauritius, 
although only seven out of that number actually worked for more than seven years in the Colony.20   

Thirdly, he set up bursaries to finance the studies of the Irish seminarians. The funds for that 
purpose had to be raised in the Colony. However, the Bishop also applied to the Colonial 
Government to bear those expenses.21 

Strangely enough, while Bishop Collier was striving hard to enlist European missionaries for his 
Diocese, at no time seemingly did the idea of indigenous vocations strike him. Yet, worldwide, a 
process of recruiting and training youngsters in mission territories had already been triggered in the 
19th century. The Benedictines in Mauritius, however, seemed to have remained impervious to such 
an eventuality throughout a century of their presence in the Colony. 

Paradoxically, the Protestant Government in Downing Street positively imagined the feasibility of 
young Mauritians being selected and trained for the priesthood. In his despatch to the Governor, the 
Secretary of State for the Colonies hazarded the view that such a project should be presented to 
Bishop Collier.22 

Establishment of new parishes 

As regards places of worship, Bishop Collier succeeded in materializing that chapter of his pastoral 
policy. 

In 1841, there existed only five parishes. With the increase in population, a good number of villages 
were, therefore, far away from the parish centres, and the faithful in those rural areas forcefully 
petitioned for extra parish churches. As soon as he had recruited a handful of additional priests, he 
therefore set up new parishes. 

With the arrival of more and more priests, Bishop Collier was in a position to set up additional 
parishes in various disadvantaged districts. Thus, by 1846, his Clergy had increased to 12 and he 
established 3 new parishes (St. Philiomena’s, Poudre d’Or; St. John’s, Quatre Bornes; St James, 
Souillac). Ten years later, there were 15 priests in the Colony, and in 1861, they numbered 35. 
Consequently, two other parishes were established in 1849: Holy Ghost, Rivière Sèche; and Holy 
Saviour, Bambous; in 1859, another one: St. Augustine, Black River, and finally in 1862, that of 
Notre Dame de la Salette, Grand Bay.23 

Religious Congregations 

Right from the start, Bishop Collier considered what valuable assets religious congregations would 
prove to be in the implementation of his pastoral policy. 

His first connection occurred fortuitously. After his Episcopal ordination in Rome on 3 May, 1840, he 
made a stopover in Paris, where he was informed of the burgeoning institute set up by Francois-
Marie Pascal Libermann, the Congregation of the Saint-Coeur-de-Marie, with the aim of sending 
missionaries to French colonies. Clerverly and successfully, Collier volunteered to act as the Bishop 
Protector that the nascent institute was in need of. Thus, for the ordination to the priesthood of 
the founder F.M.P. Libermann and of the first contingent of his followers, Bishop Collier was the one 
who granted the canonical Dimissory Letters. Astutely enough, as Bishop Protector, Collier had 
anticipated the coming to Mauritius of those missionaries. On that score, he experienced real 
disappointment, as Libermann dispatched his religious priests to other African mission territories. 
Still, Collier welcomed to the colony the very first missionary of that religious institute, Father 
Jacques Désiré Laval, and a few years later a string of other Holy Ghost missionaries.24 Better still, 
from 1841, the Holy Ghost Congregation had unfailingly sent to the country over a hundred religious 
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missionaries, from France, Britain or Ireland, who kept involving themselves in a wide range of 
pastoral activities, from parish duties to educational, catechetical and other occupations. 

Another male congregation that Collier welcomed into the Diocese was the De la Salle Brothers. 
Both Bishops Slater and Morris had unsuccessfully tried to bring the teaching Order into the Colony. 
The Reverend J.-D. Laval and X. Masuy, for their part, together with the Saint-Vincent de Paul 
Society, succeeded in enlisting these religious from Reunion Island and thus satisfactorily answered 
Bishop Collier’s expectations. The first De la Salle community landed on 8 December 1859. They 
straightaway opened a free primary school in Port Louis, followed by other primary and secondary 
schools over the island. They operated a breakthrough in the educational field for youths, by 
organising evening classes, technical courses, boarding schools and especially, by initiating joint 
school ventures, whereby paid boarding-schools financed the running of free primary schools.25 

The Prelate was also fortunate to obtain nuns for the colony, as a result of attained only after 
knocking in vain at several European doors. In any case, on 8 September 1845, he landed at Port 
Louis, accompanied by three priests and eight Loreto nuns from Ireland. In the 19th century, Teresa 
Ball had inaugurated in Ireland a branch (Loreto) of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary, founded 
by Mary Ward in the 17th century. When in 1844, Bishop Collier visited Rathfarnham, Teresa Ball was 
inspiring the community with such a missionary zeal that eight of the nuns readily volunteered to 
expatriate themselves and to devote themselves to the education of Mauritian girls. In the colony, 
the Loreto nuns embarked on a pioneering enterprise and their influence on the education of girls, 
both Catholic and non-Catholics, as well as on subsequent family life, can hardly be exaggerated. 
This influence was all the stronger as for over a century on other religious congregation ran high 
schools for girls and even the Government did not open its first college for girls until 1951.26 

Now Bishop Collier’s pioneering drive now led him to found a local congregation of nuns, that of the 
Bon-et-Perpétuel-Secours.27 At one time, as he carried out parish work in Port Louis, he had been 
the spiritual director of a young Mauritian woman, twenty-five years old, Caroline Lenferna de 
Laresles. He helped her mature her vocation, entrusted her to the Loreto nuns for her noviciate and 
received her religious vows in 1850. She had taken her name of Marie Augustine. The Bishop 
confided to her care the burgeoning diocesan congregation. As he was sailing to Europe, he 
appointed the able Reverend Xavier Masuy Chaplain of the institute. 

A number of young Mauritian women joined the community, which prospered under the holy and 
charismatic leadership of Marie Augustine. The co-founders wanted the nuns to look after the 
poorest and most destitute. She thus opened a variety of charitable institutions, previously 
unknown: hospitals, hospices and infirmaries for the sick and for the old people, crèches for 
abandoned babies, orphanages for boys and girls, a Lazar-house for lepers and, above all, free 
primary schools for boys and girls in many localities. 

With the encouragement and support of the Bishop, the diocesan congregation went on thriving, 
benefactors assisted with contributions, novices steadily applied for admission to that life 
consecration, dedication and poverty. Even the Government Authorities paid tribute to the 
exemplary and dedicated work of these nuns. 

Sadly, the behaviour of the two following Benedictines Bishops turned out to be abusively 
detrimental to the developing and delicate congregation. 

Bishop Collier’s episcopate might have been enriched with an extra congregation that of the Filles 
de Marie, a Diocesan Institute of the neighbouring Reunion Island, founded by Marie Magdeleine de 
la Croix. Assuredly, all parties concerned wanted a foundation in Mauritius. That wish, however, did 
not materialise owing to an intractable attitude on the part of a stubborn Collier. Just as he held 
full authority over the Bon-et-Perpétuel-Secours Congregation, a Diocesan body, he obstinately 
demanded that he similarly be the undisputed superior of the Filles de Marie in Mauritius in lieu of 
the canonical and appropriate superior, the Head of the Church in Reunion. Only after Collier had 
resigned as Bishop of Port Louis were the Filles de Marie able to set up their first convent in Port 
Louis.28 

For the sake of accuracy, mention should be made of the presence of the French community of 
Sainte-Marie-de-la-Famille which contributed positively in the field of education from 1860 to 1887. 
Those nuns had been called to Mauritius by the Reverend Julien Pierre Le Boucher, an experienced 



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  470 

educationist. Although Bishop Collier had authorized them to stay in his Diocese; in point of fact, he 
unaccountably and disdainfully ignored them and their positive apostolate as well.29  

Lay associations 

No lay associations had existed before the administration of Bishop Collier. 

During the 1840 decade, several religious groups came into being, backed up by the Clergy. One 
that did not lack originality was undoubtedly the Association Chrétienne, founded by Tristan Bardet 
in 1848. The latter, a laureate of the Royal College of Port Louis, subsequently studied for the 
priesthood at Oscott Seminary in England. 

Clearly, the most popular associations were the confraternities that sprang from the midst of the 
communities motivated by Father J.-D. Laval and his fellow-missionaries as from 1846. These 
associations, firmly structured and regulated, assuredly energized the Christian way of life of those 
neophytes. Lads and men followed the banner of Saint Joseph; young ladies those of Sainte Cecilia 
or Sainte Lupercile.  Married women and mothers gathered around Sainte Anne. A great number of 
faithful joined the Association of the Rosary. For those black men and women determined to place 
themselves among the élite of the community, and they were enlisted in the Confrérie du Saint-
Scapulaire. 

In the Cathedral Parish, Port Louis, Father Laval and his missionaries established the Arche-
confrérie de Notre-Dame-des-Victoires, directly affiliated with the head office of that international 
confraternity in Paris. 

Father Laval also initiated a fairly far-reaching enterprise: a relief fund. He wanted the poor ex-
slaves to be aware that around them were to be found still poorer fellow creatures. So the faithful 
set up a Caisse de Charité, to which they contributed in a spirit of solidarity and from which they 
helped out victims of cyclones, fire and other disasters or they helped finance funeral costs.30  

Indisputably, the organisation that was the most widespread and actually the most efficient one was 
the Saint Vincent de Paul Society. The first conference was formed in Port Louis in 1855, and 
steadily reached the various parishes. Those conferences gave an opportunity to upper class laymen 
to be involved in charitable activities. On the advice of Father Laval, the Vincentians invested 
significantly in primary schools for the benefit of the popular classes.31 

Bishop Collier encouraged the appearance and expansion of a set of Marian confraternities. Thus, 
the Bon-Secours Sisters, with the active support of the Bishop, developed in the country the Arche-
confrérie de Notre-Dame-de-la-Salette. By 1872, that pious association included over 800 members. 

Worthy of mention was the concerted and successful petitions to the Colonial Government of an 
array of influential laymen over the 1840 decade. These people were not members of any informal 
religious body. Still, by their addresses to Downing Street and their simultaneous overseas media 
campaigns, they skilfully and successfully submitted the grievances and expectations of the 
Mauritian Catholics. An outcome of such bold steps was, among others, the permission for foreign 
priests to come and work in Mauritius. This liberal measure enabled Bishop Collier to enlist a steady 
flow of Holy Ghost and other European missionaries.32 

Fund-raising measures 

Bishop Collier was continually confronted with a distressing want of funds. In fact, money problems 
have really been a feature of all Catholic Bishops in Mauritius, Benedictines as well as others. 

The development of Catholicism entailed the building of new churches in the capital as well as in 
the rural districts. To that end, Bishop Collier set up a Comité chargé de l’œuvre de la construction 
de nouvelles églises catholiques au Port-Louis. He nominated to that committee meritorious 
notables, assisted by a dedicated team of Dames de Charité.33 The latter organised yearly fund-
raising activities, charity bazaars, various collections. The proceeds enabled Bishop Collier to buy 
several plots of land and to help finance building sites. 
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However, the large scale enterprise of Bishop Collier that engulfed inordinately large sums was 
actually the building of the Episcopal palace. Unquestionably, the head of the Catholic Church 
needed a self-contained apartment as well as a diocesan central office34. As the construction of the 
Bishop’s house spanned over four years (1849-1853), money grew scarce. The Bishop embarked on a 
string of savings and financial cuts that might undoubtedly have caused some harm to a few pastoral 
activities. It should also be observed that from the start, rightly or wrongly, there were dissident 
views, some of which were vocally expressed in local newspapers.35  
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CHAPTER 2  AN APPRAISAL OF MISSIONARY INTERVENTION IN POST-
EMANCIPATION MAURITIUS 
 

Any study of missionary history must consider the fact that many Christian missionaries overseas 
were surprisingly ill-prepared for their work. This is not to say that these evangelists were lacking in 
zeal or determination or to ignore that some of them contributed, in some ways, toward the 
development of the country. But in general those who accepted the call to the colonies knew little 
about the societies they hoped to redeem from "barbarism." 

Evangelization of the ex-apprentices: its implications 

The major change in the profile of the Catholic Church under Bishop Collier was clearly the 
conversion of the emancipated slaves, the free Creoles and the Coloured people. As from his arrival 
in 1841, he assigned that community to Father J.-D. Laval, who, after five months in the Colony, 
expressed his concerns in relation to the mission among the ex-apprentices in a letter to Galais: 

“This unfortunate colony is in a pitiful state. There are some eighty thousand Blacks 
on the island and I am alone to care for them. Half of them are not baptized, even 
those who are, live like idolaters. Very few get married in the church. They take and 
leave one another several times; they are given to drunkenness and impurity and all 
kinds of pleasures of the flesh. They have been snubbed so often that they no longer 
go to church, they rarely call a priest to administer the last sacraments to the dying. 
Most of them know nothing of their religion; they cannot even make the sign of the 
cross.”36 

The neglect and abandonment of the ex-apprentices by the Clergy angered both Father Laval and 
Bishop Collier. In October of 1841, the Bishop informed Libermann, the Superior and founder of the 
missionary of the Holy Heart of Mary, that: 

“I could not imagine that a Christian country could end up in such a state of moral 
degradation. The Europeans sometimes ignore their religion, but the people here are 
absolutely like the inhabitants of China or Kamtchatka. How could it be otherwise? 
No one has ever given them the least consideration. They have been forsaken like 
beasts of burden.”37 

Father Laval had thus identified the challenges which he faced and concluded that he was in 
unfamiliar territory. He expressed his concern in a letter to his uncle in July 1842: 

“One can find oneself in circumstances that are not found in France nor in other 
countries and one does not know how to behave. These are cases which have never 
been spoken of in theologies, and one hopes for the best, for I have no-one to consult 
since we have never taken care of the poor and unfortunate Black population.”38 

But how did Father Laval overcome the challenges of his ministry? 

Without a specific plan, Farther Laval was forced to play it by ear. He evangelized the ex-slaves in 
his own unique way by devising plans and strategies as the need arose. His lifestyle and personality 
would greatly influence the decision of the ex-apprentices to convert to Christianity. From the very 
beginning, Father Laval went against the norm. Instead of living with his fellow-priests at the 
presbytery in Port Louis, he felt that there was a need for him to be amid the people he came to 
serve. To him, the presbytery was confined and he knew that the ex-slaves were hesitant to come 
there. At his instigation, Bishop Collier erected a wooden shack to accommodate Laval’s “dear black 
children”. It was approximately 32 square metres and it became the Centre for his mission. Father 
Laval set up his own room at one end of this “hut”. 
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Communication Problems 

Fr. Laval was faced a communication problem because he could not converse in Creole. During the 
first three years of his ministry, he spent time at the school for the emancipated slaves; he took 
notes on their vocabulary, their figures of speech and their cultures.39 This decision played an 
important role in the conversion of the emancipated slaves. He could now communicate more 
effectively. This drew the Blacks closer to Jacques Laval who assimilated into the black society – he 
lived in a hut, he avoided contact with the Whites and he spoke their dialect. 

Shortage of Priests 

The lack of priests was by far the greatest impediment of Fr. Laval’s ministry. Government’s 
antipathy towards French priests was a major obstacle to evangelization. Since French priests were 
not allowed on the island, the Church had to recruit them from other parts of Europe, but the 
majority of them did not speak French and their ministry was confined to baptisms and funerals. 
The problem was so severe that even the Protestants argued the cause: 

“It is, in our opinion, an unjust and absurd restriction; it is a blow to religious liberty 
for by imposing English priests, that is, men who will never speak French well, one 
removes from the apostolic see all prestige and all efficiency. We Protestants admit 
freely that we would revolt against an order which imposes priests who speak 
English.”40 

From 1841-1853, out of 33 priests whom Bishop Collier had enlisted since 1841, only 14 were active 
in 1853: 8 British, 2 Belgians and 4 French Spiritans. A parish priests was thus responsible for 7 to 
8,000 souls. 

Lack of priests generates lay participation 

The shortage of priests was a major cause for the change in the lives of the ex-slaves. Fr. Laval set 
out on a unique journey which revolutionized and revived the Catholic Church of the nineteenth 
century. By involving lay participants, Fr. Laval based his method of evangelization on four pastoral 
practices that a century later, would be endorsed and propounded by The Second Vatican Council: 

 Indigenous catechists: lay men and women, many of them married couples, many of them 
former slaves and virtually illiterate, but thoroughly well-catechized; 

 The setting up of innumerable small Christian communities; 

 The evangelization of the ex-slaves by the ex-slaves; 

 A network of places of gathering and of worship. 

Laval saw what no one else had before him – that the ex-slaves were called to act as apostles in the 
Church by virtue of their baptism. He felt that these people ought to live in small Christian 
communities in order to live their faith and to fulfil the obligations of their baptism. To further 
increase their interest in the faith, Fr. Laval and the Spiritan brothers grouped them in 
confraternities according to sex and age.41 

In front of the immensity of the task, and not being able to be everywhere, Fr. Laval chose lay men 
and women, many of them married couples, many of them former slaves and virtually illiterate; his 
colleagues and he himself directed and supported the apostolate of these lay collaborators who 
proved to be devoted and competent.42 However, whether the catechists had an understanding of 
what they had to preach, and the fact that they would endeavour to spread the same message to 
the catechumens, is not certain.  

The Counselors had the responsibility of the sick and the catechists that of the catechumens. To 
facilitate their work, Father Laval will draft for their benefit the "Small Catechism" (petit 
catéchisme) which presented, in a simple vocabulary full of imagery, the essentials of the Christian 
faith. So, slowly, the ex-apprentices were called to participate in a more and more direct way in 
the life and in the mission of the Church.  



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  474 

The former slaves’ antagonism towards the Whites caused them to be suspicious of Fr. Laval when 
he first arrived. To overcome this, he sought them, first of all, in their homes where he even heard 
their confessions. Houses and huts in and around Port Louis, as well as in other parts of the island, 
were used for catechism and to pray. Some of these centres became makeshift chapels in which 
mass was celebrated. As more people flocked to catechism classes, the small chapels were 
extended and eventually, they became large churches. These chapels were built in such haste that 
many of them were destroyed by cyclones, due to their weak construction. They were later rebuilt 
of stone.  

By April 1847, ten chapels were under construction in the neighbourhood of Port Louis, and by 1848, 
there were forty. In the following years, chapels were built in rural districts also. The ex-slaves 
contributed by providing as much land and material as they could while those who were poor 
donated of their labour. 

Impact of Lay Auxiliaries on the Community 

Over the years, the involvement of the lay auxiliaries shaped the religious, social and in a small way 
economic structure of Mauritius and the names of at least sixty of them have survived.43 These 
disciples of Laval went to every corner of the island in order to evangelize the ex-slaves population. 
At the end of March 1846, Le Vavasseur wrote: “The black population outside Port Louis is totally 
abandoned.”44 However with the help of the auxiliaries, Fr. Lambert was able to report at the end 
of 1852: “The farthest districts have seen the light; the greater part of the work is done.”45  All 
praise must go to the catechists who were “immensely useful”. To Fr. O’Dwyer they were 
indispensible: 

“I am convinced that a priest, with the help of well organised catechists, would be 
more useful than two priests without catechists. His flock would be better 
instructed, the sick better cared for, and the scandals would be stopped sooner; 
there would be more order and regularity in the parish.”46   

The contribution of the auxiliaries to Fr. Laval’s ministry was immense in terms of impact on the 
Mauritian community. They became the link between Fr. Laval and the ex-apprentices who became 
Christians. By involving the lay participants, Fr. Laval had given the ex-slaves responsibility which 
helped to improve their self image.  

Breaking down barriers 

Father Laval’s ministry to the ex-slaves was especially productive because he did not approach them 
as one who was superior to them, as most white people did at that time; instead, he became like 
one of them in poverty. His lifestyle, his paternal affection and his sermons were directed towards 
restoring the pride and confidence of the ex-apprentices. One of the ways in which he did this was 
by crossing a boundary forbidden by the Whites. Besides living and speaking like the ex-slaves, Fr. 
Laval also entered their homes. This behaviour was seen as an affront to the Whites, but the ex-
slaves were honoured that a white man should come into their homes. 

The Fruits of Laval’s Ministry 

Being in contact with ex-slaves on a human cultural level was considered as a betrayal of the whole 
White society of the island.47 Regardless of this, Father Laval’s popularity filtered through the 
multitude of ethnic origins of Mauritians – Europeans, Africans, Indians, Malaysians, Malagasy and 
Chinese. His success is reflected in the diversity of the first converts, their different races, ages and 
sex and the different trades in which they engaged. Fr. Laval had already baptized thirty young 
illegitimate children, when on Saturday 13th November 1841, four catechumens were received to 
the Church by Bishop Collier. They were Cassimir, an Indian aged 70, René Baton-Brède, an African 
from the Mozambique Coast, Pierrot Hiescomah, a fisherman and Marie Calou, a washerwoman. The 
last two, natives of Madagascar, soon after their baptism received the sacrament of marriage. On 
the following Friday, Michel Tablier, a mason originally from Malaysia married a Creole dressmaker, 
Sophie Fanchette, while the maid of the presbytery – a native of Madagascar – married Charles 
Congo. These two had been living in de facto relationship for years. On the same day, a carpenter 
native of the Comoros Islands married a creole dressmaker.48 
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In May 1847, 3,000 people were converted; of these 1,400 received communions. In December of 
the same year, 7,000 were converted and two masses had to be said for the ex-apprentices on 
Sundays. Between 1847-48, Jacques Laval and his colleagues baptized approximately 600 adults: 300 
Madagascans, 170 Mozambiques, 75 Creoles, 40 Indians, 20 Malaysians or Chinese and 20 converts 
from the Seychelles. These figures are, however, deceiving for the majority of converts were 
Creoles, already baptized when they were young. Marriage Registers show that at the time 1,500 
people, two-thirds of them Creoles were married by the missionaries.49 

Yet, despite Laval’s success, it seems that many of the converts were Christians by name only as he 
himself acknowledges it: 

“...the players and drinkers have abandoned religion entirely for some time, they no 
longer go to the confession, they have absented themselves from the communion 
table, and they live, as they did, in all sorts of dirty and horrible habits. All that 
they have retained of religion, is attendance at mass on Sundays, and very often miss 
it [...] and the rosary is hung on a nail in their home or perhaps has been lost for 
some time.”50 

The ex-apprentices were mostly illiterate (10 apprentices out of an estimated population of 70,000 
were reportedly able to read and write in 1836)51 but the majority had very good memories. 
Whether or not they understood what they were memorizing would probably have depended on the 
individual’s ability to do so. Overall, Fr. Laval found it difficult to teach these illiterate and 
ignorant men and women “who did not know their right hand from their left” and whose minds 
were not used to stimulation, and that is why he prepared the simple catechism in order to make 
religion accessible to the ex-slaves. 52 

He advised his missionaries to also teach the faith simply and to reflect their virtuous lifestyle, 
when doing so as the apostles did because: 

“...if you reason with these poor people, they will want to reason too; you will even 
teach them to argue about what you said and this will be a disaster.”53 

Therefore, it can be argued that Fr. Laval was more interested in saving the souls of the ex-
apprentices rather than in awakening their class consciousness in order to lead them into the 
mainstream of Mauritian society. Although the ex-slaves and the coloured population represented a 
political threat to the White society for they outnumbered them nine to one, they never made any 
demands on the Government and Father Laval never pressed them to do so. The Creole society of 
pre-Emancipation Mauritius was highly segmented where race was concerned, and remained for 
another century, the fundamental factor. Society was pyramidal in structure with the white – 
descendants of French colonists and some British occupying the apex - and the slave at the broad 
bottom and the Coloured people in between54. This situation was never questioned by Father Laval.  

2.2 The Indian Mission: attempts at evangelizing the Indian Immigrants 

Well before the French Revolution in the 18th century, Indians had come to the colony either as 
slaves or as freemen. At the British conquest of 1810, a great number of them were already 
Catholics. 

In the wake of the abolition of slavery and the expansion of the Sugar Cane Industry, an ever 
increasing number of extra workers were needed. So, the British started the introduction of 
indentured labour from India (1829-1923). In 1861, the Indian immigrants had reached a total of 
192,634 of a population of 310,050 inhabitants. 

In such circumstance, Bishop Collier applied for Jesuit missionaries. In 1861, the first two 
missionaries landed from Trichinopoly, India: Fathers Francis Roy s.j. (of Brahmin origin in India) 
and Lawrence Puccinelli s.j. (of Italian origin). They arrived in 1861 and established the Indian 
Mission at Nabob Street (Saint-Francois Xavier Street) at Plaine Verte. For the beginning, Father 
Laval gave him one of his best catechists and laic auxiliary, Emilien Pierre.  

The Indian Mission that the Bishop established in 1861 had to cater for a wide variety of Indian 
communities in Mauritius: 
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 The Indian Catholic families who came from Pondichery before the French Revolution and 
who very often were traditionally Catholic from India and who were concentrated at Camp 
des Malabars at Plaine Verte; 

 The Catholic Indian immigrants who came with the other indentured labourers after the 
abolition of slavery; 

 The Indian indentured labourers who married young Catholic girls and who embraced 
Catholicism;  

 And finally the large mass of indentured labourers.55  

The demographic burden which the Indian population represented, following the continued arrivals 
of the coolies in the country and which was to increase further, once the favourable conditions 
would encourage its  natural increase locally, explained the decision of Mgr. Collier. The two Jesuit 
missionaries “found an Indian population amounting to 192,000 souls, entirely pagan, dispersed on 
the various sugar estates”56 and the suburbs of Port Louis East. Father Boudou gave the following 
figures for 1871 which are equally significant: 

“Out a total of 316,042 inhabitants, Mauritius had 216,258 people of pure Indian 
origin. As opposed to 81,739 Catholics and 6,165 Protestants of all denominations, 
there are to this date, 132,652 pagans, 41,575 Mahomedans, not to mention those 
who have not mentioned their religion, who number 51,955.”57   

With regard to the statistics of 1851 (see table below), established according to religious faiths, it is 
easy to notice the evolution of the Indian mission in 1891. Although we note, from the beginning, 
the " prodigious success " of the missionaries, the difficulty of getting in touch with indentured 
labourers because of their dispersal on the sugar estates and their work schedules, suggest that 
their 'success' with the Indians was more real in Port Louis than anywhere else. However, Indo-
Creoles at Camp des Malabars were more easily converted because of their mixed origins than the 
Indian immigrants, less inclined to lose their identity by adopting a faith that was perceived as 
Western and that was not well-tolerated.58 Those who, comparatively, accepted more easily to be 
converted were the Tamils.  

Mauritius (1846-1891) 

Years General 
Population 

Indians Total Sources 

1846 102217 56245 158462 Mauritius Census Report, 1901, Appendix I. 

1851 102827 77996 180823 Ibid. 

1861 117416 192634 310050 Ibid. 

1871 99784 216258 316042 Ibid. 

1881 110881 248993 359874 Ibid. 

1891 114668 255920 370588 Ibid. 

Source: Toussaint Auguste. 1972. Histoire des Mascareignes. Paris: Berger-Levrault, p. 335 
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2.3 The Chinese Mission  

It was at the Parish of St. Vincent of Paul at Pailles - which was under the responsibility of the 
Lazarists for some time59 – that the Chinese mission was born with certain rights and duties attached 
to it: 

 

“I do not approve that a priest baptizes, admits in the First Communion or marries a 
member of the Chinese population, without consulting in advance the Chinese 
missionary who is exclusively responsible for this portion of the herd and who, by 
being in charge, is able to gather all the information which caution will make 
necessary.”60 

The suspicion of Mgr. Scarisbrick that “baptisms were given too rapidly” that he attributed to “an 
enthusiasm that needed to be corrected” did not correspond to the ill-founded reactions of the 
missionary evoking that “his efforts have been useless to date, that he had no hope for the future 
[...].”61 The deception was that these missionaries would withdraw, leaving the Chinese mission to 
depend solely on the apostolic fervour of Mother Barthélémy and a few catechists.62 Numerous 
testimonies gave evidence of the popularity of this nun and the privileged place that she held in the 
hearts of the Chinese Community. Yet, it seems that this was not sufficient to provoke a decisive 
surge of conversions among an ethnic group who, at that time, was more involved in the trading 
business than in metaphysical interrogation.63 However, the Chinese Catholics gradually increased, 
and they progressively participated to the life of their parish.  

2.4 Catholic ideology on education 

Indeed, the Roman Catholic Church has played an important role in the development of education, 
not only in Mauritius, but also in other places of the world. Although the 80,000 inhabitants of the 
Colony in 1810 were nominally attached to the Church of Rome, because no other religion was 
recognised by the State, there was no great attempt by the Roman Catholic Church to provide 
education in Mauritius. It is only in the mid 19th century that this interest in promoting education 
was to be aroused. Should we consider this lack of interest as arising from the indifference of the 
previous Bishops faced with a process of de-Christianisation which was already at work since the 
late 18th century, when being an intellectual was associated to the feeling of anti-clericalism? 

Didier Colson’s picture of Mgr. Slater and Mgr. Morris is far from being a flattering one  

“[...] the twenty years of muddle of Mgr. Slater [...]. The Government of Mgr. Morris 
idle in the deficiencies all the more obvious as his energies turned him more to 
protect his tranquillity than to answer the needs of the time.”64 

Should we see the interest in opening schools in the mid-19th century as a reaction to the removal of 
all restrictions in 1836, thereby providing the opportunity for the Dissenters and Protestants to build 
schools in the country? 

Indeed, with the coming of Reverend Lebrun and other religious groups, the Roman Catholic felt 
threatened. In his book Le Diocèse de Port Louis J. Mamet wrote: 

“Faced with primary schools opened by the Government and by Anglican or 
Methodists, Ministers, all entrusted to a Protestant staff exclusively, not a single 
Catholic... the most pressing need of Mauritius is the religious instruction.”65 

However the Roman Catholic religion would benefit more from the removal of the restrictions in 
1836 and would set up more schools than the other religious bodies. 

“The Roman Catholic Church takes the lion's share in the competition with the Anglican 
Church thanks to the local support of elites, worried of granting to their children quality 
instruction at school and the principles of the faith at the same time.”66 

  



VOL 4: PART VIII – ECONOMY AND SOCIETY UNDER COLONIALISM – A SCRAMBLE FOR SOULS  

Truth and Justice Commission  478 

The Church And State In Education  

In any consideration of the progress of popular education, not only in Mauritius but throughout the 
whole of the British Empire in the nineteenth century, the work of the Church and Missions holds 
the highest place. The phenomenon of priests and monks engaged in educational work is familiar in 
both European and British educational history, but in Mauritius, as well as in the whole of the British 
Empire, where secular benefaction was comparatively small and ineffective, the contribution of 
religious bodies can hardly be overstated. 

When in 1836, the Secretary of State refused to sanction the arbitrary restrictions placed on 
education, the Government of Mauritius was forced to pass a law ordering that it would henceforth 
be lawful to establish schools “without the previous licence or sanction of the Governor” and 
“without any control or superintendence” because “restrictions on the right of teaching scholars in 
the private schools are unnecessary and burdensome and tend to obstruct the progress of 
education” in the island.67   

By 1843, a number of schools had been opened by private agencies and by the Government. There 
were, at that time, five Government schools in Port Louis, one at Pamplemousses and one at Grand 
Bay. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel had two schools in Port Louis and four in the 
provinces. The Mico Trustees had three in Port Louis and seven in the country. The London 
Missionary Society had four schools in Port Louis and one district school.68 Another school was 
established and supported by Lady Gomm, the Governor’s wife, at Réduit.   

In 1842, it was announced that the Parliamentary grant then made to the Mico schools would cease. 
The imminence of the withdrawal of the Parliamentary grant in 1845 increased the need for an 
ordered System of Education. It was in 1843 that the Mico schools were handed over to the state, 
which undertook to support them entirely. However, it seems that much of their usefulness, 
however, had been impaired by petty sectarian rivalry. The Roman Catholic and Anglican 
Authorities objected to losing control over education, and were anxious to found schools of their 
own. Anxiety to found schools appears to have been motivated more in a spirit of rivalry than to 
have been regulated by any sound principle.  

The attitude of the Catholic Church in Mauritius seems to have been typical of the general Catholic 
traditions of education, in that, at first, it concentrated its efforts on the education of the elite to 
the exclusion of the masses. In Mauritius, the Catholic Clergy had identified themselves too much 
with the interests of the ruling White community and were at first slow in taking an active interest 
in the education of the masses. The Catholic authorities began to pay attention to the education of 
the lower classes only when their supremacy was threatened by the work of Lebrun. Moreover, the 
allocation of the Parliamentary grant had excluded the Catholic Church and served to exacerbate 
the ill-feeling between Church and State in education. 

Initiation of the Grant-in-Aid  

The conditions under which Indian immigrants were contracted to work on the sugar estates made 
no provision for the education of their children. By 1851, however, it was clear that large numbers 
of Indians were settling down in the island after the expiration of their contract. The harmful 
consequence upon society of a large population of children growing up in a “savage” state, forced 
itself upon Governor Higginson, who, in 1851, drew the attention of both the Local and the British 
Governments to their destitution, and the need to improve their state through education. But if it 
was difficult to induce the ex-apprentices to have their children instructed, it was almost 
impossible to persuade Indian parents to send their children to school. This, according to Higginson, 
could only be effected by a system of compulsory education. The matter was taken up in 1855 and, 
in the following year, grants-in-aid were offered to Denominational Schools. Ordinance No. 6 of 
1856 stated, in the preamble,  

“that a large portion of the inhabitants of the colony being, in consequence of the 
extremely limited number of schools established, deprived of the means of procuring 
Elementary Education, it was expedient to provide for the furtherance of such 
Education by Grants from the Public Treasury”. 
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This measure served a very useful purpose. In the first place, it smoothed over some of the 
difficulties which religion presented to the introduction of compulsory education; secondly, in 
stimulating the religious bodies to establish schools, it relieved Government of some of the onus of 
providing for the great increase in the number of primary school pupils that would result from this; 
and finally, it introduced a measure of control over denominational schools. 

Antagonism of Church and State in Education 

After the conquest of the island, the maintenance of the Roman Catholic religion was guaranteed to 
the inhabitants by the Articles of the Act of capitulation. For many years subsequently, the fact 
that the island was Roman Catholic in religion was fully recognised; a liberal and tolerant spirit 
pervaded the administration. But it had become quite clear, after 1850, that the Local Government 
had embarked on a policy of anglicizing and protestantising the island. A more intolerant spirit 
succeeded. On the one hand, the Roman Catholic religion, the French language, and French 
manners, were cherished as badges of nationality. On the other hand, as Governor Gordon 
recorded: 

“The Roman Catholic Church, instead of being recognized as the prevailing religion 
of the country, was treated as a tolerated sect to be repressed and checked. The 
Government Schools, if not made, at least became engines of proselytism; and 
converts to Protestantism obtained a favour which those who adhered to their 
religion looked for in vain. In connection with this it is worth remarking that almost 
all the natives of the island who hold any considerable office under Government are 
protestant members of Catholic families”. 

The Catholics felt that the ultimate object of the grant-in-aid system was to supplement and, in 
time partly, supersede the Government System of Education. It became clear to the Catholics that 
the Government was trying to gain control of the whole System of Education. 

It was felt that the Grant-in-aid schools were put by no means on an equal footing as the 
Government schools. Instead of permitting, as they had hoped, the Grant-in-aid system to keep 
pace with the increase of the Aided Schools, the Local Government did just the contrary: the annual 
amount of the Grant-in-aid remained fixed at Rs. 90,000; and consequently, with the creation of 
more schools, each particular school received an amount much lower than that to which it was 
entitled. This naturally discouraged both the Managers and the school masters and prevented the 
further increase of Grant-in-aid schools. The Catholic community was further incensed, when the 
Government did not honour its undertaking in the appointment of an independent Inspector of 
Roman Catholic schools. The Grant-in-aid schools, having attained an importance nearly equal to 
that of the Government schools as to the number of children under instruction, the Superintendent 
of Schools could no longer perform alone the whole work of inspection and two Officers, termed 
“Assistant Inspectors”, were appointed to do part of his work under his supervision and guidance. 

But as the Government and the G.I.A. schools viewed each other as natural rivals. The supporters of 
the G.I.A. schools applied for, and were granted, the administrative separation of the two 
systems.69 In reality, however, no change took place except in words. The Superintendent of Schools 
continued to exercise his authority over both sets of schools; the two Assistant Inspectors of Schools 
were both called Inspectors of Schools, but they remained subordinate Officers of the 
Superintendent.  

For some time, the Catholics made little outward show of resistance. But with the foundation of the 
“Union Catholique” in the 1870s, a more militant attitude prevailed, and Catholics were determined 
to attack the principle of neutral education on which the Government schools were based.70 

Neutral education was justified in Government schools on the grounds that where pupils of one 
school were of different creeds, Government could not possibly base its teaching on the tenets of 
one particular creed, without becoming guilty of proselytism. Hence, the necessity of abstaining 
altogether from teaching religion. 

From 1877 to 1882, a “conscience clause” was introduced into the conditions under which the Aided 
schools received grants, which caused an increase in the number of pupils. On the other hand, the 
fact that no provision had been made for religious instruction in the Government schools was 
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detrimental to those schools. Arrangements were, therefore, made for priests of any Christian 
Denomination to give religious instruction to Government schools for one hour a week, and half an 
hour was allowed daily for the preparation of work set in connection with such instruction. This 
removed the disadvantages concerning religious instruction under which the Government schools 
had laboured.  

2.5 Church contribution in Public Health 

The varied contributions of the Catholic Church in Mauritius were very much appreciated by the 
British Government, given that the natural or epidemic calamities were very frequent during the 
period 1840-1895 and that the unlimited dedication of the Sisters of Charity at first, and who were 
later joined by the Filles de Marie, can never be questioned. 

Consequently, if cyclones have always been frequent in Mauritius, the sanitary and social questions 
have never arisen with more acuteness than in the period of indenture. The British administration 
would never have praised Mère Augustine and the Filles de Marie, and would not have entrusted to 
them the responsibility of a number of hospitals, if it had not had the proof of the quality and 
quantity of services rendered by these nuns. 

The Church, through its congregations, administered directly a number of orphanages, asylums for 
the olds and even a leper-house.71 

In a period when poverty was as hard as usual (otherwise more) for the poor men, the management 
of similar works completed what the missionaries, in the service of the most deprived, were 
achieving in other fields. The traditions of evangelic charity of the Church were present in Mauritius 
and, certainly also, that of the charity of the rich. 

2.6 Church attitude towards African and Malagasy Cultural practices 

African and Malagasy cultural practices, very frequent at that time, were considered as 
superstitious practices that needed to be discarded by those who were converted to Catholicism, as 
shown by the fears of Mgr. Meurin: 

 “Unfortunate events which have occurred in Mauritius, these last weeks, have 
revealed to us the upsetting fact that part of our dear children are full of 
superstitious beliefs. We consider it our duty to educate them on this subject and to 
enumerate to them the empty observances and the superstitious customs which exist 
in our Diocese so that they understand the insignificance and stop practising them”72 

In fact, these practices, commonly known as the “Petit Albert” were illegal and those who were 
found guilty of practising them, were exposed to capital punishment.  
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CHAPTER 3 THE CATHOLIC CHURCH AND POWER 
 

The questions of religion, political control and social conflict, all form an undefined web which we 
must often tear apart for the sake of analysis. The foreign missionaries were servants of God, but 
they were also partners of the white elite and Colonial Administrators. Their converts became 
children of God who had to renounce some of their customs for the sake of Redemption. The 
Colonial State could not subsist without the services of its religious devotees; yet it could never 
wholly bind them to apply their labour to its cause.  

The search for a simple formula to determine whether a particular mission served the interests of 
the State more than the indigenous society, or vice-versa, is obviously a futile one. Although, from a 
distance, we can make out the pattern clearly enough and can see the non-contradictory 
relationship between Western Christianity and Western Colonialism, from close up, the pattern is 
far more intricate, and even parallel threads would occasionally diverge. 

3.1 Colonial Administrators and Missionaries 

Compared with State-Church relationships during the French period, the British colonial policy on 
religion in the 19th century shows a strange volte-face.  

On the one hand, the Colonial Authorities, from the moment of conquest, repeatedly stated that 
the island would, in no circumstances, return to France. So there could be no link whatsoever 
between the Church in Mauritius and the Archbishop of Paris. That accounted, in part, for the 
reluctance of the British to allow into the Colony priests of French nationality. Besides, they overtly 
and shamelessly professed to be a Protestant Government. Consequently, Catholic prelates and 
priests were time and again slighted, as pre-eminence, precedence or privileges were granted 
rather to the Clergy of the Established Church, although the Anglicans were only a few hundreds, 
whereas the Catholics totalled over 100,000. But the rationale behind such policies was that the 
colonizers were “a Protestant people and Government”.73 However, it should also be noted that if 
the Colonial Governors, subordinate officers, were prone to act as petty potentates, the Ministers at 
Downing Street, as a rule, displayed a good deal of fair play, even to the extent, at times, of 
disowning the British Governors of Mauritius.74 

On the other hand, the Colonial Office strove to foster harmonious relations between the heads of 
the Civil Administration and of the Church in the Colony, while in the same breath emphasizing the 
distinction between Civil Authority and Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction. Contrary to the French period, 
when the State had the upper hand over the Church, Whitehall directed the Colonial Governors not 
to meddle in spiritual matters and not to hinder the religious Heads in the Church’s organisation and 
management. 

Better still, Whitehall requested the Court of Rome to grant to the Colony an ecclesiastical superior 
holding a higher rank than the traditional position of Apostolic Prefect. The Holy See readily 
compiled with Whitehall’s wishes, by taking two immediate steps. First, it created an Apostolic 
Vicariate encompassing a vast area of the Southern Hemisphere, comprising Saint-Helena Island, 
South Africa, Madagascar, Mauritius, the Seychelles, Australia and New Zealand. Secondly, at the 
head of that immense ecclesiastical organization, Pope Pius VII, himself a Benedictine monk, 
appointed an English Benedictine, Edward Slater, who was at that time staying in Rome, as the 
Apostolic Vicar. He received the Episcopal consecration in Rome in June 1818. Fifteen years later, 
on 5th February 1832, his successor, Dom William Placid Morris, chosen by Dr James Bramston, Vicar 
Apostolic for London, was ordained a Bishop at St. Edmund’s College, Old Hall, Ware. He too was a 
Benedictine. 

Three established Christian religions received grants from the Public Treasury: the Roman Catholic 
Church, the Church of England and the Church of Scotland. 

Historically, the subsidisation of the Roman Catholic Church was a heritage from the French 
Concordat. In any case, the British Government passed legislation regulating subsidies and grants 
allocated to the three above Churches,75 while no grant was made to the other denominations of 
Christian faith. 
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The Colonial Treasury adopted different scales of salaries for the Roman Catholic Church and for the 
Established Church (Church of England). Generally, while the non-British-born Catholic priests 
earned £150 per annum, the British-born earned £200, the British Anglican Clergymen earned 
varying grants from the Colonial Treasury (£510, £400, £300).76  However, for Clergymen of the 
Established Church, the Governor would present the following request to Earl Grey, Secretary of 
State: 

“I should not hesitate to propose that two efficient Clergymen of moderate 
expectations should be sent out upon a salary of £300 per annum each...But I could 
not hold out such a stipend as being adequate for the decent support of a minister of 
the Establishment.”77  

In 1878, the Union Catholique de L’Ile Maurice petitioned the Earl of Derby for more adequate 
grants, more in line with the generosity which the Anglican Diocese was favoured with, but the 
Secretary maintained the status quo.  

Over the decades, the Colonial Government granted preferential treatment to the Church of 
England. 

That the Anglican community should be granted favours because it was part and parcel of the 
Established Church seemed to be the result of an underlying reasoning of the colonial religious 
policy that stood no discussion. Protestant Governors were so persuaded of that postulate that they 
did not hesitate to mention it in their correspondence to the Colonial Office. 

A case in point related to the table of precedence. The Secretary of State, Earl Grey, having 
queried the list of precedence, Governor Anderson boldly stated that “the Protestant must take 
precedence of the Roman Catholic Bishop vide reasons stated in Dispatch accompanying.”78 The 
Governor’s argumentation was that: 

“In respect to the Protestant and Roman Catholic Bishops, I have considered that, 
however desirous we may be to pay every due respect to the Roman Catholic Prelate, 
yet as a Protestant people and Government that we ought to give precedence to the 
prelate of our own Established Church; and I do not think that this distinction could 
be justly felt offensive or derogatory to the Roman Catholics, presuming, as I do, 
that, on such a question, could it arise with them, they would adopt the same 
principle and course.”79 

3.2 The Catholic Church and the Anglican Church 

Describing the unpleasant coexistence between Anglicans and Catholics in the 19th century, the 
Anglican historian Ghislain Emmanuel summed up the relationships between the two religious 
communities thus: 

“Against this background of political upheaval, one of the saddest images that 
emerged was the constant bickering between the leaders of the two main Christian 
bodies. The main areas of contention were: (i) the respective status of the bishops; 
(ii) marriage law; (iii) educational policy; (iv) ecclesiastical grants.”80 

Regarding the order of precedence of the Heads of the two Dioceses, in due course the Colonial 
Office determined that the rank between them would go by seniority of appointment. 

Throughout the colonial period, the British Government granted freedom of religion to the 
population. Thus, in the 19th century, besides the Catholic Church, with its long-standing history 
that dated back as 1721 and its status of official religion under French rule, Anglicanism gained 
ground from the British occupation in 1810 onwards. Given the British Government’s policy of 
freedom of religion, a wide spectrum of Christian denominations operated in the Colony. However, 
that freedom entailed respect of the rights of individuals to practise their own faith. A corollary 
resulting from the above related to the circumspection in the methods of carrying out 
evangelization, without proselytization by the other groups.  
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As for criticisms of Protestantism, they abound in the correspondence, as exemplified by the 
following statement which is representative of the common tone of the Catholics with regard to the 
Protestants: 

“At first we meet in front of us the numerous missionaries of fault, who, strong of 
the Protestant Government, sow everywhere the rye grass in the field of the head of 
the family. It is strange, Sirs, that the hatred inoculated against Catholicism by 
these false apostles who have only the lie to fight the truth and make it pass all the 
better in these pagan souls, given that they transport it by the vehicle of money, so 
known, so popular to it. Little scrupulous on the means, they often buy some 
adherence for some cents, less still for some tobacco leaves, or a little opium. And 
urged to magnify of figures the reports which they send to the biblical societies, 
they baptize most of the time without giving to their neophytes the slightest 
instruction. Our missionaries, on the contrary, more exact observers of the 
regulations...”81 

This rivalry was particular true when it came to the Government schools, where Protestant teachers 
were seen by the Catholics as wolves in the sheepfold, that harmed the Catholic children who were 
entrusted to them. It was to check such a terrible plague that the creation of Catholic Primary 
Schools was fervently advocatged, while the St. Louis College, then St Joseph College was to 
compete with the Royal College. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

One significant fact about the occurrence of most Truth Commissions, held throughout the 
world, is that what previous generations would likely have been forgotten or suppressed, is today 
discussed and dissected in public forums. Obviously, the Truth and Justice Commission cannot, by 
itself, repair the legacies of trauma and deprivation that slavery and indenture have left, but it has 
created clear, undeniable public records of what occurred – records that provide an essential buffer 
against the inevitable tendencies to deny, extenuate, and forget. Perhaps most importantly, TJC 
offers the one thing that victims of gross Human Rights abuse almost universally cite as their most 
pressing need: the opportunity to have their stories heard and their injuries acknowledged. 

The quest for retrospective Justice is a global phenomenon, with a crowd of different 
groups claiming for some form of recognition or material reparation for historical injuries. In 
Mauritius, some socio-political groups have entertained reparations claims, especially in the form of 
monetary compensation but is that the solution? An examination of the different examples of 
retrospective justice initiatives from around the world would surely reveal that, while each case is 
unique, the most successful generally combine three elements: formal acknowledgement of an 
offence; a commitment to truth telling, to ensure that the relevant facts are uncovered, discussed, 
and properly memorialized; and the making of some form of amends in the present to give material 
substance to expressions of regret and responsibility.  

The challenge, of course, is not only to understand the sources of our current problems but 
also to devise ways to make the situation better. 

This is the task of retrospective Justice. The last twenty years, in particular, have witnessed 
the emergence of an international consensus on the importance of confronting traumatic histories, 
as well as the creation of a variety of modalities and mechanisms for doing so. These approaches 
include, not only the payment of monetary reparations (the focus of the current slavery reparations 
debate in Mauritius), but also international tribunals, formal apologies, truth commissions, the 
creation of public memorials and days of remembrance, educational initiatives, and a wide variety 
of other non-monetary reparations programs. Although these different approaches, as well as some 
of the specific circumstances in which they have been or might be used are debatable, what is 
important to bear in mind is that there is no magical formula for righting historical wrongs.  

From what has been witnessed elsewhere, retrospective Justice is a messy and imperfect 
business, and societies and institutions that undertake it should do so with humility and a clear-
eyed recognition of the inadequacy of any reparative program to restore what was taken away. Yet, 
looking at the experience of other societies that have confronted (or failed to confront) legacies of 
historical injustice – at the contrasting experiences of West Germany, East Germany, and Japan 
following World War II; at the operation of Truth Commissions in South Africa and elsewhere; at the 
bitter controversies generated by the Turkish Government’s denial of the Armenian genocide or by 
the Australian Government’s refusal to apologize to Aboriginal children for being abducted from 
their families as part of a State-sponsored forced assimilation policy – there seems good reason to 
believe that communities that face their histories tend to emerge stronger than those that choose 
the path of denial and evasion. 

Acknowledgement 

While different people may have different opinions about the propriety and value of an 
institutional apology, we believe that it is incumbent on the Church, as a minimum, to acknowledge 
formally and publicly the benefits that the Church derived from the institution of slavery. This was 
done in 2006, during the mass of 1st February 2006 commemorating the Abolition of Slavery at the 
Church of Notre-Dame du Grand Pouvoir at Vieux Grand-Port. Mgr Maurice E. Piat, c.ssp, Bishop of 
the Diocese of Port Louis, has expressed an apology of the Catholic Church for having been linked to 
slavery in History. He has also recognized the contribution of Creoles to the Church of Mauritius. 
The Church has also accepted that it is the missionary work of Father Laval and his collaborators82 
that has consolidated the Church through the centuries. Yet with institutions as with individuals, 
taking responsibility for an offence entails more than expressing remorse for past conduct; it also 
requires a commitment to doing better in the future.  
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Tell the truth in all its complexity 

We cannot change the past but we can reconcile ourselves with our past so as to have a better 
future. Every confrontation with historical injustice begins with establishing and upholding the 
Truth, against the inevitable tendencies to deny, extenuate, and forget. The appointment of the 
TJC and the various public programs it have organised has certainly done a great deal to create 
awareness of a history that had been largely erased from the collective memory of our country. Yet, 
there is more to be done.  

Therefore we recommend that the Government: 

 encourage the Church in being more open about its history and allowing access to its 
archives to researchers before these disappear forever. This can only be achieved by 
providing assistance in the conservation of church repositories83; 

 commission a new history of the Mauritius that is not compartmentalized by ethnic 
considerations to replace the currently available text, which makes virtually no reference to 
role (both positive and negative) played by the Church in the forging of Mauritian society; 

 lend its support and assistance to other institutions that might be considering undertaking 
similar investigations. 

Social Responsiblility 

Like other great historical crimes, slavery had profound consequences. The most 
fundamental was racism – the enduring stigma borne by darker-skinned people. But the institution 
left other legacies as well, including vast gaps of wealth and poverty, privilege and deprivation.  

The Government should 

 provide assistance to the various Catholic organizations in their fight aiming at empowering 
the poor and extremely poor people, irrespective of religion or creed, culture or tradition, 
background or region and sex;  

 use the resources of the Church to help ensure a quality education for needy children; 

 expand opportunities for those disadvantaged by the legacies of slavery by creating special 
scholarships; 

 recognise and promote the Creole language within the Church and at a national level so as 
to provide a sense of cultural identity to the descendants of slaves and Creoles in general. 
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX 1 

Lettres autographes ayant trait à Sainte-Croix entre 1848-1859 

Caisse de charité établie à la chapelle de la Sainte-Croix en janvier 1851 

Provincial du Père Pellerin, curé de Sainte-Croix 

Article 1: Une caisse est établie à la chapelle de la Sainte-Croix pour le soulagement de nos frères 
qui se trouveraient dans le besoin: cette caisse sera formée et entretenue par une quête qui aura 
lieu tous les dimanches à la messe du dimanche: on recevra aussi les offrandes particulières qui 
seront présentées. 

Nos frères de Roche Bois, Ste. Famille, St. Michel, enfoncement des Prêtres, St. Jean Baptiste Terre 
Rouge, Tombeau, chapelle de la Nativité, auront droit de recourir à la caisse. 

Article 2: Cette caisse sera tenue par un trésorier choisi parmi les hommes de la persévérance, qui 
jouiront de l’estime général, tous les 1er dimanches du mois ils rendront compte au Père de ce qui 
aura été reçu et dépensé. 

Article 3: On nommera les conseillers et conseillères deux, pour chaque quartier  

Article 4: Les fonctions des conseillers et conseillères seront:  

 1er de recevoir les demandes qui seront faites pour obtenir des secours;  

 2e de s’assurer que ces demandes sont justes;  

 3e de porter les secours accordés et de donner en même temps des consolations et de bons 
conseils; 

 4e enfin de faire la quête le dimanche, de la compter et de la verser dans la caisse 

Ces fonctions des conseillers exigent les personnes les plus pieuses et les plus charitables de la 
persévérance, aussi un conseiller qui tomberait dans une faute grave sera cassé et remplacé 
immédiatement. 

Article 5: Ces secours accordés aux frères qui sont dans le besoin seront de leur faire quelque 
petites aumônes, pour leur fournir de la nourriture, un peu de sucre quand ils sont malades; on ne 
donnera rien pour les frais de médecins ainsi que pour les médicaments 

Article 6: La caisse ne fournira rien pour les enterrements, excepté le cas ou il y aurait besoin d’une 
caisse qui alors sera fournie en bois blanc. 

Article 7: Le Père aura la surveillance générale: il veillera avec le plus grand soin à ce que le 
trésorier et les conseillers et conseillères remplissent bien leurs fonctions: jamais la caisse ne 
pourra être déposée  entre ses mains: il ne fera par lui-même aucune aumône, il recevra toujours 
aux conseillers et conseillères tous les dimanches il rendra toujours compte à la messe de ce qui 
aura été reçu et dépensé pendant le mois. 
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Noms des conseillers et conseillères 

Trésorier  Eugène Marie 

Sainte Famille Victor Mahomet 
Aimé Aglué 

Saint Michel 
S. Sepuletre? 

Marie Jeanne 
Victorine Bossue 
Frère Valsin Moustapha 

Saint Jean Baptiste  
Valée des Prêtres 

Mélanie Bemist 

Sainte-Croix Eugene Marie Marcellin 

Tombeaux Frère du Bout Colas 

 

APPENDIX 2 

Il faut voir qu’une grande partie de la population catholique descend des affranchis de 1838 et que, 
sauf une portion qui forme une classe plus élevée, elle est encore illettrée et ignorante. Il est 
inutile de lui mettre des livres entre les mains et les prédications faites en français ne sont que très 
imparfaitement comprises de pauvres gens dont le langage est un grossier patois. La génération 
nouvelle prend un certain vernis superficiel de civilisation, mais elle n’est pas christianisée comme 
il faudrait: les prêtres, les catéchistes, les œuvres font défaut.     

Si toute la population d’origine africaine est convertie, ou, pour parler plus exactement, baptisée, 
il n’en est pas ainsi de celle d’origine asiatique, indienne principalement, qui forme près de deux-
tiers de la population totale. Celle-là est mahométane, hindoue ou bouddhiste […] La civilisation 
chrétienne se l’assimilerait graduellement si un apostolat approprié s’exerçait à son égard. 

Sait-on combien il y a de missionnaires, pour nos 260,000 Indiens? Deux! Encore la nécessité d’aider 
le clergé paroissial les détourne-t-elle souvent de leur œuvre particulière. Et, pour cet élément si 
important, il n’y a pas une école spéciale! 

Ainsi donc, le personnel ecclésiastique rétribué par l’Etat serait à peine suffisant pour les colons 
d’origine européenne; et les populations introduites de l’Afrique et de l’Inde ne sont évangélisées 
que d’une manière incomplète ou ne le sont pas du tout. 

Puisque l’Etat a charge d’âmes dès lors qu’il a entrepris de pourvoir aux besoins matériels de 
l’Eglise, c’est à lui qu’incombe la responsabilité de cette situation. Il ne saurait en tout cas 
échapper aux conséquences qu’elle engendre. Lorsqu’une dépression morale se produit, la 
compression matérielle doit inévitablement se faire sentir. Tout ce qui est économisé sur le clergé 
sera dépensé avec usure pour la police, la magistrature et les prisons, on verra la décadence aboutir 
à la ruine.     

De Boucherville A., 1903. Les Rapports de L’Eglise et de l’Etat à l’Ile Maurice. Extrait de la Revue 
Catholique des Institutions et du Droit. Lyon: Imprimerie X. Jevain. 

Translation 

It is necessary to see that a large part of the Catholic population are descendants of the 
emancipated slaves of 1838 and that, except for a portion which forms a higher class, they are still 
illiterate and ignorant. It is useless to put books between their hands and for preaching to be in 
French; this is only very imperfectly understood by poor people whose language is a rough dialect. 
The new generation takes a certain superficial varnish of civilization, but it is not Christianized as it 
should be: the priests, the catechists, the works are lacking. 
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If all the population of African origin is converted, or, more precisely, baptized, it is not the case 
for the population of Asian origin, mainly Indian, which represent two-thirds of the total population. 
That one is a Mohammedan, an Indian or a Buddhist 

Christian civilization would assimilate them gradually if an appropriate apostolate was practised 
towards them. Do we know how many missionaries there are, for our 260,000 Indians? Two! Still the 
necessity of helping the parochial Clergy often diverts them from this particular work. And, this 
such an important factor, there is no special school! Thus, the ecclesiastical staff remunerated by 
the State would be hardly sufficient for the colonists of European origin; and the populations 
introduced from Africa and India are evangelized either in an incomplete way or not at all. 

Since the State has the responsibility of souls and since it undertook to provide with the material 
needs of the Church, it is on it that falls the responsibility of this situation. It cannot escape, in any 
event, the consequences which it engenders. When a moral depression occurs, the material 
compression inevitably has to be felt. All the effort that is spared on the Clergy will be made by the 
police, the judiciary and the prisons, as we shall see the decline end in the ruin. 

 

APPENDIX 3 - Statistics 

Isle de France (1766-1810) 

Years Whites Freemen  Slaves Slaves Sources 

1766 1998 - 18100 20098 Archives Nationales 

1767 3163 587 15027 18777  

1776 3431 1199 25154 29784  

1777 3434 1173 25154 29761  

1782 3844 1418 28244 33506  

1787 4372 2235 33832 40439  

1788 4457 2456 35915 42828  

1797 6237 3703 49080 59020  

1807 6489 5912 55367 67768  

1809 6227 7133 55422 68782  

Source: Toussaint Auguste. 1972. Histoire des Mascareignes. Paris : Berger-Levrault, p. 335 

 

Mauritius (1817-1835) 

Years Whites Freemen Slaves Slaves Sources 

1817 7375 10979 79493 97847 D’Unienville, III, tab. 19. 

1825 8009 14831 63432 86272 Ibid. III, tab. 37. 

1830 8135 18019 65672 91826 Ibid. III, tab. 51. 

 Whites and Free Manumissions  

1835 29612 61045 Mauritius Blue Book, 1835, pp. 322-323. 

Source: Toussaint Auguste. 1972. Histoire des Mascareignes. Paris : Berger-Levrault, p. 335 
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Mauritius (1846-1891) 

Years General 

Population 

Indians Total Sources 

1846 102217 56245 158462 Mauritius Census Report, 1901, Appendix I. 

1851 102827 77996 180823 Ibid. 

1861 117416 192634 310050 Ibid. 

1871 99784 216258 316042 Ibid. 

1881 110881 248993 359874 Ibid. 

1891 114668 255920 370588 Ibid. 

Source: Toussaint Auguste. 1972. Histoire des Mascareignes. Paris: Berger-Levrault, p. 335 

 

Number of individuals belonging to the African race who have been instructed, baptized and married in the 

town of Port Louis from 1st January 1842 to the 30th June 1847 

Baptisms Marriages 

Of Children 6,363 968 or 1,936 

individuals Of Adults well instructed 798 

Total number of baptisms 7,161   

Source: Private Archives of the Diocese of Port Louis. Letter from Mgr. Allen Collier, Vicar Apostolic, to the 
Secretary of State for the Colonies dated July 1847 in Letter Book II 1845-1850. 

 

Returns of baptisms, marriages & deaths of the population from 1st January to 30th June 1847 

Baptisms 658 

Marriages 161 

Burials 327 

Total 1,146 

Source: Private Archives of the Diocese of Port Louis. Letter from Mgr. Allen Collier, Vicar Apostolic, to T. M. 
Randall, Stipendiary Magistrate dated 3 Sept 1847 in Letter Book II 1845-1850. 
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1.  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY, FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Executive Summary 

Mauritius is a country which has known the worse forms of injustice during its 400 years of history, 
marked by slavery and its aftermath and the indentured labour system. That this country is now 
considered as one of the most avant-gardiste in the field of Social Justice is in itself a great feat. 

Much water has, however, passed under the bridge to achieve this level, although much remains to 
be done to correct inequalities inherited from our colonial past. 

Slavery, which was practised during the Dutch occupation, was marked by the worse forms of ill-
treatment to human beings. The treatment meted out to slaves is at the root of revolts. These 
contributed to the abandonment of the island by the Dutch colonists in 1710.  

During the French occupation, which lasted for almost a century 1715-1810, the practice of slavery 
was legalized following the enactment of the Lettres Patentes framed under the Code Noir of 1685 
and 1723. Slavery, which is now officially recognized as a crime against humanity, was practised in 
its cruellest form. Treated as beasts of burden, if not as movables, slaves could be sold, hired out 
and transferred to the heirs and successors of their owners. Classified legally as movables, they 
were listed after horses and draught animals in the register of the assets of their owners. 

Assigned to hard manual labour during long hours, slaves received no wages for their labour, had no 
legal personality and could not possess anything. Most slaves had no rights to family life. Slaves had 
no right to surnames, but to first names only, given by the owner. Slavery was marked by the 
denigration of African and Malagasy culture and the subsequent loss of this identity.  

The laws governing slaves conferred upon the masters wide powers to punish men and women alike 
for the slightest offence. A special enactment was provided for the punishment of runaway slaves. 
This took the form of mutilation and even entailed the execution of the slave after a third offence. 
Of course, no appeal for any unjustified action of the master was accented.  

Slaves could not assemble, nor be found in possession of any offensive weapons. The decision of the 
French National Assembly Convention to abolish slavery in 1794 was not even communicated to the 
slave population. Refusal to abolish slavery led to the breakdown of relations between Isle de 
France and the Metropole.  

British Occupation 

The slavery regime continued during the first part of the British occupation until its abolition in 
1835. Slavery was not marked by any uprising, contrary to what happened in Haiti. This passivity 
may be attributed to the most stringent laws in force to control slave movement in Isle de France. 

After the abolition of slavery in 1835, a great injustice was done to slaves, when their masters 
decided to do without their services on a phase to phase basis in the wake of the arrival of 
indentured workers. Some 32,000 slaves, ‘esclaves de plantation’, were thrown out of work for one 
reason or another. 

No rehabilitation plan was mooted either and they, thus, took refuge in the outskirts of Port Louis 
and on the periphery of coastal villages for a living. Many settled on the coasts where the presence 
of fish and marine products was sufficient to ward off famine. Their descendants are still to be 
found among such people. 

During the French occupation, under the Gouvernement Royal, a law was passed to ensure better 
treatment for emancipated slaves and people of colour loi de l’Emancipation of 1767. This new 
class of citizens could henceforth own property, maintain slaves, but could not receive any 
donation or be given any property by way of succession. They had to pay special respect to the 
white men for these to prove their superiority as human beings. It was not before the enactment of 
Ordinance 57 of 1829 that the free people were put on a par with their white counterparts in the 
Parish Registers and could accede to the succession of their natural parents and receive any 
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donations made to them. This was the beginning of some recognition of non-white persons in 
Mauritian history. 

As regards ex-slaves left stranded after the abolition of slavery, this liberation was more a poison 
chalice. With the arrival of indentured labour from India, they lost all hopes of employment. 
Housed in ramshackle premises, they were easy victims of epidemics which occurred in the second 
part of the 19th century and were largely decimated. It is estimated that the cholera and the 
malaria epidemics of 1854 and 1867, and onwards, carried away half the population of ex-slaves. 

Although the British Government compensated the owners of slaves for their liberation, it failed to 
put forward any rehabilitation plan to take them out of their state of absolute poverty. This is 
considered as a great injustice to a class of helpless people on the grounds of pure racism, in as 
much that they no longer formed part of the plantation economy, i.e. sugar production. 

The advent of indentured labourers, who came from India and who were themselves subject to 
some of the worst forms of ill-treatment, is another landmark. The history of Indian immigrants is a 
tale of injustice and misery. Leaving his wife and children behind, the Indian labourer was made to 
work odd hours in extraneous conditions. Poorly-housed in Sugar Estate Camps, devoid of 
elementary amenities, he received part of his wages in cash and part in kind. From his monthly 
pittance of Rs. 5, he had to save Rs. 1 to pay off his return voyage. 

His movement was confined to the estate and he had no right to pay visit to a friend or attend a 
funeral outside the estate boundaries. In case of default, he was caught and housed at the Vagrant 
Depot in Grand River North West and tried under the Law of rogues and vagabonds and he suffered 
corporal punishment. 

Fortunately, the Indian immigrant found in Alphonse Von De Plevitz a friend who showed marked 
sympathy to their cause. He was appalled by the treatment meted out to Indian labourers. Although 
married to a Franco-Mauritian girl, whose parents own an estate at Nouvelle Découverte, he 
encouraged them to put up a petition to Queen Victoria to redress the wrong done to them. The 
petition received 9401 signatures. The British Government reacted positively and appointed a Royal 
Commission to inquire into their complaints and to make appropriate recommendations. This was 
the first quest for Justice in Mauritian history. The findings and recommendations which ensued 
went a long way to put a stop to the inhuman treatment meted out to a community of individuals. 

Political Reform 

Although ex-slaves, people of colour and Indian immigrants represented around 90% of the 
population, they had no say in the affairs of the country. In 1885, a new Constitution came into 
force providing for the election of 10 members of the Legislative Council, hitherto largely 
dominated by British officials, land proprietors and merchants. But these elections were not 
democratic in the form of voting which was restricted to only 3% of the population and based on 
specific criteria. 

In 1909, another Commission was mandated by the British Government to inquire into the critical 
financial situation of the colony, after the passage of the violent cyclone of 1892 and the conditions 
prevailing on the labour market. The Commission recommended the cessation of the Indian 
immigration but observed that, in spite of the fact that Indian immigrants and their descendants 
represented around ⅔ of the colony’s population, they had no representatives in the Legislative 
Council. The Commission recommended the restoration of all civil rights to indentured labourers 
and their descendants. 

In order to facilitate the upkeep of plantations of the newly-acquired land by the small planting 
community, the Commission recommended the setting up of village banks better known as co-
operative credit societies. 

The Constitution of 1885 remained in force up to 1948, when the conditions set for voting insisted 
only on the ability to sign one’s name in any language spoken or written in the colony. It is under 
this Constitution that voting rights was first conferred on women. The new Constitution allowed 
27% of the population to take part and knelled the monopoly of the oligarchy in the Legislative 
Assembly. 
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The Advent of Trade Unions and Social Unrest 

Much before the constitution of the 1948, there was widespread discontent in the country and the 
advent of Trade Union Organizations helped to prepare the ground for better conditions in the 
Sugar Industry. The Labour Movement was officially launched in 1936 in Port Louis amidst 30,000 
militants. In 1937, a riot took place at Union Flacq where labourers and small cane planters 
assembled to voice their grievances. While attempting to penetrate on the premises of the sugar 
factory, shots were fired and there were 4 casualties. A Commission of Inquiry, headed by the 
Procureur General Hooper, was appointed which bought about certain measures to guaranty the 
marketing of cane by small planters ‘the Cane Sale and Purchase Ordinance of 1939’ and the 
recognition of Trade Union Organisations and improved working conditions and the pay of artisans 
and labourers. 

A similar riot occurred in 1943 protesting against conditions of work and pay on sugar estates, in 
view of rocketing prices of consumer goods. This also culminated in a loss of life, including one 
pregnant woman named Anjalay Coopen. Further measures to improve conditions of the labouring 
class were recommended by an Inquiry Commission headed by the then Colonial Secretary, Mr. S. 
Moody. The Commission recommended, inter alia, the setting up of Industrial and Arbitration 
Tribunal and an increase of wages by 10%. 

Before 1940, apart from limited health care services, provided by Government through hospitals 
and dispensaries, poor people lived very much as they did in the days of the ‘survival of the 
fittest.’ Infant mortality was high, while life expectancy was short. Although a Poor Law Office was 
created as far back as 1904, it was not until 1940 that a Public Assistance Department was set up to 
help the needy. More primary schools were created in order to ensure basic education for the 
labouring class, workers and artisans. 

In the field of constitutional reform, things moved fast in the wake of the policy of decolonization. 
In 1958, adult suffrage was conferred with a new Constitution. This paved the way for greater 
Social Justice. Legislation guarantying employment, protection against unjustified dismissal, safety 
and security of workers were ensured. In 1950, the old aged pension was granted to senior citizens 
who reached the age of 60. It amounted to Rs. 22.50 per month as opposed to Rs. 3,200 per month 
nowadays. 

The era of independence 

The advent of Independence in 1968 marked a new departure in Social Justice and equal 
opportunities for each and every one. Social Justice was reinforced in specific clauses in the 
Constitution which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, colour, gender, caste, public 
opinion, etc. Any citizen feeling aggrieved by dispossession of his rights can appeal to various 
institutions set up, such as the Ombudsman, the Independent Commission Against Corruption 
(ICAC), the Appeal Tribunal, as regards appointments and promotions in the Civil Service, the 
Human Rights Commission, quite apart from any complaints which may be lodged through the 
competent Law Court. 

Various legislations have been enacted to guarantee equal rights between men and women. 
Besides, a special Ministry has been set up for Women’s Rights Child Development and Family 
Welfare.  

Certain sections of the population, mostly descendants of slaves, have not been able to benefit 
from the process of development, and now rank among the less enviable class in the Mauritian 
society in terms of education, employment and social status. The Ministry for Social Integration and 
Economic Development has been set up with funds, both from the public and private sectors, to 
offer assistance to this class of citizens and ensure better housing conditions, proper schooling and 
various other support social services.  

While assistance to the poor and needy was reinforced, a National Pension Scheme was created in 
1976, guarantying revenue to non-government officers on retirement. During the same year, free 
education was extended to all students attending secondary schools. Improved standards of living 
through higher wages, health care and support services have resulted in life expectancy, which was 
59 for man and 62 for woman in 1962, increasing to 69.6 for a man and 76.8 for a woman in 2010. 
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Findings and Recommendations: 

1. The Equal Opportunity Act should come into force. Its implementation will go a long way 
towards guarantying equal rights for citizens, irrespective of ethnic, political, sex and 
religious appartenances. 

2. Certain categories of workers who are self-employed do not always contribute to the 
National Pension Scheme, and may in their old age find themselves in difficult conditions. A 
special scheme should be devised to market them contribute to their pension scheme. 

3. In spite of their defects, co-operative organizations proved to be essential tools to 
extirpate small producers, whether in the field of agriculture and livestock. Fishermen, pig 
breeders cannot be left to fend for themselves. The habit of thrift and saving is not one of 
the virtues of people of slave descents. This situation results in many of them falling into 
the grip of unscrupulous middle men and usurers. Throughout the world, credit unions, 
whether community-based or industry-based, have proved that they can inculcate the habit 
of saving and provide short-term credit at concessionary rates to their members in times of 
dire need. However, the setting up of such organisations and their management cannot be 
left to people who are hardly literate. The assistance of dedicated social workers, co-
operative development officers are essential to see to it that the affairs of such co-
operatives are run on a sound basis. 

4. A new class of psycho-sociologists and social workers generally should be employed to cater 
for the people residing on housing estates and in such other areas where poverty is 
rampant. A special class of trainers in small business enterprises should be appointed to 
support an emerging class of small entrepreneurs in the management of their ventures in 
order to avoid pit-falls. 

5. Often linked with charity work, social work and psychological and sociological support are 
essential elements to bring about a new mind-set of people living in housing estates and in 
similar milieux. Efforts should be made to give social work its proper standing, including 
adequate remuneration, and to recognize voluntary work as worthwhile. Voluntary work 
should be encouraged among Mauritian citizens, and especially among young people. 

6. Programmes, aimed at adding value to manual and technical jobs, must be further 
developed and encouraged as too much emphasis is laid on white collar jobs in Mauritius. In 
addition, entrepreneurship and subsistence farming should be further encouraged. In this 
connection, land settlement schemes for farming, livestock keeping, including pig breeding, 
should be made available. 

7. All Government services should provide an ‘ethnic sensitive service’, be it in the hospitals, 
the police department and in government offices. Officers should be trained for better 
public relations to this effect.  

8. Recruitment practices must be reviewed in the Public, Parastatal and the Private Sector so 
as to ensure that such exercises are solely based on merit and qualifications. A Parastatal 
Appointment and Appeal Tribunal should be instituted in line with the Civil Service Appeal 
Tribunal for public officers. 

9. Stricter anti-racist laws should be passed in order to check racist associations/ statements/ 
creating hatred for any ethnic group. 

10. The Certificate of Primary Education curriculum should be reviewed so that every student, 
at the end of the cycle of primary education, has a certificate: the possibility of a 
‘vocational’ certificate at primary level should be seriously studied.  

11. The model of Certificat d’Aptitude Professionnelle (CAP) delivered by technical schools in 
countries like France, Australia, etc. should be adopted, thereby ensuring quality work by 
artisans and other private skilled workers 
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12. A review of the present electoral boundaries must be undertaken in order to ensure the 
better representation of ethnic minorities. 

13. Under-representation of ethnic minorities at this level of Parliament and at Cabinet levels 
is a cause of frustration and may lead to political instability. 

14. Some functions of the Public Service Commission, the Local Government Service 
Commission and the Discipline Forces Commission should be revisited. The practice of 
delegation of powers through the appointment of minor grade officers to different 
Ministries continues to give rise to frustration and has resulted in the exclusion of Creole 
minorities, in particular. 

15. The abolition of the Best Loser System should only be envisaged in the context of an overall 
review of the Constitution which would ensure a fair and equal representation of ethnic 
minorities. 

16. The ‘Protection of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms of the Individuals’, embodied in 
Section 2 of the Constitution, should be amended to include economic, social and cultural 
rights also.  

17. Aggressive campaigns on the promotion Human Rights should continue to be carried out 
through various media, including media and school, so that the population is aware and 
learns the importance of respecting its fundamental rights. Similarly, Consumer Laws should 
be tightened to provide sufficient protection to consumers, and sensitization campaigns 
should be carried out to empower the population with consumer protection knowledge. 

18. The promotion of multiculturalism should be encouraged as it helps to maintain national 
unity. Such a policy will undoubtedly further help the Mauritian nation to strengthen a 
common civic culture, based on the values of freedom, belonging, patriotism, and of human 
rights, while encouraging intercultural exchange. 

19. With regard to the relationship between politics and religion, Government and political 
parties should not be associated with religious bodies. In this way, the Government will be 
protected against undue interference from religious organizations.  

20. Freedom of expression should continue to be encouraged and liberalisation of television 
channels should be considered.  

21. Regarding housing estates, put up by the C.H.A where 19,400 householders reside-roughly 
125,000 individuals - there exists a serious problem of overcrowding. For instance, a 3-room 
apartment can sometimes accommodate as many as 12 individuals. Besides, many of the 
housing estates do not provide amenities such as playgrounds, kindergarten and do not have 
any community hall. This is not  conducive to the welfare of the young generation who tend 
to be idle and demotivated. 

22. The present rate of old age pension should be revised, specially for those reaching the age 
of 70 or more. The present rate of Rs. 3,200, allocated to people without resources, is a 
cause of extreme poverty, especially for those who do not enjoy any retirement benefits. 
This rate should be upgraded to Rs. 4,000 

23. Certain housing estates (residences) have been constructed with asbestos, a substance 
known as a serious health hazard. Such houses should be pulled down on a phase to phase 
basis, and new apartments allocated to such residents.  
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2.  THE CONCEPT OF SOCIAL JUSTICE  

Meaning and Relevance in the context of the Social Justice Project  

Social justice is what faces you in the morning. It is the awaking in a house with adequate water 
supply, cooking facilities and sanitation. It is the ability to nourish his children and send them to 
school and where their education not only equips them for employment, but reinforces their 
knowledge and understanding of inhabitants of their cultural inheritance. It is the prospect of 
genuine employment and good health: a life of choices and opportunity free from discrimination.1 

Brief historical background   

Social justice is a concept which is quite new in the history of mankind. Before the beginning of the 
19th century, much of Mankind lived in what Charles Darwin termed as the rule of the survival of 
the fittest. The poor and the weak had to fend for themselves in a hostile world, just as in the 
animal kingdom. It was the world of kings and princes and chieftains who had the Divine Rights to 
treat their subjects according to their whims. People were deemed to have no rights but 
obligations. Obligations to produce once own food, and other necessities to wage war, and to pay 
taxes. 

The concept of Human Rights was developed in the mid eighteenth century, with the surge of a 
generation of thinkers and humanists. In France, the Siècle des lumières in the mid-18th century, 
saw the emergence of reformers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montesquieu, Voltaire and Camille 
Desmoulins, all precursors of the French Revolution of 1789 which led to the proclamation of 
Human Rights which later on became the basis for the universal Declaration of Human Rights. But it 
was not before the early 19th century that the concept of a more egalitarian society was mooted by 
powerful thinkers like Le Comte Henri de St. Simon, Charles Fourier Robert Owen and Louis Blanc. 
All these precursors dreamt of a more egalitarian society where the concept of liberty, equality and 
fraternity would not be mere slogans.2 They were the pioneers of the co-operative movement and 
socialist ideas.  But much water would, however, to pass under the bridge before the rights of the 
poor and the down-trodden would be a priority of the Government in power.   

“The central ideas of socialism have their roots in man’s perennial discontent in 
search of the condition of his existence. They reflect his desire to overcome 
scarcity, inequality and social strife and longing for justice and happiness. The 
search for a better world the Golden Age, the Kingdom of God, Utopia to 
Communism is western ideas that have embodied these instinctive drives.”   

But these quests for a better world emerged much later.3 

Most religions preach that the search for a better world is in the kingdom of God that is after 
death. Karma in Hinduism, paradise for Christianity and Islam clearly demonstrate that salvation in 
not on this earth. Religion is therefore a powerful tool to prevent people questioning the establish 
order.4 

These religious dogmas, which were questioned in the sixteenth century by reformers of the 
Christian church like Martin Luther, John Calvin and John Knox all have led men to inquire and 
explore rather than to accept and paved the way for reform leading to a more egalitarian society.  

2.1  Clash of civilization and colonial mentality 

Ironically it was not necessary in the wake of this new mindset that Europe embarked on the 
conquest of new lands and clashed with the indigenous people in the Americas, Africa and the Far 
East. These people according to Aimé Césaire who had the misfortune to be on their way, were 
considered as inferior beings. The history of emerging Colonial Powers is littered with genocides, 
atrocities and humiliation and remained unwritten for long. Voltaire in his Essais sur les races in 
1756 describes the people of Black Africa as half savages and mentally deficient, in short of inferior 
beings. The Code Noir of 1685 under Colbert, Minister of Louis X1V, to manage slaves in the newly-
acquired colonies is a typical case of the bias ideas of the black people generally. Slaves captured 
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on the African continent were legally assimilated as movables which could be sold rented and 
transferred as any belonging to heirs and successors.5 

Ironically, the Code Noir was enacted to render the treatment of slaves more humane, as opposed 
to the treatment meted out to slaves by the Dutch and the Spanish in their newly-acquired 
colonies. 

But the driving force behind the Code Noir was, not to evangelize people in the newly-acquired 
territories as the Papal Bull of Nicolas 11 stipulates, but to help in acquiring the much-needed raw 
materials, and tropical products for their rising economies. Slavery, slave trade and coolie trade 
and indentured labour systems were all intricately linked with the object in view. 

*Bernardin de St Pierre, the celebrated French novelist, who revisited Mauritius, the then Isle de 
France in 1768, has rightly said: 

“I do not know whether coffee or sugar is necessary ingredients for the welfare of 
Europe, but one thing I know is that these two products have been responsible for 
the great human suffering for these two regions of the world. America has been 
depopulated in order to obtain a land for their cultivation; Africa has been 
depopulated in order to have people to care for their cultivation.” 6* 

3. SOCIAL JUSTICE DURING THE DUTCH AND FRENCH PERIOD  

Mauritius, an island ideally situated in the sea routes leading to India and the Far East, has 
inherited a long colonial history starting with the Dutch occupation in 1638 which ended only in 
1968, in the wake of the decolonization of the British Empire. The Dutch outpost was set up, not 
for strategic reasons necessarily, but for exploitation of the untouched rich ebony forests. With the 
Dutch colonists, administrators and a small standing army, the first Malagasy slaves. The population 
rarely exceeded 300 individuals. Many of the slaves chose to elope in the thick forests as they 
disliked the idea of being exposed to ill-treatment by their masters. In the absence of any law 
governing slavery, the Dutch administrators showed extreme cruelty and on two occasions, in 1695 
and 1706, the slaves revolted. Their moves were cruelly repressed, but the surge for justice had its 
first imprints during the Dutch occupation. Harassment by maroon slaves was the main reason for 
the abandonment of the island by the Dutch in 1710.7 

Surprisingly, during the whole French and British colonial era, there has not been any uprising of 
the slave population, although these individuals outnumbered their white masters by 10 to 1. The 
reason behind this was the stringent laws governing slave movement and the strong application of 
the Code Noir concerning behaviour of the slaves.8* 

Although slaves per se were not assimilated as human beings, but as mere movables, surprisingly 
they had to be baptized as Roman Catholics. As such, they were not expected to work on Sundays 
and public holidays. Slaves would not receive any pay for their labour but were only housed, fed 
and provided with clothing twice yearly.9 Slavery saw the dislocation of family life as husband and 
wife did not cohabit in the same house, but in different places of the domaine.  

The French colonial period is undoubtedly the darkest period in Mauritian history, when it comes to 
the ill-treatment inflicted on human beings, to keep the slave population at bay. All rights 
conferred on slave-masters under the Code as enacted by the Letters Patents in 1723 were fully 
implemented; corporal punishment, mutilations for the slightest offences and the death penalty 
were the rule. Over the years, several clauses of the Code Noir were amended to reinforce control 
on slave labour and to act as deterrent against marooning which has always been a scourge for the 
authorities.10 

The Law governing Emancipation passed in 1767, however, allowed for a more humane treatment 
of free people of colour and emancipated slaves. This new category of individuals could buy land, 
keep slaves, but could not in any way benefit from donations and grants by their natural white 
parents and had to show respect to white individuals. No emancipated individual could carry any 
offensive weapon either, and they had to pay due respect, when in contact with while people.11 
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In 1794, in the wake of the French Revolution, the Convention proclaimed that all men were 
created equal under the sacrosanct principles of liberty, equality and fraternity. While the slaves of 
Haiti, availing of the Convention’s decision, managed to free themselves under Toussaint 
Louverture leadership, no move for freedom took place in the then Isle de France. The slaves’ 
masters put up a strong resistance at the idea that their slaves could be set free and no move by 
the Convention could make them agree, so that a detachment of soldiers and emissaries of the 
French National Assembly were compelled to retreat in the face of fierce opposition. Isle de France 
thus became a breakaway colony.12 

The decision of the Assemblée Nationale in France to grant the right to vote to all citizens, 
including free People of Colour, is characterized by a flou juridique, a legal void for this category 
of individual who, in principle, should henceforth enjoy all rights and privileges conferred upon 
white citizens, but this decision was challenged by the Whites of Isle de France who rejected the 
idea of having People of Colour being elected to sit at the National Assembly. Otherwise, this is a 
period marked by the acquisition of land by the free People of Colour who could henceforth have 
their children registered in the same Birth and Death Registers registres paroissaux.  Relations 
between Whites and Coloured People remain strained for over a century; this would reached its 
peak only in 1911, when a riot was avoided after the Election held in the same year between the 
factions of Armand Enouf, Member for the Plaines Wilhems District and Eugène Laurent Member for 
Port Louis.13 

However, with the advent of Napoleon Bonaparte in power in 1802, slavery was reintroduced and 
many of the privileges conferred to free People of Colour abolished. The Code Decaën did not 
tolerate any bonding whatsoever between the White people and their Coloured counterparts. As far 
as inheritance was concerned, children born of mixed unions would not be allowed to make a claim 
or inherit any property from a white parent, even when the latter had left no direct heirs nor could 
a free person receive a donation  either by will or notarial act.14 

The refusal to abolish slavery is one of the root causes of the defeat of French forces in 1810, as 
the standing army was reduced to its minimum, while no free people nor slaves could be called 
upon to form part of a militia for fear of any uprising once armed.  

4. SOCIAL JUSTICE DURING EARLY BRITISH OCCUPATION (1810-1968)  

The British occupation which lasted from 1810 to 1968 was characterized by a series of measures 
destined to create a more egalitarian society, but things did not move fast in that direction for 
diverse reasons.  

4.1 Although slavery was abolished in 1807 in Britain and slave trade in 1813, the British showed 
leniency towards the French colons who had decided to stay in isle de France in as much that the 
treaty of capitulation of the 3rd of December 1810 had guaranteed that their land property would 
not be confiscated, they were thus allowed to import slaves to look after the sugar plantations. But 
following strong lobby from the Anti-Slavery Society who argued that Mauritius should not benefit 
from preferential prices for its sugars on the London Market as slave trade was still being practiced; 
illegal slave trade was brought to an end in 1827. 

4.2  Protest for artisans, laborers and small planters and the advent of trade union 

It was not before 1936 that the Mauritian society witnessed new configuration and consciousness of 
workers conditions. This occurred with the advent of the introduction of trade unions and the 
foundation of the Labour Party by Dr. Maurice Curé and Emmanuel Anquetil. This was perhaps the 
direct result of very low wages, vagrancy and indifference of the Government of the day more 
inclined towards the interest of sugar barons. Several strikes by workers struck the island claiming 
justice causing lost of life and damage of property. Protests also came from small planters as it had 
become difficult to survive with the meager revenue from the cultivation of sugarcane. In the 
absence of regulations concerning purchase and sale of cane in different factory areas, a drastic 
cut of 50% on the price of cane belonging to the Uba variety was effected. This added fire to the 
flame. 
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The Labour Party campaign had a tremendous impact on the mindset of the people, and it was the 
first time that an open confrontation took place between sugar barons and the masses which 
culminated into mass protest at l’Union Flacq where an angry crowd wanted to damage the factory. 
All the labour disturbances and protests culminated in the setting up of the Hooper Commission 
which published its Report in March 1938. Similarly, the Moody Report was published in 1943 to 
shed light on the reasons of labour unrest which occurred at Belle Vue Harel in the same year. It 
was during the confrontation of labourers and police that Anjalay Coopen and 3 other workers were 
shot dead. The Commission headed by Moody recommended legislation governing the purchase and 
sale of cane, the setting up of Industrial and Arbitration Tribunal and an increase in wages up to 
10%. The first half of last century was thus marked by labour consciousness and opened the way for 
more social reform and better bargaining power of the labouring class including artisans and 
general workers.  

4.3 Political reform 

In 1885, an important event took place in the democratic field when free elections were held. But 
unfortunately, voting rights were restricted to only a few persons, as stringent conditions regarding 
property, rent and revenue debarred some 96% of the population from taking part. The result is 
that only the sugar barons and a few members of the Coloured community could vote. The 
Constitution of 1885 (Pope Hennessy Reform) continued up to 1948. Needless to say, the great 
majority of descendants of Indian immigrants and descendants of ex-slaves were debarred from 
taking any active part in politics.  

Further, the riots of 1937 demonstrated clearly the resentment existing between the White 
plutocracy and the Coloured people. This is also another desire to enfranchise part of the 
population from the grip of the white plutocracy. In spite of the restrictions imposed by the vote 
sensitaire, a new elite emerged in the Indian community. At the Elections of 1936, 2 Indo-
Mauritians, namely Rajcoomar Gajadhur in Flacq and Dunputh Lallah in Savanne, were elected  

5. MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS FROM THE 1940S TILL INDEPENDENCE  

Introduction 

This period in the history of Mauritius witnessed a drastic change in the way the British Government 
viewed its colonies and their inhabitants. Following the publication of the Hooper Report in 1938 
and the passing of the Colonial and Development Welfare Act 1940, major changes took place in the 
field of education, housing, and healthcare. These decisions also laid down the foundations of the 
Mauritian Welfare State. 

Following the cyclone of 1892, the Sugar Industry was seriously hit and in need of capital for 
reconsolidation and expansion. Request for assistance from the United Kingdom met with reticence. 
In 1909, however, the Colonial Office appointed a three man Commission headed by Sir Frank 
Swettenham to enquire into the financial situation of the country and all problems connected with 
labour and immigration. The Commission submitted various recommendations and showed its 
apprehension concerning the idea that in spite of the overwhelming majority of people of Indian 
origin in the colony. These were not represented in the legislature. It is the Royal Commission of 
1909 which recommended the cessation of labour recruitment from India. This marked a new era in 
Mauritian history. The First World War (1914-1918) did not slow down the fighting spirit of the 
emerging class of politicians which, hitherto, comprised the Indian elite. 

5.1 The laying of the Foundation of a more egalitarian society 

In their manifesto of 1948, the Labour Party already had plans to introduce Social Security, Old Age 
Pension, compulsory education, low-cost housing and expansion of co-operatives for small planters. 
Further reforms in education and health services were also advocated.  

Indeed, this period in the history of Mauritius saw the beginning of a more humane society through 
constitutional reforms and the involvement of several intellectual elite dedicated for the cause of 
workers, artisans and small planters in Mauritius.  
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For the first time in the history of the island, elections were held in 1959 on the basis of universal 
suffrage. This marked an era of emancipation of the whole population in the fight for social justice. 

In the field of healthcare, malaria had practically been eradicated which was taking a huge toll on 
the population. There was a marked balance between economic power in the hands of the 
plutocracy and political power in the hands of the population at large.  

The first breakthrough in the field of education was brought about by the Education Act of 1941, 
when the administration of schools, primary, secondary, aided and non –aided were centralized. A 
common VIth standard examination was introduced and, under the pressure of the political class, 
primary education was expanded which paved the way for the enrolment of nearly of all children, 
although in many areas primary schools were non-existent. The country also witnessed the 
establishment of the University of Mauritius in 1965. Furthermore, following the cyclone Carole, a 
new housing policy for the poor was implemented which provided housing facilities to the most 
needy. Many of the measures taken to reinforce Social Justice were inspired by reports submitted 
by two famous economists, namely Meade and Titmuss. 

6. REVIEW OF POST 1968 SOCIAL MEASURES  

In the field of health, housing, education, income maintenance and social security/ Measures 
taken by the government in order to maintain Social Justice in Mauritius.  

Introduction 

Measures taken by the State in the area of health, housing, education, social security and 
employment have been great landmarks in Mauritian History. What is remarkable is that all 
successive Governments which have been in office since Independence, while striving hard towards 
economic consolidation and expansion, have at the same time never relegated the poor and the 
vulnerable to the periphery of society. This philosophy has contributed tremendously to Social 
Justice and improved the overall quality of life of the people. 

Long before the Second World War, a wind of change was blowing in the British Empire and a more 
humane approach for the old and vulnerable class was advocated. This was in line with the growing 
influence of the British Labour Party under Ramsey Mac Donald and others. 

Some of the measures for the better care of the poorer section of the community in power in 
Britain were advocated in some colonies including Mauritius. Already a Poor Law Office was created 
in 1904. 

6.1  Overall Achievements 

One of the most remarkable features characterizing post-Independence Mauritius is its set 
philosophical basis of policy-making, inspired by Fabians and the ethical Socialism of today. 
However, as from 2005, major structural changes took place in the vision and application of Social 
Justice in the wake of global changes in the political, social and economic configuration. 

Fundamentally, there have been profound structural changes on the level of the economy as well – 
Mauritius has been able to move from an agricultural economy based solely on sugar, to new areas 
such as Tourism, export processing, fish processing, financial services and Communication 
Technology. 

6.2  Keynesian Economics, Fabianism and the Welfare State 

The carving of Social Justice in Mauritius was the direct result of the political philosophy of the 
Founding Fathers of Mauritian Democracy. In times of economic recession, characterized by massive 
unemployment, people were given unproductive jobs just to help stay out of absolute poverty and 
keep the economy running. Major political figures, such as Maurice Curé, founder of the Labour 
Party, Emmanuel Anquetil, Guy Rozemont and Dr. S. Ramgoolam the country’s first Prime Minister, 
profoundly influenced policies towards Social Justice 
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6.3 Achievements in the field of Health 

Providing a good health care is one of the means of preventing poverty through the prevention of 
sickness. The Government Medical Service has its origins in the provision of medical care under the 
Poor Law. Prior to Independence, there were 8 general hospitals, with 1642 beds and 46 
dispensaries. There also existed 24 sugar estate dispensaries, with a total capacity of 494 beds. 
Over time, the sugar estate hospitals were phased out and in 1991, the Government Medical Service 
had four Regional Hospitals, five District Hospitals and four Specialized Hospitals. Private and 
Public Health Care also exist side by side; the former is serviced by about 50% of the physicians in 
the country. 

Today, Mauritius has a highly developed free health service, modelled mainly on the British system. 
However, the disease profile has changed – from the diseases of poverty, such as malaria to the 
diseases of affluence, such as hypertension, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. Following 
Independence, high priority was given to preventive health and primary health care, including ante-
natal and maternal health care. Moreover, much attention was also given to supplying of clean 
drinking water and proper disposal of human waste and the collection of refuse both in urban and 
rural areas. 

Government today provides a comprehensive, high-tech health service free of charge to the 
population. This serves as a basis for giving social wages to the poor and vulnerable since despite 
low wages, people are able to maintain an optimal health, as the health service is free and 
efficient on demand. Amongst others, the Ministry of Health and Quality of Life carries out 
measures for the promotion of health which includes the prevention of diseases; the treatment of 
diseases; a controlling practice of medicine, dentistry and pharmacy, and providing facilities for 
the training of paramedical personnel. 

6.4 Achievements in the field of Housing 

Housing is another sector which has greatly contributed to the quality of life of vulnerable groups. 
Mauritius, being a small tropical island with limited availability of space, is prone to cyclonic 
weather, and this has had a bearing on the policies of the Government. Following the cyclone 
‘Carole’, the Central Housing Authority was established in November 1960. It has to this day built 
19,440 low-cost and cyclone-proof houses. The Mauritius Housing Corporation (MHC), which was set 
up in 1963, catered for the housing of the middle classes. Initially assisted by a loan from the 
Commonwealth Development Corporation, and loans from local Insurance Companies, it started 
operating as a Private Limited Company in 1989 to become a major player in the provision of loan 
facilities in the construction sector.  

In 1972, the MHC launched the Exceptional Savings Scheme, and then the Plan Epargne Logement 
(PEL) in 1988, to encourage savings for the purpose of the construction of a house. A new Savings 
Scheme was launched in 2009 – the Junior PEL Savings Scheme with a unique package of benefits 
designed for babies and children of up to the age of 18.  Since 1986, as part of its programme to 
help lower income groups, the MHC has been offering them government-sponsored loans.  

To date, the MHC Ltd proudly claims to have helped more than 75,000 families in Mauritius and 
Rodrigues to become house-owners. 

The National Housing Development Company (NHDC) was set up in March 1991 to plan and 
implement a National Social Housing Programme with special consideration for the most vulnerable 
groups in Mauritian Society. To date, some 12,000 housing units have already been constructed, 
with a total investment of about 4 billion Rupees. In addition to the costs of constructing the 
housing units, Government provides land and all the infrastructural facilities, such as roads, 
electricity, water supply and sewage facilities. Provision is also made for open space and green 
areas in these housing complexes, with the possibility of nurseries, schools and community centres. 
In order to achieve the goal of providing each family with a decent housing unit in Mauritius, the 
Government intends to build another 10,000 housing units for the poor and the vulnerable. 
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6.5 Achievements in the field of Education  

After the country achieved Independence, it is observed that the different National Development 
Plans of 1971-75; 1975-80; 1980-82; 1984-986; 1988-1990; 1992-1994, all stressed the need for an 
Education System geared towards the socio-economic needs of the country. The first National 
Development Plan, which coincided with the implantation of the Export Processing Zone in the 
country, emphasized the need to move from academic to more Technical and Vocational 
Orientations. Under the formal recommendation of the UNESCO/UNDP for Curriculum Development, 
Teacher Education and Research, the Mauritius Institute of Education was established in 1973. 
Secondary Education was made free in 1976, after which the Private Secondary Schools Authority 
(PSSA) was established. Tertiary Education became free in 1988.  

Three important Commissions on Education need to be mentioned under this review: The Glover 
Report (1978); the White Paper on Education (1984) and the Ramdoyal Report (1990).  

The Glover Report (1978) reviewed the post–primary and secondary sectors.  It identified various 
problems, including infrastructure, overcrowding in schools, lack of equipment, poorly-qualified 
teachers, the language issue and private tuition. The White Paper (1984) stressed the efficiency of 
the Education System and underlined the high number of failures at the Primary level and the 
Certificate of Primary Education (C.P.E). The White Paper also gave clear indications that those 
C.P.E drop-outs could follow technical and vocational courses. Finally, the Ramdoyal Report (1990) 
considered issues discussed under previous reports, but also dealt with the problem of private 
tuition and the pre-primary sector.  

Despite several debates, plans and Commissions on Education, two main issues remained unsolved: 
too much academic orientation and a considerable number of drop-outs from the system. 

The 1991 Education Sector Master Plan (ESMP) was a breakthrough in modernising the Education 
System, making it more adaptable to future needs. The main thrust was on the streamlining of 
C.P.E failures towards Vocational Training which provided a solution to the high drop-out rate. 
Unfortunately, one of the most important recommendations of making nine-year schooling 
compulsory was not put into practice. 

The Social Fabric Study1 observed that, in spite of efforts to expand, outcomes of the System 
remained modest and were mostly to the benefit of advantageous groups. S. Bunwaree2 repeatedly 
laid stress on the importance of Cultural Capital in scholastic achievement, which includes 
linguistic competence, literacy in the home, reading habits, availability of reading materials etc. 
She argues that this is what makes the Education System less equitable, especially for the 
disadvantaged groups. 

In March 1998, another plan for the Education Sector was published: Action Plan on Education 
(1998) which revealed great similarities with the previous plan published in 1991. However, some 
positive points were: decentralization, compulsory nine-year schooling and the elimination of 
exclusion in school. 

One of the darkest spots in Primary Education is the ‘rat race’ to secure admission in ‘star 
secondary schools’ in Mauritius. However, in 2002, the ranking system was abolished and a new 
grading system was used instead. Nevertheless, ‘pressure’ put on students is indeed very high to 
seek admission in a ‘good’ secondary school.  

In an effort to deal with the problem of C.P.E and school drop-outs, the Government came with the 
concept of inclusive Education: the ZEP (Zone Education Prioritaire) schools where several measure 
were taken to improve the performance of pupils from poorer sections of Mauritian society. Till 
now, the results have been rather ‘mixed’. 

The Education and Human Resources Strategy Plan 2008 – 20203, published in 2009, is a very 
elaborative document depicting the Government’s firm intention to bring about fundamental 
reforms in Education. Two key words are: creativity and innovation as the basis of reforms which 
are essential for meeting the needs of a growing economy. The plan covers all sectors: Pre-Primary, 
Primary, Secondary, Technical and Vocational and Tertiary. Focus has also been put on major 
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pillars of a good Education System, namely Increased Access, Improved Quality and Morally-Binding 
Equity. 

With the implementation of this plan, the Government is determined to realize its objectives: to 
achieve excellence by promoting an effective and efficient Training System that is inclusive, 
integrated, comprehensive and holistic. 

6.6 Achievements in the field of Income Maintenance and Social Security 

Social Security has its origins in the Poor Laws of Colonial Mauritius, all enacted under the guidance 
and approval of the Colonial Office. It was under the pressure of the Labour Party that much 
legislation came into force in the Colony in this field.   

Although many measures were gradually taken at the beginning of the 1950s, with the means-
tested Old Age Pension at the age of 60, Family Allowance in 1961, the most important piece of 
legislation was the National Pensions Act 1976 which introduced Social Insurance for Private Sector 
employees, through payment of contributions and the payment of pensions on a universal basis. 
Other important measures are: the Unemployment Hardship Relief Act 1983, the Employees’ 
Welfare Fund Act, 1991 and the National Savings Fund Act, 1995.  Unemployment hardship relief 
provided assistance to  unemployed heads of households. The Employees’ Welfare Fund was 
created for the welfare of all employees from the Private and Public Sectors. 

In a spirit of growing concern for vulnerable groups, several measures were taken in favour of the 
elderly, the disabled and abandoned children. 

As at date, the Social Security Scheme under the National Pensions Act 1976 has the following 
coverage:  Universal (Non-Contributory) Benefits; Social Insurance (Contributory Benefits) and 
Compensation for injured workers.  This Act provided a comprehensive Pension Scheme for the 
protection of all categories of people. 

Universal Benefits comprise Basic Retirement; Basic Widow’s Pension; Basic Invalid’s Pension; Basic 
Orphan’s Pension; Guardian’s Allowance; Child’s Allowance; Inmate’s Allowance; Carer’s Allowance 
for Beneficiaries of Basic Retirement Pension and Carer’s Allowance for Beneficiaries of Basic 
Invalid’s Pension.  

Contributory Benefits comprise Contributory Retirement Pension; Contributory Widow’s Pension; 
Contributory Invalid’s Pension and Contributory Orphan’s Pension. 

Compensation for injured workers (or their dependents) is normally paid to workers who are injured 
on duty. It is also known as Industrial Injury Benefits. Such compensation comprises Industrial Injury 
Allowance; Disablement Benefit; Survivor’s Pension; Dependent’s Pension and Orphan’s Industrial 
Injury Allowance. 

Universal Benefits are paid in a spirit of Social Justice, and despite pressure from international 
Institutions to do away with some of the measures in times of depression, the Government has 
maintained them. For example, in the case of Basic Retirement Pensions, at one stage of policy-
making, it was decided to target it, but subsequently, it was reinstated. Social Security Benefits 
absorb the biggest chunk of Welfare spending. 

6.7 Greater Social Justice fostered through the Trade Union Movement 

At the origin of employment policy in Mauritius is the pressure put on the Colonial Government by 
the general working-class consciousness and the growth of Trade Unions, especially after the 
Second World War.  

In 1965, there were about a hundred Unions registered in Mauritius, as opposed to only about 25 in 
1948.4  The first Law which revolutionized labour / employment relations in Mauritius was the 
Security of Employment (Sugar Industry) Ordinance which came into force in November 1963. It was 
a measure against growing unemployment which provided for work by employers in the Sugar 
Industry and provided for employment during the intercrop season. The Act was further amended in 
1966 to consolidate provision of work during the intercrop season. 
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The second Law which revolutionized Employment Relations and the protection of workers is the 
Termination of Contract of Service Ordinance which came into force in November 1963. This Law 
provided for the payment of a severance allowance to a workers whose employment is terminated 
by an employer. 

Wages Councils for both agricultural and non-agricultural workers were set up to review the 
quantum of wages and the application of their recommendations did contribute immensely to the 
increase of wages and the improvement of the standard of living. 

Regulations were also made in relation to termination of contract by the Industrial Relations Act 
(IRA) 1973 and the Labour Act 1975. The Export Processing Zone Act was passed in 1970 for 
employees in the Export Processing Zone Sector. This Act was replaced by the Industrial Expansion 
Act (IEA) 1993.  

Termination of contract of Public Sector workers was regulated by special regulations for the Public 
Service and the Constitution and which were enforced by special bodies such as the Civil Service 
Industrial Relations Commission and the Civil Service Arbitration Board. In all cases, the burden of 
proof of dismissal rests with the employer. 

In 1988, the Employment of Disabled Persons Act came into force. This Act provided for the 
employment of disabled persons. During the same year, the Occupational Safety, Health and 
Welfare Act which regulated health, safety and welfare standards in the work environment came 
into force.  

The two most recent pieces of legislation in the field of Employment in Mauritius are the 
Employment Rights Act 2008 and the Employment Relations Act, 2008, which came to replace the 
former Labour Act, 1975 and the Industrial Relations Act of 1973 respectively. These Acts came in 
at a crucial moment in the history of the island in order to respond to the new work environment, 
as a result of forces of globalization. 

However, there have been widespread protests against these two Laws from Trade Unions since 
2008 and recently, Government has agreed to make amendments to the Acts. Nevertheless, many 
positive results have come up such as registration of Trade Unions for officers of the Fire Services 
Department and the Prisons Department. 

7. ETHNIC BALANCING POLITICS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Introduction 

The present Mauritian society, which is a vibrant democracy, is the result of several economic, 
social forces which have interacted together over time. Given its complex ethnic composition, 
when it comes to democracy and politics, Social Justice should be one of the cornerstones for 
peaceful development. To achieve this end, the modus operandi is to use what is specific to 
Mauritius: ‘ethnic balancing’ – so that all ethnic groups feel ‘comfortable, secure and included’. 
This technique was successfully used and in contemporary times, it is an essential tool for anyone 
wishing to achieve success in the field of politics.  

7.1 Ethnic Origins of the Population of Mauritius 

Mauritius is a land of migrants. When the Dutch landed in 1598, the island was uninhabited. It is 
only the French colonisers who decided to settle permanently on the island. They brought in slaves 
from Madagascar, from mainland Africa and India. When the British took over the island, there was 
already some form of a ‘Mauritian Society’ which took shape as a result of nearly a century of 
interaction of various people namely the Whites, the Coloured and people of slave descent from 
Africa and Madagascar. 

Vijaya Teelock,1 while describing the demography of Mauritius at the end of the 18th century, 
mentions a huge increase in the size of free people. The authorities at that time could not prevent 
intermarriage between Whites and non-Whites, despite laws against that. It is important to note 
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that since then, there has been a considerable intermixture of Africans, Malagasy, Malays, Indians 
from Malabar Coast, Bengal and Madras and the Whites themselves.  

7.2 Political Consciousness of Ethnic Group 

After the abolition of slavery, the arrival, gradual settlement and assimilation of Indians immigrants 
in the new ‘Mauritian Society’ already made Mauritius a ‘melting pot’ in the Indian Ocean. Despite 
racial intermixture, there were clear categories in the population of Mauritius: the Whites, the 
Indians, the ex- slaves and the Coloured. Rémy Ollier, a person of mixed white and Indian origin, 
was seen as the first great leader of the Coloured population. 

7.3 The Class Struggle 

The establishment of the Labour Party by Dr. Maurice Curé in 1936 was a breakthrough in the fight 
for Justice by artisans, general workers, labourers and small planters the latter being mostly 
Indians. The strikes which followed shortly afterwards sowed the seeds for a Constitutional Reform 
which ultimately led to the Independence and the birth of a new multiracial and multicultural 
democratic country.  

Following the unprecedented success of the Labour Party at a rally held on 1 May 1938, there 
appeared a determination on the part of workers and artisans to put a stop to injustices meted to 
them. On the plutocracy side, there was an effort to stop the awakening of the proletariat. Dr. 
Curé became the main target of newspapers and a private radio who were supporters of the 
oligarchy.  Varma6, has described in detail the injustices meted out to Dr Curé: how the money he 
collected from labourers could not be deposited in a bank account; how a Law was passed to 
inquire into the activities of ‘Société de Bienfaisance’; the boycott of the newspaper Le Peuple 
Mauricien; how the money collected from workers was confiscated; and the manner in which his 
appeal against the judgement of the Supreme Court was rejected by the Privy Council.  Such a 
state of things simply describes the tug-of-war between capitalists who were backed by the 
Colonial Government and the Labourites.  

7.4 The New Constitution and the First Popular Elections of 1948 

In the wake of the policy of decolonisation in the British Empire, a request for better 
representation of the masses met with a more favourable response by the United Kingdom. 
Regarding Mauritius, a new Constitution was adopted, after which the first popular elections were 
held in 1948. During the elections, the Labour party defeated the traditional Conservative Party. 
Dr. S. Ramgoolam, Guy Rozemeont, Edgar Milien and R. Seeneevassen were among those who won 
the day. This marked the end of 63 years of Conservative rule. According to Varma7, this was a 
period when all separatist tendencies based on ethnicity, race and religion, were replaced by a 
sense of patriotism inspired by a class struggle. 

7.5 Ethnic struggle and the threat of Communalism inspired by the Parti Mauricien 

The Conservatoire defeat in the 1948 elections was a clear signal of popular support for the Labour 
Party. The Parti Mauricien, later on Parti Mauricien Social Democrate, used a political strategy by 
branding the whole Hindu population as communalists and, at the same time, asking all non–Hindus 
to unite. The political awakening of the Indo-Mauritians was interpreted as the rise of Indian 
Nationalism. The opposition expected the Indo-Mauritians to join them in a common front against 
what was termed as a Hindu-dominated Labour Party, the aim being to create a rift between Guy 
Rozemont and Dr. Ramgoolam. The PMSD thus weakened the Labour Party, by using the communal 
argument, and it championed the cause of all minorities, including the Muslims.  This part of the 
history of Mauritius is perhaps the darkest in terms of national unity and nation-building.  

7.6 Ethnicity, Political Parties , the Constitution and Independence 

After attempts towards the formation of all-Party Government fail, the country was clearly divided 
in two blocks: One in favour of Independence and the other against. During the 1967 elections, 44 % 
of the electorate in the country voted against Independence. It was Gaëtan Duval’s Parti Mauricien 
who rallied most of the Christians backed by the white plutocracy political grouping of some 
capitalists and its allies: The Tamil United Party and the Muslim United Party. The 1967 elections 
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were, in reality, an ethnic exercise which did not help forge national unity for a country set to 
achieve Independence soon. With the fear of ethnic domination, many people, mostly Christians, 
started leaving the country for fear of persecution and the retaliation from the Hindu Community.  

7.7 Post-Independence Elections: An ethno-political game 

The aftermath of the 1967 elections, which had as its main theme, ethnic strife has left deep scars 
in the Mauritian electorate. Kadima Denis and Roukaya Kasenally8 have analysed the various 
political formations and coalitions in relation to the elections that have taken place after 1968. The 
paradox is that all political parties openly preach national unity but actually play ethnic games to 
achieve power. This ethnic game, which can be easily traced back to the pre-Independence period, 
continues as every political block tries to show how ‘national’ a party it is and their leader a 
‘rassembleur’, that is someone successful in bringing together people of various ethnic 
backgrounds, but the reality is far from this. The scars of ethnic identities can still be seen in the 
choice of candidates in the constituencies which they wish to represent in the Legislative Assembly. 

8. CLAIMS OF INJUSTICES IN THE COUNTRY: POVERTY AND 
EXCLUSION  

Introduction 

The track record of Mauritius in the field of Social Justice is a really impressive one. It has won 
recognition the world over. Contrary to the opinion of Meade1 and Titmus2, Mauritius has made it a 
success. One of the cornerstones of success is undoubtedly the peaceful coexistence of the various 
ethnic groups in a vibrant democracy. Fabian Socialism, inspired by the British Labour Party, even 
prior to Independence, has had a tremendous influence on policy-making, and all Governments to 
date have openly professed economic growth with Social Justice.  

However, sadly, as is usually observed in several democracies, there are cries of Injustice, the 
voice of which has become louder during the past two decades. These cries of Injustice have come 
mainly from the Creoles who feel that they are disproportionately represented in the main stream 
of power. 

8.1  Major structural Changes in Mauritian Society 

Mauritius has been traditionally an agricultural economy based on sugarcane cultivation. When 
Meade and Titmus painted a very bleak picture of the future of Mauritius, the decision-makers, 
with the help of international institutions, helped move the country from a mono-cultural economy 
to one with several pillars, each substantially contributing to the national growth. The implantation 
of the Export Processing Zone, the Tourism Industry, the Financial Services Sector, the Fish Hub, 
Information and Communication Technologies Sectors has brought profound changes in the society.  
In terms of efforts, one must acknowledge the contribution of all Mauritians, irrespective of their 
ethnic background. Indeed, the review of the Social Policies since Independence bears testimony to 
this commitment. While many multicultural countries have fallen apart, or are beset by conflicts, 
Mauritian multiculturalism has been spared from such situations. 

In its development, Mauritius has also constantly adapted to the changes in the global economy. 
While initially, it was the Keynesian ‘demand side management’ of the economy, since 1983 there 
has been a gradual shift towards a ‘supply side management’ of the economy. Market forces have 
come into play, along with development, in order to encourage investment and earn foreign 
exchange earnings. While the Government has continuously been consulting various parties in 
national decision-making, market forces have also been contributing to ‘the trickle down effects’ in 
the lives of people. In fact, there has been a gradual liberalization of the economy since the mid 
1980s which was accelerated after 2005.  
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8.2  Social, Economic and Political Rights guaranteed by the Constitution 

The Constitution of Mauritius enshrines the rights of people to diversity in terms of religion, culture 
and politics, irrespective of race, ethnicity and caste. It is important to note that our Constitution 
has neither a preamble nor a declaration of policy. After evoking the State in Chapter 1, it jumps 
straightaway to the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms of the individual. Such order in 
the tabulation of the Chapters reflects the importance of guaranteeing such rights in democracy. 

Social Benefits are shared by all citizens. In addition, there are several institutions which have been 
set up to guarantee social, economic and political rights of citizens of Mauritius, as already 
mentioned. The Judiciary in Mauritius operates in a fair and independent manner. 

Except for the January 1968 riots between Creoles and Muslims, which lasted for about a week, 
where about 20 people were killed and 220 injured and which necessitated the intervention of 
British Troops, the country has not since lived through any major social upheaval. 

8.3  Cries of Injustice in the Republic of Mauritius – The Chagos Saga 

The Chagos Archipelago was part of the outer islands of the Colony of Mauritius. However, in the 
wake of an independent Mauritius, the British, contrary to U.N resolution regarding the dismantling 
of territories of any future State, decided to separate the Chagos Archipelago as part and parcel of 
the Colony of Mauritius. The Chagos Archipelago, very much like Rodrigues, Agalega, was inhabited 
by people of slave descent who laboured in the Coconut and Fishing industry in extremious 
conditions. The decision of the then Colonial Office to sever connections with the Mauritius 
mainland is a dark spot in Colonial History of the British Empire. As a consequence of the British 
decision, in 1970, thousands of them were deported to Seychelles and to Mauritius. They were 
uprooted from their motherland Peros Bahnos and Salomon Islands in the Chagos Archipelago, Diego 
Garcia. Following an agreement between USA and UK, shortly afterwards, Diego Garcia was ceded 
to USA for the establishment of a military base with sophisticated armaments. In 1972, the British 
Government paid a sum of 650,000 pounds sterling to the Mauritian Government destined for the 
displaced Chagossians. In 1982, the UK Government paid a further sum of Rs. 100 million to the 
Chagossians. 

The Chagossians are the descendants of slaves from Madagascar and Mozambique and were brought 
there by the French between 1780 and 1828 and by the British in the 1840s and 1850s. 

The exiled Chagossians are today dispersed in Mauritius, Seychelles and the U.K.  It was in 2002 
that the Chagossians, who are presumed to be de facto British citizens, were allowed in the UK. 
These people, on their own, have fought to return to their native island and are presently awaiting 
the decision of the European Court of Justice for Human Rights over their right to return in their 
homeland. The tragedy is that it is nearly after 40 years that the Government of Mauritius has 
challenged Britain’s decision to excise part of its territory. The argument is that the Chagos 
Archipelago was ceded to Britain in exchange for the rejection of certain proposals concerning the 
mode of electoral representation in a matter of long-standing debate. 

In Mauritius, most of the Chagossians who were living in Cité Ilois, Baie du Tombeau, have sold their 
property and left for the UK. Presently, there are about 150 families only in Mauritius. 

8.4 The ‘Malaise Creole’ : The Social Exclusion of the Creole Community 

The term ‘Malaise Creole’ was used for the first time by the Creole Catholic priest Father Roger 
Cerveau in the year 1993. He used the term to describe a situation where the Creole community, 
particularly the Afro–Creoles descendents of slaves, were not able to integrate the mainstream of 
Mauritian society in terms of education, health services, employment and housing. Their situation, 
in comparison with other ethnic groups, was relatively bad and it was felt that something should 
have been done about it. In the words of Sewlyn Rayan3:  

“Creoles are the most economically and politically marginalized group in Mauritius. 
They are the dockers, the fishermen, the lorry’s assistants, home and construction 
workers and in some cases lower level clerks and factotum in the public and private 
sector.” 
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The Malaise Creole had also to do with the history of the Creoles: the dispossession and suffering 
associated with slavery and the aftermath of it, the consequences of which can be seen in the 
persistence of poverty, social problems and political marginalization. 

Despite the panoply of measures to bring about Social Justice in the country by successive 
Governments, widespread discontent persists in the Creole milieu. The malaise also had certain 
physical and spatial characteristics. Social Housing Projects across the State are now better known 
as the cités and over the years of their existence, some of these popular residences have become 
breeding grounds for all sorts of problems besetting Mauritian Society: unemployment, poverty, 
delinquency, prostitution, child abuse, criminality etc. 

8.5 The ‘Kaya’ Episode and the Creole Community 

Despite the numerous measures taken to ensure the social citizenship of Mauritians at times, for 
both the rich and poor, the country witnessed the ‘Kaya Episode’, the open expression of the 
‘malaise Creole’ which struck the Mauritian Society. Violent protests against the singer’s death in 
doubtful circumstances was an expression of the ‘Otherness’ and the ‘inability to integrate’ the 
mainstream of Mauritian Society. Conscious of the wide discontent of the Creole community, the 
Government decided to bring further certain measures to improve the situation: the introduction of 
Zone d’Education Prioritaire (ZEP schools), poverty eradication programmes, such as Anou Dibout 
Ensam and a Trust Fund for the Vulnerable and reinforce measures for housing accessibility. The 
creation of a separate a Ministry for Social Integration and Economic Development, to look after 
the poorest of the poorest of Mauritian society, is undoubtedly a powerful effort towards the 
eradication of absolute poverty. 

8.6 Further  explanations of the Exclusion of the Creole Community 

There have been several interpretations of this state of affairs for this ethnic group, but many 
psycho-anthropologists and historians trace it back to slavery and its aftermath. The treatment 
which they were subjected to and their deculturalization appear to be deeply ingrained in their 
sub-consciousness. W. Devore and E. Schlesinger4 have strongly argued that the past affects, and 
gives shape to, problems manifested in the present. Such non-conscious phenomena affect 
individual functioning and become a source of strain, discord and strife.  

Other studies have also been done in the context of a deep insight of the psycho- sociological 
problems of Creoles in Mauritius and are contained in this report.  

8.6.1 The protection of women’s rights 

The Colony of Mauritius made history when it extended voting rights to women in 1948, at that time 
when such rights were not even in force in many Western democracies. Over the years, women 
were empowered; as legal persons, they can act independently of their spouses in matter 
concerning business, property acquisition, child custody, following Ordinance 50 of 1949 which 
provides for separate regime of goods and property. Men and women enjoy the same rights under 
the Constitution and the Law; and the Ministry of Gender Equality, Child Development and Family 
Welfare promote the rights of women. We can also appreciate the efforts made to change 
patriarchal attitudes and stereotypes regarding the roles and responsibilities of women and men 
both in the family unit and in society; and to empower women and promote gender equality and 
equity. 

Nevertheless, these efforts need to be intensified through comprehensive awareness raising and 
educational campaigns, as sexist advertising, gender job classifications, gender prejudices are still 
very much present. Women continue to play subordinate roles in society and societal discrimination 
continues.  

Even if the Law prohibits rape, including spousal rape, rape is still widespread. Many victims choose 
not to report such cases to the police because of cultural pressures and fear of retaliation. 
Similarly, the Law criminalizes domestic violence, but it is still a major problem in the country. The 
Ministry for Gender Equality, Child Development and Family Welfare is leaving no stone unturned to 
create awareness against domestic violence and child abuse. 
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Abortion in Mauritius is criminalized in all circumstances, including when the mother’s life is at 
risk, and when the pregnancy is the result of rape – Article 235 of the Criminal Code.  Punitive 
measures, imposed on women undergoing abortion, must be removed and a review of the 
circumstances in which abortion could be permitted must be undertaken. Sexual and reproductive 
health services must be more widely available in Mauritius and reproductive health education and 
services must be reviewed. Similarly, birth control measures should be made more readily 
accessible to poorer segments of the population. 

8.6.2 Legal protection and services for disabled people 

Persons with disabilities are no longer neglected as in the past. Now, there is an increased 
awareness of their needs and the Law prohibits discrimination against people with physical, 
intellectual, sensory and mental disabilities in the fields of employment, education, health care 
and in various other services. According to the Law, organizations employing more than 35 persons 
have to allocate at least 3 percent of their positions to disabled persons. It must also be stressed 
that disabled persons qualify for financial assistance by the State. Specialized schools are run to 
rehabilitate them and make them enjoy, as far as possible, a normal life. 

Government services generally enforced this Law and such initiatives must be widely encouraged in 
the Private Sector. Programs are also effectively implemented by the State to ensure that persons 
with disabilities have access to information and communications. If progress is noted in this field, 
such positive practices need to be further encouraged both in the Public Sector and State 
institutions.  

8.6.3 Revision of the Constitution 

With regard to the Constitution, there is a need to revisit some Sections, as they do not presently 
meet the needs of a true democratic society. Indeed, more than 43 years have elapsed since 
Independence and public opinion is that a revision must be undertaken. An example is in Chapter 2 
of the Constitution which provides for the guarantee of civil and political rights, and this Chapter 
may be amended to include guarantees of economic, social and cultural rights. Although not 
explicitly enshrined in the Constitution, they are widespread in practice. Such amendments will go 
a long way towards making Mauritius a sophisticated democracy as regards representation of 
minority groups. 

The Best Loser System has so far ensured an adequate representation of ethnic minorities in the 
National Assembly, but there is a heated debate on this issue. Various proposals have been made to 
replace ethnic denomination in the first schedule of the Constitution. The elimination of the best 
loser system is far from making unanimity. This can only be viewed in the context of an overall 
review of the Constitution which would ensure better representation of all segments of the 
population. 

8.6.4 Role and freedom of speech and press 

Even though the Constitution and Law provide for freedom of speech and of the press, most 
Governments in power do not necessarily respect all such rights sometimes. If it is true that the 
independent media are able to express a variety of views which has lately been criticised and 
blamed.  

Furthermore, the Government-owned and sole domestic television network, the Mauritius 
Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), seems to be primarily viewed as a propaganda tool by the 
opposition. Cries have been raised against abuse of the MBC as a tool in favour of the party in 
power, and these cries should not remain unheard. The practice of the MBC to provide an extensive 
coverage of politicians attending various functions, including socio-religious ones, and the diffusion 
of large segments of their speeches in its news bulletin should be discouraged. 
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9. CLAIMS OF GLOBALIZATION, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE END OF AN 
ERA IN MAURITIUS  

Post-2005 Revolutionary Measures in the Administration of Social Justice 

Introduction 

Mauritius has moved from a period characterized by the absence of Social Justice, as was the case 
during the period of slavery (1721-1839) to a situation where Social Justice has become the very 
essence of a democratic society. Around the 1980’s, when the liberalization of the economy took 
shape, there was a marked improvement of the lives of the people. However, the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989 had profound global consequences on the economic, social and cultural profile of 
nations: Mauritius was no exception. The old concept of Social Democracy had to be reinvented and 
this new approach so essential to adapt to the widespread changes as it is seen in the socio-
economic policies of the Government of the day. 

9.1 Some landmarks of Neo-Liberalism  and  Reduction of Social Protection in Mauritius 

Mauritius had fallen in the clutches of the International Monetary Fund during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s as a result of growing balance of payments deficits and stagnation of the economy. The 
country had to go through a structural adjustment programme where food subsidies had been 
reduced and wages were held below the rate of inflation. In 1983, a Sales Tax of 5% was introduced 
to raise Government revenue. In 1998, the Value Added Tax (VAT) at the rate of 10% was 
introduced in replace of the sales tax. Shortly afterwards, in 2000, the VAT was increased by 50%, 
bringing the rate to 15%, while its applicability was extended to services as well. The paradox 
about Value Added Tax is that it is paid by even the poorest of the poor. 

9.2  Income Tax Rates 

Taxation is a financial charge imposed on the individual by the State mainly to raise revenue in 
order to be able to pay for the provision of public goods and services. Taxation also serves the 
purpose of redistribution of income from the rich to the poor. In the process of the gradual 
liberalization of the economy, there has also been an income taxation revolution: from a top 
marginal rate of income tax of 70% in 1982-83 to 35% in 1985-86. In 1999-2000, it was still 
decreased to 28%, and finally in 2005, it was brought down to a flat rate of 15%, a figure on a par 
with the Value Added Tax. (VAT). This rate probably helped in making Mauritius the 17th most 
business-friendly country in the world. Higher rate of taxation has the effect of discouraging 
investment, thereby in increasing unemployment. This strategy seems to have had positive results 
so far.  

9.3 The Year of the Great Divide: 2006 

People in Mauritius are now jealous of the rights and privileges acquired since the country achieved 
Independence. Any attempt to strip people of their acquired rights and privileges tends to give rise 
to widespread discontent. 

The 2006– 2007 Budget, which advocated the abolition of certain social measures due to financial 
constraints, was considered in some quarters as a departure from Social Justice Policy. 

Widespread protests from all sectors, including Trade Union leaders, came in as a result of the 
abolition of subsidies on rice and flour; the end of the school feeding programme; the elimination 
of the 50% fees paid by the Government to students sitting for School Certificate and Higher School 
Certificate examinations; the introduction of the National Residential Property Tax; the end of tax 
concessions on revenue declaration; retirement at the age of 65; the introduction of taxes on 
interests received on savings in a bank. All these measures directly contributed to the 
pauperization of middle classes and the stigmatization of the lower and working classes.  

In brief, this was a set of policy measures taken in line with global integration in a Neo-Liberal 
environment and as a result, the welfare and social protection measures were now funded to a 
large extent by the middle and lower classes. At this stage of policy-making, poverty and social 
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exclusion were rediscovered and the State’s strategy to deal with them also changed. In the wake 
of the improvement in the financial situation of the country, however, some measures relating to 
food subsidies, assistance to students belonging to the lower income groups and other measures 
concerning payment of Old Age Pension and tax on interest received on savings have been 
withdrawn. 

10. NEW APPROACHES: EMPOWERMENT, INCLUSION AND 
RESPONSIBLE CITIZENSHIP 

Introduction 

Despite efforts made to initiate and reinforce measures to combat Social Injustice within a socio-
democratic environment, poverty, social exclusion and other social ills still persist in several parts 
of the world. Mauritius is no exception. Many people continue to live in poverty and in deprived 
conditions, despite the rising standard of living of the average Mauritian. The Government of the 
day has not remained insensitive to this situation, and several measures are being initiated to 
reinforce Social Justice. 

10.1 Poverty in Mauritius 

Following rapid progress on the economic and social fronts in the 1980s and 1990s, there were 
visible signs of a better standard of living for the average Mauritian.  

Various Ministries were involved directly and indirectly in programmes aiming at reducing social 
exclusion and alleviating poverty. In addition, several Local Authorities, Cooperative Societies, and 
NGOs and grassroots organizations made efforts towards poverty alleviation. Despite, efforts made 
between 1985 and 2005, absolute poverty still exists.  

The 1999 riots also confirmed the “malaise Creole” where one ethnic group felt disproportionately 
represented in institutions and various spheres of activity.  

According to the Central Statistics Office2, Mauritius has about 23,700 poor households, with a 
population of about 93,200 poor persons. Although there is no official poverty line in Mauritius, 
there have been several attempts to quantify poverty. 

10.2 Post February 1999 Poverty Alleviation Programmes 

After the February 1999 riots, involving the death of a Creole pop singer in police cells in 
mysterious circumstances, Government adopted a new approach to alleviate poverty. This was a 
participatory approach where the poor were empowered with relevant skills to get out of the 
poverty trap. Various programmes were adopted along these lines. 

10.3 Other welfare measures destined to encourage a new class of entrepreneurs 

In 1999, the Trust Fund for the Social Integration of Vulnerable Groups (TRSIVG) was set up and 
operated under the aegis of the Ministry of Finance and Economic Development. A sum of Rs. 500 
million was earmarked for the financing of community development projects, micro credit schemes 
and loans to needy students and improvement on housing infrastructure. 

The Anou Diboute Ensam (ANDE) programme, funded by the European Union, to the tune of Rs.100 
million, focused on social infrastructural, income generating and technical assistance projects. This 
lasted between 1999 and 2004. However, both projects seem to have yielded mitigated results due 
to lack of support by social workers. 

Similarly, the Rural Diversification Programme (RDP) of the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) had two components: Micro Enterprise and Micro- Finance Development and 
Community Development which focussed on land irrigation and in the fisheries sector.  
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In the year 2006, the Government embarked on an Empowerment Programme spread over a period 
of five years to the tune of Rs. 5 billion. The National Empowerment Foundation (NEF) superseded 
the Empowerment Programme in 2008. In the same year, the Eradication of Absolute Poverty (EAP) 
Programme to the tune of Rs. 395 million was voted in the Budget. This aimed at providing 
outreach facilities in the 229 pockets of poverty identified in the country in terms of increasing 
access and equity in education, health, environment etc. 

The La Valette very low cost integrated housing project is an example of the new approach in the 
reduction of absolute poverty and the Foundation intends to go ahead with five similar projects in 
several parts of the island. However, although the annual payment is very low (less than a thousand 
rupees) nearly 30% of the beneficiaries do not care to honour their engagement. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is an established policy whereby companies in Mauritius have 
the legal obligation to contribute 2% of their profit after tax towards CSR- listed activities. 
However, there seems to be many constraints in its implementation3. Indeed, as highlighted in the 
survey report of the Mauritius Employers’ Federation (MEF) in April 2011, the MEF argues that the 
Government’s approach to CSR differs from the generally-accepted voluntary definition of CSR by 
reiterating the fact that “CSR is voluntary and cannot be governed by legislation” and by arguing 
the fact that the “regulatory requirements are somewhat tedious”.  

In order to tackle the problem of extreme poverty and seek permanent solutions for a new 
approach in the poor milieu, a separate Ministry has been created. The Ministry for Social 
Integration and Economic Development is the new organ which is responsible for coordinating and 
monitoring funds made available by private companies to the tune of 2% of their profit after tax. 
This will account for quite a substantial amount of funds to be collected for implementation of 
short-and long-term projects. 

The new Ministry should invariably work in close collaboration with all stake-holders so that a 
judicious use of funds is made available. 

It is felt that in the long run that people who have for generations been left in absolute poverty will 
come to realise thanks to the new structural approach of their problems that they should live in the 
new social order if they wish to be extirpated from their present state of poverty and social 
distress.  
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The present report, done by a group of Rodriguans, aims at presenting, in an objective way, 
how the population of Rodrigues sees their past traumatic history, how they are coping with 
the present and how they envisage the future of the next generations. It is, indeed, an attempt 
to revisit the history of the island from the days of slavery to present time from a Rodriguan 
perspective. It is hoped that the recommendations of this report will be integrated in the 
National Policy and implemented as soon as possible so that in 2030, every single person born 
in Rodrigues in 2011(18 – 19 yrs old by then) is able to benefit from the plethora of 
opportunities offered by his/her fatherland to develop to his/her full potential in a totally 
liberalised world. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Situated nearly in the middle of the Indian Ocean, East-North-East of Mauritius, Rodrigues is 
the last firm, hospitable land towards the Eastern coast of Australia. Due to its geographical 
position, at the turn of the 19th century, during the time when the European Colonial power 
games for control of the Indian Ocean, particularly by the French and the British, Rodrigues 
played an important role in the political and economic destiny of the Mascarenes, namely 
Mauritius and Reunion. In fact, Rodrigues became, for a very short time, the theatre of the 
power game between the British and the French Colonial powers at the turn of the 19th 
century, but unfortunately History seems to have forgotten the role played by Rodrigues and, 
consequently, succeeding Colonial Powers and national political powers up to the second half 
of the 20th century neglected Rodrigues and its inhabitants. 

In 1845, more than 35 years after the British colonised Rodrigues, Captain W. Kelly of the 
H.M.S Conway wrote: 

“It is lamentable to see any colony or dependency of a colony belonging to 
a country like Great Britain so utterly neglected. If the island of Rodriguez 
is worth keeping possession of, which it unquestionably is from its position, 
surely it should not be debarred from all the blessings and privileges of the 
mother country.” 

Methodology 

The Working Group met the first time on the 23rd February 2011 at Mont Plaisir Multipurpose 
Cultural Centre in the presence of Mr. Jacques David, Commissioner of the Truth and Justice 
Commission. 

The terms of reference were to present the Rodrigues’ Case to the Truth and Justice 
Commission, accompanied by recommendations to be implemented in the final national 
document. 

A series of meetings, seven in all, was scheduled to: 

1. Brainstorm the above terms of reference; 

2. Divide the work load and assignment among the members; 

3. Undertake Research works and writing of the documents; 

4. Complete Editing by the Team Leader. 

 

Schedule of Meetings: 

Meeting Dates Place 
23rd February 2011 Mont Plaisir Multipurpose Cultural 

Centre (MPMC) 
3rd March 2011 MPMC 
10th March 2011 Araucaria Community School 
17th March 2011 François Leguat Reserve 
31st March 2011 Araucaria Community School 
27th April 2011 Araucaria Community School 
22nd June 2011 Araucaria Community School 
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Division of Work-load and Assignment: 

NAME ASSIGNMENT 
Mrs. Arlette Perrine Begue Autonomy, Land issues, Agriculture 
Mr. Jacques Edouard Slavery and its stigmas 
Mrs. Vinolia Ramanitrarivo & Ms. 
Lovena St Pierre 

Education, Unemployment 

Mr. Karl Allas & Mr. Rosaire 
Perrine 

Culture and Religion 

Mr. Aurèle Anquetil André Heritage, Economy, Tourism, 
Communication, Rodrigues, Part of 
Mauritius? 

Mr. Henrico Louis Secretary: Notes of meetings and 
coordinator of meetings 
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2. COLONISATION 

2.1 French Supremacy 

The first serious attempt at colonisation took place in 1691 by small group of French 
Huguenots led by Francois Leguat but they all abandoned Rodrigues in 1693.  

The second attempt at colonisation was spear-headed by the French, but this time, it was 
decided by the Conseil Supérieur de l’Ile Bourbon in 1725 in the name of the French East 
Indian Company. This attempt did not last long because of the isolation of Rodrigues and its 
difficult port-access. However, a small contingent of slaves under the supervision of Julien 
Tafforet, whose main occupation was to harvest tortoises in Rodrigues, stationed in Rodrigues 
for just under one year. Once more the island was abandoned, but the Directors of the 
Company took care to forbid the removal of tortoises, which they reserved for the 
requirements of vessels returning from India. In order to regulate the trade of tortoises from 
Rodrigues, Mahé de Labourdonnais created a small establishment for the sole purpose of 
gathering tortoises in readiness for shipment. The establishment consisted of a few soldiers, 
lascars and slaves. It would appear that the relationship between the White Settlers and the 
slaves was always under great strain and that “marronnage” was a regular practice. 

In 1761, when Alexandre Gui arrived for the observation of the Transit of Venus, there were 
the French Officer in Charge, a surgeon and corporal (all three Europeans) and 12 to 15 
blacks, natives of Madagascar or India, most of whom were slaves belonging to the Company. 
There were also 22 freemen. However, in 1767, Rodrigues, now retroceded to the French 
Crown, had a very small slave population of five and Yves Mathurin Jullienne. 

Permanent settlement in Rodrigues could be said to have started with the arrival Legros and 
Fremont in 1792, followed by Michel Gorry in 1793. They came after the French Revolution to 
start fishing-posts and do commerce with Mauritius. In 1794, Philibert Marragon arrived as 
Civil Agent with his wife, his mother-in-law and his slaves. 

Shortly afterwards in 1798, instructions arrived from authorities in Ile de France, regarding 
the land concessions, namely 100 arpents per married couple and 50 arpents for each child 
on their arrival at Rodrigues. 

Marragon was definitely not an easy character and his relationship with the slave’-owners 
was always on edge. Rivalries among them were rampant. It appeared also that Marragon was 
very concerned about the ratio of slaves and masters – slaves largely outnumbered masters. 
In his letters to the authorities in Mauritius, he was always complaining about the behaviour 
of the slaves. For him the slaves of the other settlers, particularly those of Lambert Gautier, 
whom he considered to be “de mauvais sujets rebut de l’Isle de France” or “Mauvais sujets, 
marrons, etc., qui ont fait les dégats dont on se plaint”, were constant sources of trouble.  
Marragon accused the “marrons” of theft and criminal burning of crops and forests. 

One important decision that needs to be noted is that upon his arrival at Isle de France, 
General Decaen immediately decided to evacuate the settlers from Rodrigues to counter the 
British influence. He was convinced and he was right that the British found in Rodrigues a 
source of supply for their ships on blockade duty around Isle de France. As leprosy was 
becoming a real threat at Isle de France at the beginning of the 19th century and the arrêt of 
30th July 1800 made provision for segregation in special asylums of persons affected: 

“Those amongst the persons affected who shall be found to be incurable, 
shall, by the first opportunity, be sent to a place that shall be fixed, the 
colony shall see to their being settled, and to their keeping and 
maintenance during the period of six months”. (Acticle VI of the Arrêt). 

General Decaen thought that Rodrigues would be ideal place and that would also scare the 
British away. 
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For the interest of Isle France and Bourbon, Rodrigues would have been sacrificed and turned 
into an asylum for the lepers. 

2.2 First attempt of Slave Revolution in Rodrigues 

Marragon conducted a survey of the population of Rodrigues in 1804. He thus established that 
there were 82 slaves belonging to five colonists and their families operating on the Island. 
There were 32 who originated from Mozambique, 18 from Madagascar and 24 born in 
Rodrigues. 

In 1806, the Slaves plotted to take the Schooner of Germain Le Gros to escape to Madagascar 
or India. The plot was uncovered and the culprits severely punished.  This is a stark 
indication of the harshness of the lives of the slaves under the French administration. In an 
island so isolated as Rodrigues, the masters could do whatever they wished and one can 
imagine the vulnerability of a servile population. Marragon mentioned in his letters that 
Slaves were still fettered:  

“Les Noirs du Citoyen Gautier toujours marrons, ayant rencontré un Noir 
et deux négresses du Citoyen Rochetaing aux environs de son habitation, 
ont entrainé avec eux le Noir, après avoir ôté un collier que son mîitre lui 
avait fait mettre: les deux négresses qui avaient aussi des fers, n’ayant pu 
en être delivrées, ils les ont renvoyés de peur que la lenteur de leur 
marche ne les fît prendre.» 

The fate of the slaves did not improve under the British rule. After the signing of The Treaty 
of Paris (30 May 1814), which was proclaimed in Mauritius on the 15th October, Bourbon was 
restored to France, while Isle de France and its Dependencies, especially Rodrigues, and Les 
Seychelles came under the British rule  

2.3.  British Rule 

British presence in Rodrigues dated back to 1761 when at least 12 ships of the English navy 
were manoeuvring in the waters around Rodrigues, waiting for the forces from Europe to 
conquer Isle de France. The forces never came and after having taken Rodrigues as hostage 
for a few months, they departed to Madras. Finally, the British were back in the Rodrigues 
waters as early as 1794 to start the blockade on Isle de France and in 1809, in a second 
attack, Isle de France capitulated. Rodrigues thus played a critical role in the future destiny 
of the Mascarene archipelago. 

It is to be noted that Robert Farquhar, who administered Bourbon Island after its capitulation 
to the British, travelled to Rodrigues just before the expedition against Isle de France got 
underway. He promised the inhabitants of Rodrigues that a Government Agent would be 
appointed to look after their interests, “in the same manner as in the French times”. 
Obviously, Robert Farquhar was very active on the diplomatic front and succeeded in winning 
the allegiance of the people of Rodrigues.  

2.4.  Robert Farquhar’s False Promise 

Governor Farquhar never appointed a Government Representative to Rodrigues as he had told 
them he would. A number of historians think that this was intentional, a loophole left for 
some slave trading which could be officially ignored so long as there was not a local authority 
to report its existence.  Was it just a case of indecision or was the neglect intentional? 
Abandoned by the French, the arrival of the British gave the people of Rodrigues a glimpse of 
hope but that as well also fizzled out rapidly. Instead, in preparing the Slavery Abolition Act, 
the British, anticipating the potential problems of its implementation, thought that Rodrigues 
would be an ideal place for the reforming of those slaves of notoriously bad characters. 
However there is no indication that this measure was ever implemented like Decaen’s leper 
island. 

Rodrigues remained without any official rule for more than 30 years. One could imagine that 
everybody could have done anything without being reprimanded. 
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2.5 British Colonial Rule (1809 -1968) 

When the islands became British, slave trading became automatically illegal and preventive 
measures were devised. However, because there no official government. 

Representative in Rodrigues, these measures would remain uneffective. Rodrigues was thus 
under the first few years of British rule a land with no law at all. So if any of the settlers took 
some liberties, who would stand in the way? The possibility that the settlers engaged 
themselves in illegal of slave trading cannot be wholly discarded. 

The registration of slaves that was compulsory by the Order in Council of 24th September 
1814, was only partly applied to Rodrigues in 1820, but no official registration was done. 

This situation brings into light Farquhar’s obstinence not to appoint an Official Government 
Representative in Rodrigues. There are evidences that a network of illegal slaves trade was 
going on between the coast of Africa to Seychelles, and thence to Rodrigues.  Farquhar, after 
much ado, although he was convinced that Rodrigues would not be worth much to the British 
without slaves, Farquhar appointed Robert Pye as Government Agent in Rodrigues. Pye 
reported on the slave situation in 1821 but for reasons unknown, his return on slaves was 
never registered in the Slave Registration Office in Port Louis. In fact, the slaves of Rodrigues 
were only officially registered in 1827, at the request of the Eastern Enquiry Commissioners, 
who held that many of these slaves had a just claim to freedom, having been introduced into 
the island after the 1814 Order. Unfortunately, these slaves were not set free. 

The first official visit of a Governor of Mauritius took place 71 years after the British 
conquest of the Mascarene Archipelago. F. Napier-Broome, Lieutenant-Governor 
accompanied by his wife, Lady Barker, visited Rodrigues from the 26th June to the 4th July, 
1881. Lady Barker, a very prolific writer, referred to Rodrigues as “a most distressful 
dependency of Mauritius”. 
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3. SLAVERY IN RODRIGUES 

Slavery is said to have been different in Rodrigues. Slaves, were better treated and cared 
for, more through fear because they outnumbered the settlers. 

Interestingly enough, the particularity of Rodrigues is that slaves and masters arrived at the 
same time. We learn thus from historians that the first slaves arrived in Rodrigues in 1736, 
when the first establishment was in place to collect land tortoises. It is to be noted that in 
1725, Julian Tafforet landed on the island, accompanied by four men, presumably four 
slaves, but they only stayed a few months. It is not recorded whether slaves gave birth to 
children at that time. We only know that the first white Rodriguan was born on the 15th 
September, 1752, of the first European woman to land in Rodrigues. Jeanne Francoise de 
Rancars was the wife of the Officer in charge of the establishment, Vincent Francois 
Martenne de Puvigné. 

At that period, Alexandre Gui Pingré, an Astronomer on mission to observe the first transit of 
Venus, noted 15 slaves, natives of Madagascar and India. A Census carried out by Philibert 
Marragon in 1804 revealed 24 slaves, born in Rodrigues. 

According to Bertuchi, a good number of slaves were from Madagascar and the East Coast of 
Africa. The inhabitants cultivated manioc, coffee, mountain rice, tobacco, citrus, mango and 
sweet potatoes. They also reared sheep, pigs, turkeys, and fowls of all descriptions. Some 
cattle ran wild. 

The slaves from Africa were more strongly-built and more amenable to work than the 
Malgaches, who often escaped, although they were more intelligent. At sunrise, these slaves 
were awakened and sent to work till sunset. Their nourishment consisted of boiled maize or 
manioc. It was the custom to give each slave a shirt on New Year’s Day. There are no details 
about the punishment of slaves. Some said that it was rather cruel. If a woman had to be 
punished, the husband was ordered to inflict it. To contract marriage, the slave had to 
obtain the permission of his master, who rarely refused it. They seemed to have preferred 
the idea of marrying women a good deal older than themselves. 

It was almost one hundred years later that the authorities seemed to care about the 
conditions of slaves in Rodrigues. In 1830 Captain Lyons was asked to report on the state, 
condition and appearance of the slave population in Rodrigues. Lyons found slaves well-
clothed and well-fed, having great facility to catch fish, keeping pigs and poultry which they 
fed on manioc. 

Slavery was abolished by an Act of Parliament on the 7th August, 1833. Slaves were to remain 
with their masters for a period of 5 years as apprentices. It is only towards the end of the 
period of apprenticeship (1839) that Special Justice C. Anderson was appointed to report on 
the conditions of apprentices. He sent six days in Rodrigues. 

Anderson reported that apprentices in Rodrigues were working longer hours than the Law 
allowed; their clothing was inadequate and their huts miserable, but they were well-fed, and 
extensive ground was allotted to them. 

He concluded that Rodrigues was over-populated. Its only revenue was derived from 
fisheries. He fixed the hours at which work was to begin and to end. Wages were to be paid 
at the rate of 3 rupees per month. 

3.1  Illegal Slave Trade 

By the Treaty of Paris, proclaimed in Mauritius on the 15th October 1814, Bourbon was 
restored to France and Isle de France and its dependencies; Rodrigues and the Seychelles 
were to remain under British rule. 

Slave trading was thus illegal at that time. On the 24th September 1814, slave-owners were 
obliged by law to submit returns of their slaves every three years. Robert Farquhar, Governor 
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of Mauritius, did not deliberately appoint a Government Representative to Rodrigues, as he 
promised the Rodiguans during the British blockade of Isle de France in 1809. This was to 
allow illegal slave trade to continue, with no local authorities to report it. It was only in 1820 
that he appointed a youngman Thomas Robert Pye, a Lieutenant of the Marines, who 
participated in the attack on Bourbon. His mission was to register the slaves in Rodrigues, to 
keep an exact account of all arrivals and departures of ships, to see their logs and their 
papers. He resided at Baie Lascars in the quarters vacated by the British army, but he soon 
moved uphill on the former Rochetaing’s concession at Mon Plaisir. 

3.2 Abolition of Slavery   

While Honoré Eudes, a settler of Rodrigues as from 1820, was visiting Mauritius, he was 
charged by the Government to proclaim, on his return to Rodrigues, total freedom for all 
slaves on the Island of Rodrigues. Honoré Eudes did so on the 4th June 1839, the day of his 
arrival in Rodrigues. Interestingly Honoré Eudes offered to his slaves two options; either, 
firstly, they returned to Mauritius, or secondly, money, food, alcoholic drinks, the right to 
cultivate freely a plot of his land for their own benefit. The slaves agreed to the second 
option but shortly afterwards, they deserted the master’s concession and took refuge in the 
interior of the island to enjoy their freedom. It was clear that the ex-slaves wanted to be as 
far as possible from their past masters. 

For the first time, the liberated slaves had a sense of belonging, and they indeed made the 
best of it. They could easily squat on a piece of land, help themselves to the runaway cattle, 
catch their own fish, and till as much land as they wanted. There was nothing to stop them 
from doing so. Charles Lenferna attempt’s to interfere with this new mode of living of the 
ex-slaves prompted the Government to send a magistrate, H. M. Self, to Rodrigues in June 
1841. Yet, no official Government Representative was appointed. It was only after the wreck 
of the good ship Oxford (1st September 1943) that forced the Governor of Mauritius to send a 
corporal and five constables to Rodrigues. Sir John Marshall, Captain of Her Majesty’s frigate 
Isis, was given a special commission to act as Magistrate and Judge surrogate of Rodrigues. 

Colonisation of Rodrigues resumed after a period of military occupation, and settlers came 
from Mauritius with slaves from Mozambique coast and the East coast of Madagascar. Some of 
the settlers were involved in direct slave trade, through the East Africa/Seychelles network, 
although the practice was prohibited under British Law. 

3.3  Ex-slaves after abolition 

After the abolition of slavery, some estate-owners returned to Mauritius because of the state 
of lawlessness prejudicial to the whole island. 

However, a number of new people from Mauritius, tempted by the opportunity thus created, 
moved to Rodrigues mainly to establish fisheries. The master fishermen employed people of 
dubious characters, ex-convicts, and some of them came straight from jail. 

Blacks from Mauritius complained to have been shipped by the Police to Rodrigues without 
any formal contracts of service. Furthermore, those who were on a one-year contract could 
not afford a passage back to Mauritius. They were perpetually in debt and forced against the 
Law to remain in their employers’ service. 

There were no shops at that time. Each employer had a store of his own. He supplied his men 
on credit at extortionate prices. 

Dupont wrote that the sale of Crown Lands started around 1850. Settlers, most of them 
emancipated slaves, opted for a lease because perhaps they lacked financial means. This had 
the devastative effect of accelerated deforestation. Forest covers were systematically 
cleared to make room for the cultivation of cash crop, such as coffee, indigo and cotton, and 
stapled food such as wheat, rice, potato, vegetables, sweet potatoes, maize and beans. 
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Traditionally, Rodriguans ate maize that they produced, and very little rice. This was most 
probably due to their African origins and also because of very few contacts with the Asian 
subcontinent. 

According to Bertuchi, by 1843, the population of the island had risen to 500, only one-fifth 
of which were females. Owing to this preponderance of males, great immorality prevailed. 
Each woman had three or four husbands, in some cases as many as six. The children, 
however, were harmoniously brought up together; the favoured husband at the time 
exercised the role of father to all of them.  

A few White Creoles from Mauritius and Bourbon came and settled on the island and 
intermarried with the Blacks, which accounts for a section of the population being of a “café 
au lait” colour. Interestingly, some of the settlers were descendants of the French who had 
been expelled from settlement at Fort Dauphin in Madagascar. 

Other White Creoles married Whites like themselves, which accounts for a number of 
inhabitants who are, in appearance, Europeans, except that in their habits and customs 
through prolonged stay have espoused those of the Blacks. 

The bulk of the population consists of Negroes who were originally imported as slaves from 
Madagascar and the East coast of Africa through Mauritius. They were not as black as the 
Guinea Negroes; the majority have deep brown velvety skin. Their hair is of a very deep 
black, woolly and curly, their noses short and fairly flat, and the eyes black. Their protruding 
thick red lips allow one to admire a magnificent row of snow-white teeth. Their arms are 
longish and thin, and their legs look rather weak and thin. The average height of the men is 
5ft. 6 inches. They are very strong, although their outward appearance does not give this 
impression. It a marvel how physically strong they are, considering the food they live on. The 
children of both sexes commence work at a very early age. 

The native had his plot of land; he grew maize, manioc, beans, sweet potatoes and 
vegetables and his own tobacco. He rears sheep, goats, cattle, pigs and fowls. Wood for fuel 
is nearby, whilst water was procured from rivulets and springs. Fruit trees abounded 
everywhere. The fat from the pigs was melted and used for cooking. The man went out in his 
boat and fished all day, or went out to the opposite end of the island and fished the whole 
week, and came back to his little straw hut in the mountains on Saturdays to find his wife 
and children left at home, to look after the plantation and the fowls. He brought with him 
enough salted fish to last at least a whole week. 

They had no rent to pay, as their houses were built by themselves of local wood, and latanier 
leaves and barks, and lasted for many years. They had only to buy sugar, tea and clothes, 
and they could easily procure these from the proceeds of fish, fowls, and goats, and so on. 
Those who did not own their plots of land rented it from the Government. The rent per acre 
was only three shillings per annum, and two acres were sufficient to produce enough food to 
ensure a livelihood for a family of five to six persons. 

During the week-ends, when the men were back with their families, one heard the constant 
sound of the tom-toms, the concertinas, and merry mixed voices of the family and friends. 
On Sundays, they did their best to go to Church. Very few of the natives ever missed the 
Sunday Church service. 

Marriage is good example of the strong attachment that the natives had with church. If a man 
wanted to take unto himself a wife, he chose her and married her. They lived together and 
they worked together. When they had collected a few animals and had saved asome money, 
and were in a position to stage a feast, they then underwent religious and civil ceremonies of 
marriage. 

H. M. Self reported in 1841 that he had found liberated slaves entirely self-supporting from 
the produce of their cultivation and the livestock they raised. They squatted unlawfully on 
the Crown Lands. 
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3.4 Stigmas of slavery 

Slavery has been recognised and condemned as a crime to Humanity. This inhumane practice 
has left lasting stigmas on the lives of its promoters and particularly on the lives of the 
victims. It is needless to go into great details about the general and lasting collateral 
damages that Slavery had caused in the History of Humanity; the following will suffice: 

1. Rodrigues was important to the French Colonialists because of the reservoir of free animal 
proteins; namely, an abundance of tortoises. The massive exploitation resulted in the 
extinction of practically the totality of the endemic fauna and some of the unique flora of 
the island. What did Rodrigues got in return? The French wanted to turn Rodrigues into an 
asylum for people having contracted highly contagious diseases such as leprosy or into an 
ideal place to exile criminals, trouble-makers and revolutionaries to. 

2. Rodrigues was left without any official Government Representative for more than 30 years, 
with the complicity of the British Governors who deliberately turned a blind eye on the 
illegal slave trade. Rodrigues had high expectations with the arrival of the British, but they 
were very  quickly disappointed and disillusioned, for nothing was done to improve their 
living conditions. 

3. Rodrigues played a critical role in the destiny of the Mascarene Archipelago in 1809-1810. 
This historical truth was yet again brushed aside as Rodrigues was forgotten. However, as 
soon as trouble started in Mauritius, Rodrigues came into the picture. To enjoy the peace of 
mind in Mauritius, trouble-makers were exiled to Rodrigues and those inflicted with deadly 
cholera were sent to Rodrigues. 

4. The posting of Public Officers from Mauritius to Rodrigues was considered to be a punishment 
by the incumbents. As obedient servants of the Government, they had to serve but did so 
happily. Some of them went further, indulging into unfair trading, perpetuating the 
exploitation of the Rodriguans and thus forgoing what they were expected to do in Rodrigues. 
This situation affected the relationship between Mauritius and Rodrigues, thereby giving rise 
to a strong perception that Mauritians are Neo-Colonialists in Rodrigues. 

5. The way Rodrigues had been treated made it obvious that neither the French nor the British 
believed that Rodrigues could have a reasonable future. At every opportunity, the Rodriguan 
people were made to believe that there was no future for Rodrigues. Hence, 
recommendations had been made on several occasions to evacuate the island or to encourage 
massive emigration. This attitude towards Rodrigues had untold effect on the psychological 
make-up of the people of Rodrigues, to the extent that the sense of unworthiness still 
prevails today amongst the population. There has been bred a fear for adventure and 
calculated risk-taking. 

6. Furthermore, from a White European perspective, Rodriguans were seen as a lazy and slow 
people. They doubted whether Rodriguans could make it above the level of a primitive 
society, let alone making the Secondary School leaving grade. Today, this has been proved 
wrong, but we must ensure that no encouragement is ever given to those obscure and 
spiteful forces. 

7.  Unfair trading practices: Exploitation through supply on credit at extortionate prices.  This 
stigma is still present today, whereby Rodriguans have not been able to shake off the 
perpetual need to be indebted. 

8. Alcoholism: After the abolition of slavery, wages included spirit “larak”, as during slavery, 
spirits were included in the food distributed. 

9. A form of polygamy was condoned, not to say forced on the population of Rodrigues. This 
practice may have encouraged prostitution. In Rodrigues, prostitution is mainly referred to as 
women having more than one partner.  It may also be the root cause of the growing number 
of single-parent family (fille-mères). 
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3.2 Recommendations 

1. Encourage Research Fellows from Rodrigues and Mauritius to relook at the way Mauritius and 
Rodrigues history was written.  

2. Increase the number of opportunities now available regarding education so that more 
Rodriguans could get access to Tertiary Education. 

3. Economically, Rodrigues lagged behind because historical circumstances forced it to be a late 
starter. Of course, there have been a number of affirmative actions towards helping 
Rodrigues to catch up and to make up for the lost time.  Today there is the will, the design 
and the plan to kick-off of the economic development of Rodrigues, but the means for a real 
take-off are seriously lacking.  
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4. RODRIGUES’ ADMINISTRATION 

The first Police Magistrate under British rule, Blaise Bacy, arrived in Rodrigues in December 
1843, 34 years after the colonisation of the Island. From the outset, he raised questions of 
education for the children, health care, safety at sea, lighthouse, among others. In 1845, the 
population of Rodrigues was 323, of which 240 descended from the old slave population and 
were generally of African parentage, the 83 others came from the old free population. M.  
Chapotte, a Frenchman, was the only alien. 

The future of Rodrigues once more came into focus when the epidemic cholera struck 
Mauritius in 1854 and 1856. The Secretary of State suggested Rodrigues as a quarantine 
station. Fortunately, the project never materialised and once more, Rodrigues was saved 
from the consequences of colonial’s drastic decisions. 

The first six-beds Hospital was only set up by Police Magistrate Messiter in 1861. Messiter also 
created the first post office. Formal primary education started in 1865 under George Jenner, 
with 13 girls and 14 boys under the tutorship of a Schoolmaster and a Schoolmistress – Mr. 
and Mrs. Corson but it closed a month later to reopen shortly afterwards under the tutorship 
of Mr. and Mrs. Lalande. Coincidentally the first secondary school to be officially registered 
in Rodrigues was in 1961, nearly 100 years after the beginning of Primary Education. 

4.1  Human Settlement 

The first human settlement on Rodrigues took place in1691 and lasted for just under three 
years. The second attempt of settlement was in 1725 but did not really last long (December 
1725 to June 1726). Until the arrival of Mahé Labourdonnais, as Governor of the Isle de 
France, passing ships regularly stopped over in Rodrigues to harvest tortoises which were 
then abundant in Mauritius. Labourdonnais decided to control the tortoise trade in Rodrigues 
by creating a small establishment under the leadership of Oscol from 1736 at Rodrigues for 
the sole purpose of gathering tortoises in readiness for shipment.  The small establishment 
consisted of a few soldiers, lascars and slaves. 

Twenty-five years later, in 1761, Alexandre Gui Pingré wrote that the population consisted of 
the French Officer-in-Charge, a Surgeon and a Corporal, both Europeans, and 12 to 15 
Black/s, natives from Madagascar or India. There were also a number of freemen.  By the 
time of the ‘retrocession’ of Rodrigues from the East Indian Company to the French Crown in 
1767, there were only five slaves in Rodrigues. 

From then on, the population of Rodrigues dwindled until the arrival of Germain Le Gros in 
September 1792.   In fact, it could be said that permanent human settlement in Rodrigues 
was provoked, when news of the French Revolution reached Isle de France. The news created 
such pandemonium that a number of people decided to leave the Isle de France, and some 
first went over to Rodrigues to have a look at the island. Most of them immediately gave up 
any idea of settling.  

The first French Civil Agent to rule over Rodrigues was Philibert Marragon from 1794 to 1809. 
He died on Rodrigues in 1826 at the age of 76. Marragon carried out a Census of the 
population of Rodrigues in 1804, and there were 22 Europeans and 82 slaves. 

The land lords of Rodrigues in 1804 were Marragon with 400 arpents, including 100 arpents 
under cultivation; Le Gros 100 arpents 25 cultivated, Gorry 70 cultivated and Rochetaing 350 
arpents 70 cultivated. There were thus 850 arpents of land concessions of which 265 were 
under cultivation to sustain the livelihood of a population of 104.  

4.2. The People of Rodrigues 

In a paper published in 1971, ‘Notes et Etudes Documentaires’, 28 mai 1971, No. 3794), Louis 
Dollot wrote:  
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“A la différence de Maurice, cette population (de Rodrigues) est très 
homogène. Avec un pourcentage de 85%, les Noirs créoles constituent l’ethnie 
dominante de  sorte que, si la Réunion paraît plutôt «européenne» et 
Maurice «asiatique», Rodrigues est nettement «africaine». 

“Since the day Mauritius attained the status of an independent nation, 
Rodrigues has, of course, shed its status of a dependency. Under the new 
Constitution, the smaller island is now “part” of Mauritius. Politically, it is 
fully integrated. Physically, it cannot be. Ethnically it is thought to stay the 
same as long as one could to imagine. Economically, however, if the destinies 
of Rodrigues are to remain linked with those of Mauritius, the Rodriguan 
problem must be studied in greater depth and in more detail than has been 
done in the new Mauritius 4-Year Plan for Social and Economic Development. 
The plan provides a capital expenditure programme estimated to cost 32.5 
million rupees in the four years ending on the 30th June 1975. This is roughly 
2.3 million rupees more annually than in the last three years. (Alfred North-
Coombes)  

There has been an erroneous and widespread perception that the Rodriguans, particularly the 
descendants of ex-slaves, led as lazy a life as they could. However, Alexandre Gui Pingré, 
way back in 1761, had this to say about the slaves, when they set out to work: “Il fallait 
arracher les ouvriers du travail pour les faire manger et dormir.” 

Quite often, owing to extreme climatic conditions on the island, the Rodriguans have had to 
face near starvation. They had learnt to eat anything that was available; namely wild fruit, 
snails etc. Over the years, they have become a resilient people. They can put in long and 
sustained efforts when necessary. They do not like to be hurried or bullied in doing things 
quickly. In fact, as they have been for so long masters of their time and property, they have 
developed a great sense of freedom in their actions and also demonstrated an innate pride. 

There is thus a case to revisit the ‘lazy’ tag that the past masters have stuck on the 
Rodriguans. This brings us to look at the stigmas left by the inhumane practice of slavery. 
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5. FROM TOTAL NEGLECT TO FORGETFULNESS (OR EITHER WAY) 

Compared to Mauritius and Reunion, Rodrigues never knew the development of a colonial 
plantation economy, even though there have been several attempts to grow tobacco, cotton, 
coffee etc. Isolated and away from the main trade routes, the island of Rodrigues was just a 
stopover for infrequent vessels. 

From a land of abundance, Rodrigues is now relegated amongst the first three Small Oceanic 
Islands (Rodrigues 94%, Norfolk Island 94% and Ascension Island 91%) in the world, where the 
natural biodiversity is the most devastated.  

Isaac Balfour, a Botanist, referred to Rodrigues as a barren land in the 1870s, some 180 years 
after the first settlers enjoyed to the fullest the natural resources of Rodrigues in 1691. Once 
an idyllic place, fertile valleys, potable fresh water, pure and healthy air, the land that saw 
the evolution of an amazing mega-fauna (exceptionally beautiful though strange birds, 
Solitaire and reptiles – giant tortoises and lizards) is now a depleted and desolate place. The 
exploiters have gone and in their memory, the atrocity caused to Rodrigues has been 
completely forgotten. 

Rodrigues is probably amongst the first few places in the world with a colonialist past and a 
dependency of Mauritius that has been most neglected.  A glance through the scarce 
historical literature and records on Rodrigues strongly confirmed the above statement, 
namely: 

In “The Island of Rodrigues” by Alfred North-Coombes (1971), the author wrote as an 
introduction; 

“Though I was born and educated in Mauritius and went to the College of 
Agriculture there before going to University in England, I cannot recall anyone 
at school or within the family circle ever mentioning the island of Rodrigues. I 
cannot recall our lecturer in agriculture, who knew Rodrigues well and indeed 
had established a branch of the Department of Agriculture there, ever 
mentioning the island in the course of his lectures [...]” 

In Rodrigues, La Troisième Ile des Mascareignes by Jean-Michel Jauze (1998), the author 
wrote as an ‘avant-propos’:  

«L’archipel des Mascareignes comprend trois îles: la Réunion, Maurice et 
Rodrigues. Or si les deux premières qui sont également les plus grandes (2512 
km2 et 2100 km2, contre uniquement 110 km2) sont relativement bien connues, 
il est assez curieux de constater qu’en cette fin de 20e siècle, la troisième 
demeure encore bien souvent ignorée.» 

In «La Petite Mascareigne» by Lilian Berthelot (2002), the author wrote in her ‘avant-
propos’:  

“La petite Mascareigne comprend ainsi deux parties: 

1. (a) une description de l’existence des esclaves, des apprentis et des libres, 
(b) la correspondance de personnages illustrant l’existence à Rodrigues 
entre 1795 et 1843, et quelques événements marquants de la vie du peuple 
rodriguais, après le 19e siècle et, finalement, 

2. Une  chronologie, sans doute perfectible, qui retrâce l’avancée de 
Rodrigues de son état de dépendance négligée au statut de l’autonomie. 

3. Faire mieux connaître l’histoire de Rodrigues – aux Rodriguais et aux 
Mauriciens, surtout, et de surcroît aux étudiants et chercheurs : c’est là 
mon souhait.» 
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Rodrigues suffered an abject neglect for most of its known history. It came under 
consideration only at the whim and will of the masters of the time. Having suffered terrible 
losses by the French stationed at Isle de France, the British decided to use Rodrigues as an 
assembly point for its Navy in 1809 to conquer Isle de France and Isle Bourbon. Even though 
Rodrigues played such a critical role in the Anglo-French struggles for supremacy in the 
Indian Ocean during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, between 1793 and 1811, 
Rodrigues was forgotten shortly afterwards and never got any recognition. The slaves, 
brought in by the French and the British, were left stranded on the island, with no basic 
support whatsoever for their livelihood. Naturally located right in the track of tropical 
cyclones and also prone to long periods of drought, the population of Rodrigues have 
experienced serious times of famine in its very short human history. 

At other times, Rodrigues was often considered as a land of exile, an island of punishment. In 
1804, Governor Isidore Decean wanted to turn the island into a camp for lepers. In 1832, 
under the British rule, Rodrigues was designated as a land for the deportation of the 
undesirable slaves with a bad reputation and as a quarantine station for people affected by 
cholera. There is no evidence, though that these measures were ever implemented. But still 
the idea was evoked and the perception that Rodrigues did not really have the capacity to 
sustain a viable economy was enunciated.   

The lepers from Mauritius and Reunion were finally shipped to Diego Garcia and later to 
Curieuse Island in the Seychelles. 

However, on two occasions, Rodrigues became the land of exile for two turbulent and 
undesirable politicians, Antoine de Rivaltz de Saint-Antoine in 1768, and Emmanuel Anquetil 
in 1938. 

It is inconceivable today to imagine how the colonialists sat down and shared among them 
the morsels. Following the Treaty of Paris (30th May, 1814) which was proclaimed in Mauritius 
on the 15th October, Bourbon was restored to France. The then Isle de France and its 
dependencies, especially Rodrigues, and the Seychelles came under British rule. 

For some obscure reasons, Governor Farquhar did not appoint a Government Representative 
to Rodrigues. In fact, he failed to hold his promise to the Rodriguans. Alfred North-Coombes 
inferred that perhaps, Farquhar’s decision was intentionale, “a loophole left for some slave 
trading which could be officially ignored so long as there was not a local authority to report 
its existence. Perhaps Rodrigues, as so often before and after, was simply forgotten.” 

Furthermore, the administration of the island, when it came, was chaotic. For instance, 
declarations of births and deaths, and publications and celebrations of marriages in 
Rodrigues, were first made compulsory from the 1st January 1857. However, it was only in 
1890 that a Civil Status Office was created in Rodrigues. This infers that from 1857 to 1883, 
year when the Police Magistrate was given the powers to validate any will or contract of 
marriage certified as genuine, all acts so authenticated prior to that year were in fact illegal. 
Legally, the people of Rodrigues did not officially exist until 1883. There is thus a case to be 
made to research the History of Rodrigues from the official abolition of slavery in 1835 to 
1883, to find out what really happened to the people of Rodrigues during that particular 
period. 

This perception of Rodrigues as a land of exile and punishment had been exacerbated by both 
an officious policy on the part of the authorities in Mauritius, and the behaviour of a majority 
of public officers from Mauritius during their tour of duty and service in Rodrigues.  

In its human history, the first popular consultation was in 1967 compared to Mauritius where 
a Legislative Council, with an elected minority, was set up in 1885. As early as 1915, a 
serious representation was made by Rodriguans by sending a memorial to H. M. the King of 
England. The memorial pointed out that Rodrigues had not been included as an Electoral 
District in the1885 Constitution, although it had a population larger than that of the Black 
River District in Mauritius, which had one. It was unfortunate that no decision was ever taken 
on this issue due to the lack of consideration or, more to the point, the lie of Sir John 
Chancellor to the Secretary of State. In fact, the King was never advised of the 
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representation of the Rodriguans. Decisions, most of the time, indecisions continued to be 
taken in Port-Louis and implemented.  

6. DESTRUCTION OF HERITAGE IN RODRIGUES 

Untold damages have been done to the natural, historical, cultural, social and physical 
heritage in Rodrigues over the past three hundred years or so. 

However, Rodriguans never gave up and they entertain, hope as a people, and rightly so that 
one day they shall overcome. The days of reckoning are ever so close. Rodrigues is probably 
among the last firm land to experience the impact of human. This is very good news because 
the first settlers left a number of records of how Rodrigues was before human settlement. 
There is thus a case to be made to study Rodrigues as a Rosetta Stone to understand the 
impact of human settlement on insular territories and the findings could be used to partly 
restore the natural biodiversity on other islands in the world. Rodrigues could be a test-case 
and a model for small island restoration in the world. 

A number of Historical Buildings have been destroyed by cyclones, but no efforts of 
reconstructions and restorations were undertaken to protect the heritage of the island. Some 
of the buildings fell into ruins, due to a lack of fund to repair and restore them, and also due 
to lack of the official policies. Recently, an old building which used to house the Maternity 
Ward at Port Mathurin was entirely pulled down without any reaction either from the 
authorities or the civil society. The old Health Centre at Mont Lubin was left to rot and, with 
it, the whole history of health care in Rodrigues. The public garden in Port Mathurin, with its 
tennis court and other leisure facilities, was scrapped to make way for the New 
Administration Building. Yet again, a whole piece of Rodriguan social and cultural history was 
swept away for good. It must be pointed out that since the demise of the public garden, Port 
Mathurin has no proper green space left. The lack of systematic town and country planning is 
the main cause of this situation and even today, decisions regarding buildings and 
development projects are left solely to the whims of the authorities that be, and are still 
being one on a piecemeal basis. 

However, among the bleakness of this situation, there are also some positive undertakings, 
the old administration and the Residence have been restored and are now maintained 
properly. Mauritius Telecom is looking after one of the old buildings built by the Eastern 
Telegraphic Company way back at the beginning of 1900. Sadly, one of the buildings which 
used to be the ETC Manager’s Lodge and housed the first Hotel of Rodrigues – Relais Pointe 
Venus - was burnt down, thus making room for the New Pointe Venus Hotel. The officers’ 
mess, though under the responsibility of the Government was left unattended and has been 
vandalized to the ground. The kitchen of the officers’ mess is currently being used by the 
MBC for its Television signals transmission. 

Pointe Venus (first appeared on the Rodrigues map in 1876) is an important location in the 
scientific history of Rodrigues as the place where the scientific expedition observed the 
second transit of Venus in 1874. There are today no indication of this historical event, but 
quite wrongly the commemorative plaque that stands there, concerns the observation of the 
first transit of Venus by Alexandre Gui Pingré in 1761. The locals used to call the place 
“Battery” because of the presence of surveillance canons set-up there during the colonial 
days.  The location of the surveillance canons have not been traced so far. 

Natural Heritage: 

The limestone region of the South West of Rodrigues (Plaine Corail and Plaine Caverne) is 
unique in this part of the Indian Oean, among the Mascarenes Archipelago. There is thus an 
urgent need to create a heritage trust within the RRA in Rodrigues whereby the civil society, 
the public and private sectors would all be represented to draw up a master plan for the 
management, conservation and restoration of the area. Among the 30 known limestone 
caves, two of them are show caves; Caverne Patates run by the a public company – Discovery 
Rodrigues and Grande Caverne by a private company – Francois Leguat Ltd. Ten of the caves 
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are situated within the Francois Leguat Reserve at Anse Quitor and are therefore being 
protected from vandalism, but for the others, there is no surveillance at all. The caves are 
often very important storage of historical informational and thus prime locations for 
scientific research, particularly in the field of paleaontology, paleaoecology, geology, 
ecobotany and geomorphology. 

Caves are considered to be mysterious places and in Rodrigues, they have been rather well-
preserved until now because Rodriguans superstitiously believe that the caves are home to all 
sorts of spiritual monsters.  Indeed, gradually, the caves are beginning to reveal their 
embedded secrets in ways of critical scientific information on the Natural History of 
Rodrigues and thus very important for the laudable efforts of reconstruction of the island 
natural biodiversity. The scientific expeditions to Rodrigues first by Alexandre Gui Pingré in 
1761 (250 years in 2011) to observe the 1st Transit of Venus, and more importantly, the 1874 
one which also coincided with the 2nd Transit of Venus provide enough evidences on the karst 
area of Rodrigues. Unfortunately, nothing substantial in matters of legislation has been done 
to protect the area. 

This scientific undertaking with the collaboration of national and international academies 
and universities should be encouraged and supported, as it is believed that Rodrigues could 
be a Rosetta stone in the endeavour to understand the impact of human activities on small 
oceanic islands. Francois Leguat Ltd. is spearheading research projects in multi-disciplinary 
subjects; ranging from palaeontology, palaeoecology, geology, climatology, zoology, botany 
etc. 

Rodrigues is blessed with a complete fringing reef and the surface area of the lagoon is more 
than twice the surface area of the island. Even though there has been massive exploitation of 
the lagoon resources, it is reckoned that more than 90% of the carol reef is in a good healthy 
condition. The decision to set-up a marine reserve, the South-East Marine Park Agency is a 
very commendable undertaking and will certainly help to preserve the marine resources 
within the lagoon. 
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7. ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE ISLAND 

Since the very beginning of human settlement in Rodrigues, the economy has been essentially 
based on the primary trilogy; cultivation, stock-breeding and fishing. Rodrigues’ economy is 
solely an auto-subsistence practice which is on the decline year in year out. From the days of 
the first permanent settlement until 1995, the economic development was limited to a form 
of subsistence agriculture and fishing. Massive deforestation took place to make land 
available for agriculture and stock-breeding and considering the topography, no serious 
measures were implemented to contain the top soil of the slopes. Consequently, erosion was 
rampant and the fertility of the soil degraded rapidly. Furthermore, the eroded materials 
were carried downstream and had a devastating silting effect on the lagoon. There is a clear 
case of mismanagement of natural resources without a well-thought integrated and 
sustainable development plan. 

Way back in the 1930s, Mr. Henry Martin initiated the terracing operation in Rodrigues. But it 
was Philip Hotchin who undertook a major terracing operation in the 1950s and1960s. 
Unfortunately, the terracing were not managed properly; animals, particularly cattle, were 
allowed outside the cattle walk into the agricultural land, the leases selling the rock to the 
owner of mechanized stone crusher thus amplifying the erosion effect and the acceleration 
of the impoverishment of the soil. 

After more than 220 years of agricultural practice in Rodrigues, the agricultural community 
still depends on the dwindling climate situation to ensure a good harvest. 

The degradation process was left to deteriorate year in year out, without any serious and 
sustainable measures to curb its effects. Many reports have been written with sound 
proposals but unfortunately, most of the time they have not been implemented. 

A report entitled ‘Development Strategy for Rodrigues’, initiated in 1993 by the government 
of Mauritius and financed by the United Nation Development Programme (UNDP), concluded 
in very strong but realistic terrms, namely: 

“Rodrigues, tel qu’il apparaît actuellement, ne présente pas une économie 
viable. Il produit uniquement une faible part de ce dont il a besoin et a 
recours massivement aux importations afin de nourrir sa population et de 
soutenir son activité économique. Le déficit de sa balance commerciale est en 
augmentation constante et doit être soutenu   par le Budget National ainsi que 
par le transfert de l’aide internationale.» 

7.1 Commerce 

After the departure of the white settlers, commerce on the island came into the hands of 
Asian settlers; Chinese and Indians. They set-up an all one–sided barter and credit system. 
The imbalance of the trade was flagrant and the exploitation excruciating. Acacia seed was 
the great barter commodity, and on Saturday, the day chosen for the barter transactions, 
procession of men, women and children made their way to Port Mathurin, all carrying sacks 
of acacia. In exchange, they received cloth, soap, oil, sugar, rice, tea or rum. Fishermen 
received tackle and gear and sometime the rent of a boat in exchange for fish at a 
predetermined price, which was always much under the real selling price.  

In 1893, J. Pilot, the Audit Examiner made a proposal to establish a branch of the Savings 
Bank in Rodrigues. The proposal was turned down by the Governor on the ground that only 
127 persons out of a population of 570 had expressed themselves in favour of the Bank.  At 
the time, the population of Rodrigues was nearing 2500.  In 1908 -1909, a series of 
administrative measures of interest to the community in Rodrigues were taken by the Auditor 
General and one of these measures was the establishment of the Post Office Savings Bank. 
The private first Commercial Bank, namely; a branch of Barclays Bank International Limited 
was established in Rodrigues on the 2nd May 1967. 
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A first attempt to set up Cooperative Society was made in 1917 but the first Cooperative 
Society, (Trefles Cooperative Credit Society), was established in Rodrigues in 1924 under the 
aegis of Geoffrey Corbett, the agricultural superintendent. However, it was only in 1938 that 
the Cooperative Societies really took off and by the 1950s, there were 21 societies in 
existence, including 7 Schools Saving Banks. The Cooperative Societies have still a bright 
future in Rodrigues but a lot has had difficulties due to bad management. 

Today, there are a number of Commercial Banks operating in Rodrigues and a branch of the 
Development Bank of Mauritius, thus more opportunities to access financial assistance. 

7.1.1  Recommendations 
 

1. Empowering the Rodriguan to develop a saving culture; 
2. Encouraging Foreign Direct Investment;  
3. Strengthening the private sector through SMES. 

7.2 Fisheries 

The Fishing Industry was originally mostly in the hands of white settlers, but gradually free 
men took over the trade to establish a number of fishing-posts all over the coast around the 
island. Each fishing-post would employ 12 to 20 men. The owner of the fishery provided boats 
and tackle, housing and food for the men. The fish caught was salted and dried. The gross 
returns were shared on a “50:50” basis, between the owner and the fishermen who received 
their share in cash. 

With the proliferation of fishing-posts all over the island and also the damaging effect caused 
by the net fishing, fish started to become scare. Consequently in 1917, net-fishing was 
banned. Fishing was limited to line and fish pots. However, the prohibition order was not 
effective because the shrewd and cunning Chinese traders decided to engineer a network of 
illegal fishing which was far more destructive than legal fishing. The Government had no 
other alternative but to revert back to the original system but by that time the Chinese 
Traders had entire control on the Fishing Industry in Rodrigues. 

Before prohibition of net-fishing, the returns from the Fishing Industry went mainly to the 
native Rodriguans. With prohibition, the illegal catches were bought by the Chinese Traders 
at ridiculously low prices and the fishermen were forced to buy their consumer goods on 
credit at the Chinese shops. Obviously, this trade was always in favour of the Chinese who 
exploited the fishermen. 

The result is that a few people made a lot of money in the Fisheries Industry, while the 
majority of the fishermen get poorer and poorer, while the fish stock gets smaller and 
smaller. To ensure that fish will always be available for local consumption, thus ensuring 
food security and also to develop the plan sea food hub, a number of measures have been 
taken by al the stakeholders, namely: 

1. The creation and delimitation of four marine reserves in the lagoon of Rodrigues. 
2. A marine park (South-East Marine Park Agency) has been created. 
3. Alternative jobs will be provided for ex-fishers. 
4. Fishermen are being trained to practise off-lagoon fishing. 
 

7.2.1 Recommendations 
 

1. Ensure the continuous support of the National and Regional Authorities. 
2. Encourage fishermen to become more professional. 
3. Encourage foreign investors to invest in the fishing and aquaculture sectors in 

Rodrigues. 
4. To develop the Port of Port Mathurin so that it caters for the future 

development of Rodrigues. 
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7.3 Is there an economic future for Rodrigues? 

The emancipation of Slaves and land Issues 

Rapport de C. Anderson – Archives de l’île Maurice. Ref. V3/2 PP. 67-74 

“L’émancipation des esclaves eut lieu à l’île Maurice et dans ses dépendances 
en 1834. Mais ils furent tenus de travailler encore cinq années chez leur ancien 
maître comme «apprentice labourers», travailleurs en apprentissage. Ce 
rapport est celui d’un fonctionnaire colonial, venu s’assurer à l’ile Rodrigues 
des conditions faites aux apprentis. Il comporte en outres des données 
intéressantes sur l’économie de l’île qui permettent à l’auteur de conclure à la 
possibilité de faire de Rodrigues le fournisseur attitré de l’île Maurice en 
poisson et produits d’élevage. En ce qui concerne l’état d’avancement de la 
colonisation de l’île, les chiffres fournis par le rapport permettent de dire que 
celle-ci est encore assez peu developpée. Le cheptel est peu nombreux, les 
productions vegétales juste suffisantes. Or, le décompte des apprentis fournit 
le total de 127 adultes dont 99 occupés aux travaux agricoles, auxquels 
s’ajoutent 42 enfants et 13 hommes libres. C’est dire que la population totale 
de l’île ne doit même pas atteindre 300 habitants à cette date.» (1838) 

“On the three first mentioned Establishments namely, Madam Pipon, Messrs 
Bessiere & Husson formerly Mr. Gory and Mr. Eudes, the working hours of the 
apprentices have been carried for beyond legal time, and they have only 
received half of their clothing since the commencement of the apprenticeship. 
They and their children have, however, been well-fed and extensive garden 
ground is alloted to them, but their general comfort has been entirely 
neglected. Their huts are miserable and medical attendance, and even 
hospitals, are unknown on all the establishments of this island. 

To prevent the continuation of illegal labour, I minutely explained to the 
apprentices the nature of their rights in every respect, and I strongly 
represented to the different managers the consequences of the infraction of 
the law.” 

Anderson recommended that the cultivation of land in Rodrigues be abandoned and that the 
entire island be devoted to animal rearing particularly cattle. 

“I am perfectly aware that the present proprietors have not sufficient energy 
to attempt a change of system, and that they are incapable of conducting an 
undertaking of this nature, but if the plan which I have suggested should ever 
be acted upon, under proper direction, I have no doubt that Rodrigues, instead 
of remaining comparatively useless, would in a few years become a most 
valuable possession by rendering Mauritius in a great degree independent of 
Madagascar for supplies of cattle.” 

Obviously, the recommendations of Anderson were never applied, the apprentices, when 
freed from their proprietors, moved as far as possible from their past masters to squat Crown 
Lands, particularly in the interior part of the island. Consequently, the subsistence farming 
system started and still perdures today.    

“To Mauritius, Rodrigues might in many ways be made most valuable; as a 
sanatorium – a rendez-vous for ships in  time of war – a source whence a large 
supply of food might be obtained – etc, this dependency might become an 
acquisition of much importance.” (W. Morrison 1863-64) 

W. Morrison recommended an interesting proposal on management of concessions and Crown 
Land in Rodrigues:  

“I would then strongly recommend that steps be taken to put en regle the 
proprietors who have received concessions – to parcel out crown land and 
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dispose of them at prices which may enable the local population to purchase 
them.” 

This recommendation was not implemented and thus add to a succession of recommendations 
that stayed and rot in the drawers of Government Offices (leskelet dan larmwar). 

Agriculture never sustainably took off in Rodrigues because the many reports written over the 
years were either never implemented, or because of mismanagement and lack of proper 
monitoring. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Rodrigues was hit by a successive number of 
tropical cyclones and long periods of drought and as a relief measure, the Government of 
Mauritius decided to massively employ labourers to carry out menial tasks. All of a sudden, 
agricultural lands were deserted and every young man’s aspiration was to have a job in the 
Public Sector. The stigma emerging during slavery that tilling the land was a demeaning job. 

Decision in the late 1960s and early 1970s to massive employ labourers by the Government as 
a relief measure, due to climatic catastrophes, has instilled in the mind of the Rodriguans 
“une mentalité d’assistés”.  This mentality still perdures as everybody’s aim is to secure a 
job in the Public Sector thus ensuring a retirement pension. 

However, there have been tremendous efforts made to empower the Rodriguans to develop 
entrepreneurship through Cooperative Societies, but most of them failed because there was 
not enough efficient mentoring. 

Today, things are looking a bit brighter because more and more young Rodriguans are literate 
and a growing number is opting for Tertiary Education. There are more training facilities 
available both in the academic and technical fields, but acces to financial supports is still 
very difficult. 

Over and above the development of sustainable agriculture, stock-breeding and fishing, over 
the past twenty years, Rodrigues has seen the emergence of significant development in 
Tourism and arts & crafts. However, it is only very recently that the Rodriguans have been 
made aware of the concept of integrated and sustainable development. Fortunately, better 
late than never; there is an integrated approach to development in Rodrigues.  
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8. EDUCATION 

It is undeniable that education is the key to development. The present level and type of 
development in Rodrigues simply reflects, to a large extent, the insufficient consideration 
given to the education of the inhabitants of Rodrigues. It is also a fact that, for years, the 
type of education dispensed in the island was alien to the inhabitants, with a curriculum that 
absolutely abstracted the daily living realities of Rodrigues. Everything was foreign to the 
islanders, as if the brain-washing practice of degrading the culture of the colonised or 
dependents was a sure mean of asserting the hegemony of the rulers. 

From the available historical literature on the History of Rodrigues, it is thus crystal clear 
that the education of the inhabitants of remote Rodrigues seemed not to have been a major 
concern to the rulers of Mauritius in the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth 
century.   

In 1845, Captain W. Kelly of HMS Conway reported that:  

“All attempts to colonize Rodrigues and render it of use to Mauritius, must fail, 
if some provision be not made for religious and the education of the children; in 
our days, these are requisites that will not be dispensed with in a British 
colony.” 

The population of Rodrigues was then 323 of which 240 descended from the old slave 
population and were generally of African descent. 

Kelly pursued to state the following:  

“It is lamentable to see any colony or dependency of a colony belonging to a 
country like Great Britain so utterly neglected. If the island of Rodrigues is 
worth keeping possession of, which it unquestionably is from its position, surely 
it should not be debarred from all the blessings and privileges of the mother 
country.” 

1. State Primary Schools 

It was only 57 years after the colonisation of Rodrigues that the first primary school was set 
up with 27 pupils in 1866. Magistrate Jenner opened the first school in Port Mathurin in a 
building situated on lot 25 at the corner of Jenner and Gordon Streets. Classes started on the 
12th November 1866, but due to a controversy between Jenner and the schoolmaster, the 
school was closed down a month after but reopened a few days after under a new school 
master, Desiré Lalande. His wife Ninka was a teacher as well. 

A second State School was opened at St. Gabriel in 1882 and closed down in 1932, when 
Latannier School opened. 

The Port Mathurin School was transferred to Baie Lascar in 1951 in huts vacated by the army. 

To relieve Port Mathurin from the pressure of a fast-growing number of pupils, Oyster Bay 
School opened in 1958. From then on the Government has taken an active role in Primary 
Education in Rodrigues and the following schools have been erected: 

1. Roche Bon Dieu School; 

2. Grand la fouche Corail; 

3. Mangue School; 

4. Batatran School; 

5. Araucaria Community School at Mont Lubin two years ago. 
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While, in the old days, small children had to walk long distance to attend classes, today 
schools are closer to their homes and they are being provided with free transport as well. 

2. Church Primary Schools 

The initiatives of the Roman Catholic missionaries greatly contributed to the expansion of 
Primary Education throughout the island. Father J. N. Pivault, who was Rector of the Parish 
of La Ferme from 1905 to 1915, played a major role in setting up Primary Education in the 
region. He founded the first church school at Rivière Cocos in 1906, but the school was closed 
down in 1918, while La Ferme School became an aided School. It is to be noted that Logis 
Tolbize and his son Jean Baptiste Tolbize played a major role in the development of La 
Ferme. The School of La Ferme was placed under the care of the Congregation of the Filles 
de Marie who arrived in Rodrigues on the 20th December 1920. 

The School of Rivière Cocos was reopened by Father Wolff in 1945/46, with the precious help 
of Bertin Spéville and Family. 

In 1932, Father Simon opened the School of Latanniers and the School of Brulé which started 
in 1924, closed down and all the pupils were transferred to the Lataniers School. Incidentally 
the Government School of St. Gabriel was also transferred to Latanniers in 1933. The Church 
pursued the development of Primary Education with  the new School in Brulé in 1955-56 
under the leadership of Father Ronald Gandy and ten years later, the Dom Bosco School at 
Petit Gabriel was inaugurated. 

According to Alfred North-Coombes in 1971, 

“From the point of view of mental development, the Rodriguan has been judged 
harshly right through its history. There are too many people, I believe, who still 
think that the Rodriguan cannot be taken much above the level of a primitive 
society.” 

This clearly illustrates a general paternalistic attitude toward Rodrigues but today, this has 
been proved to be an absolute fallacy, considering the number of Rodriguans who have 
successfully gone through Tertiary Education and have even left their marks in practically all 
the spheres of national hierarchy. 

What Rodrigues badly needs is the right opportunities for his own personal development. 

  

3. Relations between Education (Knowledge), Culture and Religion 

It is a recognised fact that everywhere in the world, where colonialism has had a strong hold, 
the cultures of the colonialists have dominated those of the colonised. In the case of 
Rodrigues, the dominant culture has been the Western one, with more emphasis on the 
French culture.  This implied a complete denial of the cultures of the descendants of slaves.  

“Avoir de la culture” – être cultivé signifiait des savoirs encyclopédiques (d’après les Assises 
des Ecoles Catholiques en 1995). Thus the Churches in Rodrigues have, in some way, denied 
the African Culture. Dancing the “sega tambour”, a deep expression of the Afro-Malagasy 
cultural roots, was considered as provocative and lewd by the Church Authorities. 

The underlying principle behind the teaching of religious practice and the acquisition of 
knowledge was to instil in the minds of the Rodriguans that “black” is bad, forbidden and 
negative. For example, some common expressions such as “ale dan nwar dan lanfer, to leker 
nwar” are still in use today. In the Catechism Manual, God was depicted as white with blue 
eyes and the devil as black with pointed horns and a tail. 

The slave descendants, with a dark complexion, were thus given very little consideration.  
They were not even allowed to occupy front pews, reserved for the ‘middle or higher socio-
economic classes – the people with lighter complexion’ in Churches. 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA  AND ST. BRANDON – RODRIGUES ISLAND WITHIN THE REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS 

Truth and Justice Commission  548 

Such humiliation was tolerated, thus giving rise to low self-esteem among many of the 
inhabitants, so much so that they developed a real aversion and shame for their own 
pigmentation. And to quote R. Ramdoyal, “they grew to hate, despise and to be ashamed of 
their own pigmentation, origin and culture”. 

 

4. The State Role in Education development in Rodrigues 

Even though the first Primary School was started in 1861, it was only in 1913 that Rodrigues 
had the first visit of a School Inspector. Three major decisions were taken then, namely:  

1. A grant-in-aid to the schools. 

2. An alignment of the curriculum on the national level. 

3. Woodwork at Port Mathurin School, Gardening at St. Gabriel School and Hygiene in 
both schools for half an hour every week. 

The fact that the curriculum was supposed to be the same as in Mauritius, pupils who had 
passed the 6th Standard had to be sent to Mauritius to take examinations in History and 
Geography, if they wanted to sit for the Junior Scholarship Examination. At least one 
student, Paul Cyril Stephen, had to go to Mauritius to sit for the examination in December 
1928. 

Way back in 1923, Magistrate Watlace Hanning raised the question of the grant of two 
scholarships, one for boys and one for girls, for the education of Rodriguans at secondary 
level. The proposal was turned down. In 1938, Magistrate Le Roy proposed the institution of a 
secondary scholarship for Rodriguan students, tenable at a convent or brothers’ school in 
Mauritius. The proposal was opposed by the National Direction of Education, with a counter 
proposal in favour of farm school scholarship, Rodrigues being so essentially agricultural. Six 
cadetships were thus created in 1946 for training at the Agricultural Experimental Station at 
Oyster Bay. It was only in 1956 that two scholarships were awarded to Rodriguan Students to 
pursue Secondary Education in the State Schools in Mauritius. 

Up to about the 1950s, education in Rodrigues was available only at the primary level. It may 
be said to have aimed simply at providing a meagre measure of education as a means of 
lifting the primitive population from a state of complete illiteracy. 

After leaving school, the young Rodriguans gradually forgot what had been taught, there 
being no opportunity, nor any need to practise or improve their knowledge. As no attempts 
were even made to provide newspapers, radio, libraries except the Sunday Church services to 
the inhabitants, it was not surprising that they reverted back, in the course of time, to a 
state of illiteracy. 

In 1947, Paul Henri, the Assistant Director of Education, visited Rodrigues and reported a 
very good school attendance, over 70% comparing favourably with Mauritius. One of his 
recommendations officially inaugurated the “Rodriganisation” of the Education System in 
Rodrigues. 

“The need of staffing the schools with Rodriguans as born teachers”. This process had been 
started by Father Ronald Gandy in 1941, when he started to train Rodriguans to become 
teachers by teaching them English. 

Even though the recommendation of Paul Henri was a milestone in the development of 
education on the island, he did not then think that Rodriguan candidates should be sent 
straight to the Teachers Training College in Mauritius, where he felt they would be out of 
their depth. Initially their training should begin in Rodrigues itself at the post primary stage. 
Two grades, Pupil Teacher and Student Teacher were created and they were to be given 
extra training in English language, Mathematics and initiation into teaching method. They 
should spent two years as pupil teacher and if successful promoted to student teacher for an 
extra two years before being admitted to the Teachers Training College to become a full 
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fledged primary school teacher. In 1953, four places were set aside for Rodriguan candidates 
at the Teachers Training College. 

5. Secondary School  Education 

The Anglican church under the direction of Reverend Father Wilfrid Cathan spearheaded 
secondary school education in 1926. From thsn on the Roman Catholic Church through the 
tandem Fathers Wolf and Gandy also accompanied young Rodriguans to acquire knowledge 
beyond primary level. 

In 1955, H. F. Kynaston, director of Education visited Rodrigues and was so impressed by 
what he saw in terms of progress. He immediately recommended that the churches applied 
for the registration of their endeavours. St Barnabas College was registered as a secondary 
school on the 13th December 1961, incidentally 100 yrs after the first primary school was set 
up in 1861. St Louis College was registered on the 12th April 1962. 

The two secondary schools were managed separately by the Anglican and Roman Catholic 
Churches until 1974 when they merged to become Rodrigues College. 

The first State Secondary School was set up at Marechal in 1977 after the implementation of 
national free secondary education. The free education policy liberalised access to secondary 
education and consequently to date there are five state secondary schools in Rodrigues. By 
2012, the new state secondary school will be operational in Terre Rouge. 

6. Tertiary Education 

Up to now, Rodriguans students who wish to pursue their education beyond secondary level 
have to go either to Mauritius or elsewhere. A number of scholarships are available to 
Rodriguans. Very recently, with the development of distant learning, a growing number of 
Rodriguans are pursuing their education at tertiary level. In the 1990s there was an attempt 
to establish an “Antenne Universitaire” in Rodrigues but it did not last long. 

There are talks about the setting up of the first university in Rodrigues by 2012, and it 
appears that the time is ripe for such a project. 

7. Education Policy in Rodrigues 

Some 220 years after the permanent human settlement in Rodrigues and more than 150 years 
since the setting up of the first Primary School, and despite the numerous reforms in 
education, Rodrigues is still not sufficiently present in the school curricula. This point is 
highlighted by all the reports in particular “Les Assises des Ecoles Catholiques de Rodrigues 
1995”. Even though enormous effort has been made by the Commission of Education 
(Rodrigues Regional Assembly) to correct this anomaly, the fact remains that decisions 
regarding education still rest with the National Government in Port-Louis, the school 
curricula are still alien to the Rodriguans. 

For the Rodriguans, the major concern is still whether the present Educational System, the 
curricula and the type of education dispensed to our children meet the latter’s needs. There 
is a general consensus that the present Education System is not appropriate to equip the 
younger generation for future responsibilities in the Rodriguans society because it totally 
makes abstract of the core history and culture of the island. There is, therefore, an urgent 
need to revisit the whole Educational System in Rodrigues, by aligning it more with the 
Rodriguan realities. 
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8. Pre-vocational Departments 

 Introduction and General Remarks 
 
Rodrigues was named after the Portuguese explorer Diego Rodrigues, is the smallest of the 
Mascarene Islands and a dependency of Mauritius. With a peak elevation of approximately 
355 metres (1165 ft), it is located 560 km (348 mi) East of Mauritius island, in the middle of the 
Indian Ocean. It is 109 km² (43 sq miles) in size, and surrounded by coral reefs. The capital of the 
island is Port Mathurin. As of 2006, the island's population was about 40,000. The main language is 
Rodriguan Creole, while French and English are spoken or understood by some of the inhabitants. 
The main religion is Roman Catholicism, with a small minorities of other religions. Most of the 
inhabitants are of mixed African and French descent. The main industries are handicraft, farming, 
fishing and tourism. In 1968, Rodrigues was joined with Mauritius when it achieved Independence; it 
achieved an autonomous status in 2002 and during the same year, the island was made the seat of 
the Roman Apostolic of Rodrigues. The Catholic Church has a key position in the social life of the 
country and is at the basis of community development 
 
In education, Rodrigues suffers all the evils present in the Mauritian system, compounded by the 
fact that their students, being 90% Creole, have more difficulty in adapting to the examination-
performing mindset of the Ministry of Education in Mauritius; it controls policy and practice in 
Rodrigues very closely, by means of a plethora of directives and paperwork. For these reasons, the 
education team decided to treat Rodrigues as a separate entity, and, as was the case in Mauritius, 
the inquiry took the form of a teacher’s questionnaire, followed by a Focus Group Discussion with 
the students, dealing with similar themes. 
  
There are five Secondary Schools in Rodrigues- all of them house pre-vocational streams. It was 
decided to visit all of them. Infrastructurally, the schools varied widely, from the lush 
sophistication of Maréchal College to the rather grim basics of Brûlée, but once more, it proved 
evident that good teaching was independent of infrastructure, and that with pre-vocational 
students an ounce of kindness and devotion was worth a bushel of educational theory, since the 
happiest children and most successful teaching were not always discovered in the finest 
surroundings.  
 
Every school was co-educational, and the teachers were practically all Creole, and consequently 
Christian. All, except one, were qualified, with a teacher’s diploma following an SC or HSC, and all, 
except one, were fairly well-experienced. There were no graduates in this group - in itself this is of 
interest - obviously the best-qualified teachers, in Rodrigues as in Mauritius, are reserved for the 
‘high fliers’, those students with the best chances of academic success. It is also perhaps worth 
noting that these teachers were restricted to the PVE streams, and had no responsibilities with 
mainstream students. We noted, in most places, a tendency to segregate the PVE students, by 
restricting their access to school facilities, and by situating their classrooms at a distance from the 
others, isolated from the rest of the school. This is surely not the best way to ensure their social 
inclusion. 
 
Most teachers were matter-of-fact about descent from slave labour, though during the focused 
group discussions (FGD’s), we did not observe that this same attitude was handed down to the 
students, who, for the most part, seemed confused by the question, or rather not to have given the 
subject any consideration. The ambiguity of response to this question must raise speculation as to 
how exactly they are taught to look upon themselves, and the extent to which a specifically 
Rodriguan identity is recognised and respected in Rodrigues. In schools (whether in Mauritius or 
Rodrigues), Creole children seemed often unaware of their mainly slave ancestry- neither were 
they aware of the contribution of their ancestors to the economic development of these islands. 
This report will follow the general outline of the Questionnaire, with interspersions from the FDGs, 
where relevant. 
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SECTION A. CURRICULUM AND SYLLABUS 
 
As with many answers to the questionnaire, one notes that perfect corroboration of a response does 
not always make perfect sense. Time and again, one sees how everyone could agree on point A, but 
when it comes to explaining or illustrating the point in B, half the respondents showed that they 
had not understood the question or were unfamiliar with the concept. This point was particularly 
well illustrated in answers to this section of the questionnaire.   
 
Thus, nearly everyone thought that the History of Rodrigues should form part of the PVE curriculum 
for many good reasons, and although everyone said they knew the difference between a curriculum 
and a syllabus, when pressed to explain what they understood by a curriculum, there was little 
correlation in their answers. 
 
It is hardly reassuring that most teachers thought that the PVE syllabus was relevant to the lives of 
their students, since they could not agree on its composition. It was the same with ‘critical 
thinking’: the majority of respondents claimed to understand the term, but less than a third of 
them used the concept in the classroom. Indeed, given the proportion of these students (as it 
transpired during the guided group discussions) who cannot read, it is difficult to see how critical 
thinking in these classrooms can be encouraged through functional literary skills, reading 
comprehension or whatever, as claimed by the teachers. These students simply did not read, many 
because they could not adapt to the mainstream education system after 10 years formal 
education!. Fewer than 1 in 10 could be easily identified as ‘slow learners’, the others were victims 
of poor teaching, indiscipline, absence of home stimulation, etc. In some cases being debarred 
from the library, they had no access to any reading material at all, except for the local 
newspapers! 
 
The same goes for the teacher’s guide. Obviously, it does not fit the needs of most PVE teachers or 
students, and like so much paperwork at this level, it should be considered as a huge waste of time 
and money.  
 
Again, although there is formal assessment at the end of the Form 1 programme, and every teacher 
claimed to use continuous assessment with these students, there is no real remedial programme. 
This is possibly the saddest indicator on the questionnaire, for one may well ask: what is the point 
of the one without the other?  
 
The great majority of teachers knew about the proposed Form 3 National Exams, but did not think 
their students would be able to pass it, being ‘educationally backward’.   
Most telling in this section were the answers to Section 9, in view of the fact that nearly 100% of 
respondents were Creole. Only 4 agreed that the teaching material contained racial/ethnic bias- 
(once again clearly disagreeing with their students in the FGDs). In addition, every teacher agreed 
with the next 4 propositions, that: 
 
-PVE students were poor performers at C.P.E.; 
-they came mostly from disadvantaged backgrounds; 
-most PVE parents are not interested in their children’s studies; and  
-they have very little chance to find a job in the labour market.  
 
According to the students in the FGDs, the curriculum, as planned, written and expedited from the 
MIE, seems to be largely besides the point. They are not being taught what interests them, nor 
what they need for their future. Too many tests and assessments only serve to further exclude 
them - they get three more years of failure to add to the disasters of the primary schooling. Neither 
materials nor examinations seem to take account of these students capacities and expectations.  
One cause of all these problems could be that the entire approach to teaching these students is too 
academic, in the absence organised extra-curricular activity, which most teachers agree is the 
case. Mgr. Alain Harel, Bishop of Rodrigues, strongly backed this viewpoint, insisting on a return to 
basics in these sections, forgetting the programme and testing, and aiming-rather at basic literacy 
for all. 
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SECTION B. LANGUAGES AND LINGUISTIC ISSUES  
 
It was obvious that PVE students have very little chances of ever becoming properly functional in 
English, given the quality of language teaching they have to endure. 
 
Clearly, the teachers considered the choice of the medium of instruction to be important, and 100% 
of them used Creole as the medium of instruction in the PVE classroom. Given this, it follows that 
the English text-books, written for these students, are generally too difficult for them (as indeed 
may be the case for some of the teachers as well), and that their communication skills in English 
may be below average. Even in French, which after all is a language more commonly spoken in 
Rodrigues), most teachers consider their students’ performance to be ‘below average’. Neither is it 
any surprise to learn that the students use Creole 100% of the time to communicate amongst 
themselves both inside and outside the classroom. 
 
Most teachers thought that Creole, as a language of support/ medium of instruction, would make 
Maths and Technical Subjects easier, help these students to acquire basic concepts more easily, 
and, in the long run, improve their achievements. It would also help them to communicate better 
with their teachers (as indeed it does at the moment), and the formal teaching of Creole would 
facilitate the teaching/learning process. As to whether it would constitute a form of cultural 
reparation, opinions were divided, with a small majority of respondents agreeing to the 
proposition.  
 
Three-quarters of teachers agreed that the use of Creole as a formal language would improve 
students’ overall results. Here, teachers and students differed, for the majority of students in the 
FGDs insisted on the maintenance of English as the main medium of instruction. They wanted the 
recognition of Creole as their ancestral language, on a par with the other ancestral languages 
recognised in Mauritius, and they wanted to use it freely for facilitating the teaching process. But 
they were very aware of the danger of abandoning English as the medium of instruction, and the 
effect of this would have on their future social mobility. 
 
SECTION C. GENDER EQUALITY  
 
Society in Rodrigues is more homogenous than in Mauritius, hence the tensions of inter-racial and 
inter-communal relations are relatively absent. Rodrigues has its problems, but these are poverty, 
neglect and under-development by Mauritius, as well as violence, and are always compounded by 
the more sophisticated social evils of alcohol and substance abuse. It is difficult for gender equality 
to flourish in this milieu, and it is nevertheless heartening to see that so many teachers are open to 
the idea, and prepared to learn more. However, gender equality needs some special attention in 
Rodrigues, as indeed it does even more so in Mauritius, possibly because strong women in Rodrigues 
anchor many families, and are mainly responsible for the upbringing of their children and 
grandchildren.  
  
The first question in this Section clearly caused some problems, since the great majority of 
teachers thought boys and girls did enjoy the same rights in society, yet the answer to the next 
question showed that they had interpreted the question in the strictly legal sense. Although 
everyone, without exception, agreed that it was an important function of the school to promote 
gender equality, the response to the next question was essentially the same as for Mauritius; no 
such directive from the Ministry in Mauritius had ever been received.  
 
Most teachers admitted that they were not familiar with the term ‘gender friendly school’. When 
pressed for further details, most teachers chose not to answer the question. On the next question, 
most agreed that teachers had ‘very little knowledge about what is meant by gender bias in 
textbooks’, and the great majority agreed that teacher training did not provide enough information 
about gender equality within the school set-up. The same proportion agreed that gender equality 
was about more than mere numbers. Most hopefully, everyone disagreed that gender equality was 
not important for PVE students. 
 
In the case of a mixed-class scenario, most teachers disagreed that boys tended to dominate the 
scene, and most teachers thought it untrue that boys did not have enough opportunity to study 
‘girlie’ subjects. The same proportion disagreed that girls were not given enough opportunity to 
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study subjects like Agriculture, Design and Communication, etc. The majority of teachers disagreed 
that girls did not generally participate in sports, and this reflects the basically healthy outlook of 
most Rodrigans, where walking is still the commonest form of transport, and most food is home-
grown. The last two questions in this Section were probably badly worded for the Rodriguan 
context, where we should have remembered that 90% of the population is of slave descent.    
 
SECTION D. TEACHER/STUDENT RELATIONSHIP  
Most pre-voc teachers we spoke to gave indications of being sympathetic to their students and 
willing to work for their welfare. However, their answers to the questionnaire revealed some rocky 
areas in the relationship.  
 
On whether teachers were aware of the choices offered to their students after 3 years of PVE, they 
showed that they were aware of a number of possibilities, but none that were very interesting, or 
offering any real opportunity for successful employment. It looks as if these students are being 
taught as ‘rejects’ of a system, and their future prospects are as ‘rejects’ of Society.  
 
During the FGDs, one wanted to weep at their humility and low expectations- these children have 
not been encouraged to dream: A boring list of plumbers, electricians and waiters, with only the 
occasional hotel entertainer. Have they ever sat down to review the possibilities available (are 
there any?) or build a vision of what could be done? An occasional child was more specific, and 
spoke of ‘refrigeration technician’ or ‘CID officer’, obviously inspired by a family member or 
acquaintance. There were almost no artists, musicians, or sportsmen. These children live in the 
real world. 
The next question, dealing with the relationship between teacher and students in the PVE 
classroom, revealed this as ‘difficult’ by a small majority, though half of the respondents preferred 
not to elaborate by giving reasons as to why this was the case. Obviously, the good teachers talk to 
the students and try to build a climate of confidence - without which any sort of teaching is 
impossible - the majority claimed that they did in fact do so, and ran through a comprehensive list 
of issues they discussed with them.  
 
The depressing conclusion was that nearly all the teachers were convinced that these students are 
lazy and disinterested in studies, and insufficiently integrated into the mainstream because there is 
little possibility of interaction between PVE and mainstream students. They also said that teachers 
of the mainstream are not interested in the PVE streams, and this may well be the case, from what 
we saw during our visits, both in Rodrigues and Mauritius. 
 
This last answer highlighted one of the main problems mentioned by the students during the FGDs: 
that of the treatment meted out to them by some teachers and students of the mainstream - this 
ranks from disparaging remarks to insulting language, restrictions on the use of school facilities, 
and even access to things like the library, specialist rooms and labs, gym and playing areas. What 
students wanted, unanimously, was respect, consideration and equitable treatment from the 
schools in which they found themselves. In the FGDs, they all asked for: more sporting facilities, 
better-organised sports. ‘Creative subjects like Art, Music, Drama.’ They wanted access to all 
school facilities, and more facilities on offer. Above all, they wanted respect from other Staff and 
students of the ‘mainstream’ sections, and an end to disrespectful/abusive language.  
Many teachers seem kindly disposed towards these students, but are untrained and insufficiently 
experienced. These are challenging students that would call on the skills of the most experienced 
teachers. Fortunately, it transpired that many PVE teachers were aware of these issues: most of 
them disagreed that their students were more undisciplined than the others, and everyone agreed 
for the need of these children to meet more frequently with social workers, educational counsellors 
and psychologists.  
 
Tellingly, most teachers seemed unaware of a school policy about bullying, harassment and violent 
language, although students in the FGDs frequently complained of all three. For starters, their 
experiences of Primary Schooling was a litany of horrors. Some of this beggars belief; inevitably, 
one found it difficult at times to believe ones ears. A long list of bad teaching practices 
compounded unethical, even cruel treatment of the young. Those who reported good, conscientious 
teachers were an absolute minority, in many places completely absent as these children denounced 
beatings in the classroom with ‘rotin bazar’, sticks, dusters, chalk, and what have you. 
Compounded with verbal abuse and the use of extraordinary epithets to a captive audience. Apart 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA  AND ST. BRANDON – RODRIGUES ISLAND WITHIN THE REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS 

Truth and Justice Commission  554 

from the violence, some really bad teaching, as has to be the case when a child with a normal I.Q. 
fails the C.P.E. twice over, and still cannot read three years later! If this is indeed true, whose 
sense of identity can survive such treatment? And more importantly, what can be done to stop this, 
at once? After the trials of life in the Primary Schools, they all agreed that the pre-vocational class 
was preferable, even in those schools which were not obviously child-friendly, inclusive or well-
organised. 
 
Happily, a majority of teachers declared themselves satisfied with their jobs. Some complained of 
lack of materials, encouragement, coaching and support for teachers as well as students. 
 
 
SECTION E.  HOME/SCHOOL RELATIONSHIP 
 
This Section highlighted one of the main ‘grey areas’ in PVE education both in Mauritius and in 
Rodrigues: very few teachers seem prepared to assume the role of social worker, as well as 
educator, and liaise with the parents of their students, who in many cases are struggling with the 
problems of a dysfunctional family, in addition to the basic poverty and ignorance that beset too 
many Creole families. Significantly, the majority of teachers said that any form of communication 
with these parents was rare. 
An overwhelming majority of respondents agreed that the ‘cultural background’ of a student is not 
necessarily the same as an ‘ethnic background’, and the same proportion agreed that problems 
could arise through an insufficient understanding of the students’ cultural background by the 
teacher. Significantly, everyone agreed that the text-books and curriculum ignored this element. 
Most teachers thought that parents of PVE students did not come to the school often, 
unsurprisingly, in view of the attitudes displayed to their children by teachers and students of the 
mainstream, and (one suspects) by the school administration. In fact, apart from collecting reports 
and occasionally attending meetings, as well as mandatory visits ‘for disciplinary problems’, few of 
these parents ever came to the school. 
Half of the teachers consulted thought that these parents did not sufficiently encourage their 
children to come to school regularly, and it followed that everyone thought that they had very low 
aspirations for their children. This dovetailed with the responses students gave in the FGDs, when 
one remarked the relative absence of hope and career ambitions. It is sad to see such realism in 
children of this age, but they have probably had all idealism knocked out of them long ago. 
Everyone thought that there was insufficient communication between the PTA and PVE parents, 
unsurprisingly since half of them thought that PVE parents were not part of the PTA. Teachers were 
divided as to whether or not a data base exists on these parents, although obviously this is an 
important point.  
 
The final question dealt with the sense of History and identity of these students and with how 
easily they could relate to them. Significantly, most teachers thought this was not possible, mainly 
because of the entire absence of these topics on the curriculum.  
 
This last issue raised - that of a Rodriguan sense of history and identity - would appear crucial to 
the work of the Commission: for we may well ask ourselves what is the main purpose of Education, 
if it is not to give the young a strong sense of identity and purpose in life, and liberate them from 
the hereditary constraints of History? And how can this be done, by these teachers, and in these 
classrooms, bound, as they are, by the often illogical directives coming from Mauritius? 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATION 

Following a short survey of the pre-vocational classes in all Secondary Schools in Rodrigues, these 
are our recommendations, inasmuch as they apply specifically to this sector, although some of 
them will obviously work well in the main Secondary Department:  

1. The quality of teachers recruited at both Primary and Secondary levels, and the training 
they receive. Many of the issues we uncovered were linked to this failing - including that of 
the amount of violence at Primary level reported by these students. If true, it would seem 
that too many Primary teachers are unfit for teaching. A certain amount of indifference, 
and even cruelty, towards low-achieving pupils was easily discernible in the workings of the 
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Secondary Schools we visited: how else can one qualify the segregation practised in some of 
them, and the extraordinary limits imposed on students and even teachers of the Pre-
Vocational Departments? Where children are being taught to read (by non- English speaking 
teachers who have passed an HSC, but without a training) without access to any suitable 
books or a library, where Music and Art, Drama and Dance  are practically inexistent on the 
syllabus - although Rodrigues abounds in natural beauty and local folklore - where Sports 
and Physical Education are so restricted, although within a population of obviously 
physically-gifted individuals, one can only conclude that Education itself is not serving its 
purpose. As with other sectors, some experienced and better-qualified candidates should 
be included in each batch, and ways found of attracting such people to apply for teaching 
posts in Rodrigues.  

2. The Teacher’s training syllabus should include such well-established concepts as ‘whole 
class teaching’ and ‘child-centred learning’, and teachers should be taught to encourage 
students to use critical thinking in the classroom as well as in exams. The teachers role as 
guides and counsellors must be emphasised, particularly for pupils who are lower academic 
achievers.  In the case of children from a socially disadvantaged background, the need to 
meet and interact with the parents/ responsible parties should be stressed.  

3. There is need of a revised syllabus for Pre-Vocational Departments in all schools (including 
those in Mauritius), but with a section on the History and Culture of Rodrigues. Text-books 
and student workbooks should accord more with the cultural and ethnic background of 
Rodrigues. A new Teachers’ guide is necessary, one which will include new and creative 
teaching methods, while cutting down on the amount of paperwork that moves between the 
two territories. Many teachers complained about the amount of useless information that 
they were regularly required to produce and reproduce on demand, and the sheer volume 
of testing that went on. We need to find ways of reducing emphasis on assessments and 
tests, except informally, as a means of encouraging pupils and documenting their progress, 
instead of eliminating them.  New subjects should take into account the sea, Rodriguan 
History, the Geography of the island and fishing, as well as the practice of animal 
husbandry which has always existed on the island.  

4.  It is important to have a running ‘Remedial Programme’ so that all pupils (except the most 
disabled) can stay together with the class. There are different ways of doing this, but one 
should aim at basic literacy by the third year of Primary Schooling. Prevocational students 
should have achieved this in practically all cases by the end of the first year. If Primary 
Education is successful the need for Pre-vocational classes will fall - eventually they will 
contain only those children with real learning difficulties who are in need of specialised 
teaching, which will have to be addressed. Eventually, a single Pre-vocational Department 
will probably suffice for Rodrigues. 

5. End segregation of these Departments within the schools-whether in sitting of the 
classrooms, access to facilities, and the treatment accorded to Pre-vocational teachers and 
students by the denizens of the mainstream. All school areas and facilities should be held in 
common, and a common practice and discipline applied to all. This should include the 
mutual respect that should characterise relations between the Departments.    

6. A great deal of attention must be paid as to how English and French are taught, how 
Creole will be taught in the future, and how the teaching of Creole can best be used to 
improve the teaching of English. The standard of English practised by many teachers in 
Rodrigues, as well as in Mauritius, is probably inadequate for this purpose. One must bear in 
mind that most Pre-vocational students do not want to replace English or French with 
Creole.  

7. A module on ‘family life’ and ‘sex education’ should be included in the Teachers Training 
course in Mauritius, with a strong, practical component on ‘gender equality’. 
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9. COMMUNICATIONS  

9.1. Postal Services 

The first Post Office was established in Rodrigues by Administrator Edward Stevens Messiter 
who appointed himself as Postmaster as well in 1860. It is to be noted that the Post was the 
only link with the outside world until the advent of telegraphic services by the E.T.C. 
(Eastern Telegraph Company) on the 20th September 1901. 

At least two Administrators of Rodrigues had sought separate postage stamps for the 
dependency. In 1901, E. R. Macmillan proposed the diagonal overprint “Rodrigues” on the 
stamps of Mauritius. 

In March 1923, Magistrate W. Hanning suggested a separate postage stamp for the 
Dependency. He rather fantastically estimated the revenue therefrom at Rs.1,000,000 to 
Rs.1,500,000. He did not mention “Stamp Collectors”. The annual revenue from postage 
stamps sold at Rodrigues at that time was Rs.500 per annum. His Excellency could not 
approve. 

On 15th November 1929, during his second term of office, Hanning “charged” again. Special 
Rodrigues Postage Stamps should bring in between Rs.500,000 to Rs.1,000,000. 

He was informed by Postmaster General that Rodrigues, being a dependency of Mauritius, 
could not have a postal system of its own. He said that he was not asking for a separate 
postal system, but for a separate stamps issue. 

1. In 1880, the Seychelles Islands, although a dependency of Mauritius, were allowed to have 
their stamps issue. They only made a separate colony only in 1903. 

2. In 1890, the Cayman Islands had their postage stamps, although they were and are still 
(1929), a dependency of Jamaica. 

3. In 1922, Barbuda, a dependency of Antigua, with a population of only 900, was visited by a 
severe cyclone which wrought havoc. A Public Relief Fund was subscribed to and Barbuda was 
allowed to have a stamps issue of its own. Similar distresses happened at Rodrigues.  

9.2. Recommendation: 

A plea is therefore made for the National Authorities to allow the Rodrigues Regional 
Assembly to work on a proposal for Rodrigues to issue its own stamps in the near future. 

9.3. Telecommunications 

Regarding electronic communications and the internet, it is unthinkable that Rodrigues, at 
the beginning of the third millennium, is still lagging far behind. Recently, there has been 
encouraging signs that new development will take place in this sector, but Rodriguans, due to 
numerous unfulfilled promises, now take all these good intentions from the political 
authorities with a pinch of salt. 

Rodrigues was first connected to the outside world in 1901 by the Eastern Telegraphic 
Company. In fact, Rodrigues played a role of great importance in the development of the 
British System of Communication. This was the extension of the submarine telegraph cable 
from Mauritius to Australia and China via Rodrigues and the Cocos-Keeling Islands. The whole 
Eastern extension all the way to China and Australia was known as “The Australasia and China 
Telegraph Company. The first official cable that went through from Magistrate, R. E 
Macmillan, was a message to the Governor of Mauritius on the 20th September 1901, 
transmitting an expression of loyalty to the Crown on behalf of all Rodriguans. 
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Since then, communication has improved in Rodrigues, but we are still light years away, 
when compared to the development within the Republic. 

9.4. Recommendations: 

1. That no effort be spared by all parties concerned to bring Rodrigues up to date with 
modern communication. 

2. To equip young Rodrigues with the technical know-how in the field of Information 
Technology. 
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10. RODRIGUES – CULTURE 

10.1. Historical Background 

Rodrigues played a critical role in the Anglo-French struggles for supremacy in the Indian 
Ocean during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars between 1793 and 1811. Considered as 
a dependency of Mauritius in the colonial era, Rodrigues is part of the State of Mauritius 
since Independence (1968) and, as such, was referred as the Tenth District with the other 
nine districts of mainland Mauritius. Rodriguans voted for the first time in 1967 National 
Elections, which was also crucial for the Independence of Mauritius; practically, all the 
Rodriguans under strong advice of Sir Gaetan Duval, voted against the Independence project 
and favoured the ‘Parti Mauricien Social Democrat’ ((PMSD) ideology of integration with 
Great-Britain. 

When the Labour Party (the Parti de L’Indépendance) under the leadership of Sir 
Seewoosagur Ramgoolam won the elections for Independence, the Rodriguans strongly 
opposed that the National Flag be raised in Rodrigues on the 12th March 1968, the day 
Mauritius became independent. There was a great resistance and soldiers from the mainland 
were deployed to maintain Law and Order in Rodrigues. 

All these did not favour of Rodriguans themselves. Consequently, no development projects 
were initiated and Rodrigues was first left in the hands of a Civil Magistrate. Then from the 
early 1970s, Civil Commissioners were appointed to run the Rodrigues Administration. The 
“Mauvais Sujets” of the Public Service in Mauritius were exiled to Rodrigues as punishment. 
This practice naturally created a highly conflicting situation between the Public Officers and 
the population because the Public Officers did not perform their duties as they were 
supposed to do. The fright of the Independence nurtured by the PMSD resulted in a major 
brain-drain in Rodrigues. A sizeable number of Rodriguans mostly Civil Servants, those of 
European origin, migrated to Australia in the early 1970s. 

At that time, few Rodriguans were employed in the Public Service. The majority of the 
population was farmers and fishers. They exported to mainland Mauritius, farm products such 
as red beans, onions, garlic and live animals and marine products, such as salted fish and 
dried octopuses. In those days, Rodrigues was considered as the “greniers de Maurice”. 
Unfortunately a number of successive devasting tropical cyclones in the late 1960, followed 
by a very severe drought in the early 1970s, totally fragilised the Rodrigues’ economy, and 
consequently the Government had no other alternative but to employ practically the farmers 
as labourers in the Public Service Thus a new mentality  was installed in the Rodriguan 
society, whereby all Rodriguans have ever since aspired was to have a job in the Public 
Service because salaries were not linked to productivity, but simply attendance.  It was, 
therefore, easier to work as Civil Servants than being self-employed. What was meant to be 
just a measure to alleviate a harsh situation became the norm. The very foundation of work 
culture was altered for good. 

10.2  Religion 

Rodriguans are of mixed origin and fall into two distinct groups; the descendants of the first 
Europeans settlers and the descendants of the first European settlers, and those of African 
and Malagasy descents who were ex-slaves on the sugar estates in Mauritius. As Rodrigues 
never undertook the extensive plantation culture, this explains why the Indian indentured 
labour never took roots in Rodrigues. The population stands about 37000 and is 
predominantly Christians, the majority of whom are Roman Catholics. There are a small 
community of Anglicans, legacy from the British Colonial rule and an even smaller community 
of Hindus and Muslims who were amongst the latest to arrive in Rodrigues as traders in the 
late 1890s. The Chinese traders also arrived around this period, but they right at the start 
fully-integrated the “Creole” community by marrying Rodriguan women. Churches are well 
attended on Sundays, and it is the main regular occasion for Rodriguans to dress up on an 
island where leisure activities are rare. 
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10.3. Folklore – Traditional Dances 

It is natural to greet everybody in the streets in the friendliest way. The Rodriguan is 
generally honest and has a quiet disposition and slow to anger. 

The Sega “Tambour” is good indicator of the Rodriguan temperament. It is among others a 
vehicle of approbation or disapprobation of the conduct or attitude of a member of a family, 
thus constituting a sort of social judgement from which there is no escape for the guilty. 

The Sega Tambour is the island’s unique folkloric dance performed by Rodriguans to 
celebrate special occasions. Sega Tambour is the traditional form of music and dance found 
exclusively in Rodrigues. It is one of the forms of music and dance representative of the 
Cultural Identity of the inhabitants of Rodrigues. As most of the segas of the Indian Ocean 
Islands, the Sega Tambour took birth within the slave population of Rodrigues and is 
reminiscent of African and Malagasy musical traditions. With many contributions from other 
population groups, the sega tambour evolved into a unique form of music. It has been 
adopted by the whole population without distinction of ethnic origins. 

The Sega “Tambour” continued to be practised on the same land. It is to be noted that the 
Sega “Tambour” is different from other segas in the Indian Ocean Islands. It has its own 
originality, particularly when it comes to musical rhythm, beats and dances, despite having 
the same name. The principle underlying the Sega “Tambour” is that the male partner does 
not have a fixed female partner, everybody dances at the same time. Male and female 
partners are always trying to out-dance each other. 

The lyrics, simple and vivid, narrate the daily realities of the local life. In the past, it was 
quite common to sing a refrain freshly and spontaneously composed, to make fun of the 
physical aspect of an individual and laugh at the misfortunes and misdemeanours of one’s 
daily life, and to mock people of light and easy virtues. 

The Sega “Tambour” costume, important for the female partners only, is a long swaying 
dress usually with sleeves and a tight belt around the hip. All the female dancers wear 
petticoat with a perfect bun. The male dances are dressed in patent leather shoes, pleated 
trousers and silk shirts and usually the colourful motifs match those of the female dress. 

To invite the female dancer, the man holds out his white handkerchief in her direction. 

The “Tambour” is the main musical instrument for the Sega “Tambour”. The latter is made 
with dried and cured goat skin glued on a circular wooden frame. It is often accompanied 
with a “Triang”, a musical instrument made of steel stem folded in triangular shape and a 
short steel rod served to hit the base of the “Triang”. The “Bobre” reminiscent of the 
“African Calbasse musical instrument” is also used. It is made of a wooden arched by a 
metallic string with half a coconut shell attached at the wooden arch.  

10.4. Sega “Tambour” – Singers, Dancers and Musicians 

The performance of the Sega “Tambour” is a very well-structured activity, even though it 
might look disorganised to foreign onlookers. The main actors are the singers, dancers and 
musicians. 

The musicians have to first ensure that the “Tambours” are ready and fine-tuned for the 
performance. The “Tambour” is warmed on an open fire until the skin is optimally stretched 
out the circular wooden frame. The action of warming the “Tambour” complicated and 
delicate task because too much heat on the whole skin surface or on part of it could damage 
the instrument. In fact, the action of warming is done simultaneously with gentle tapping on 
the skin by connoisseurs listening attentively to the emitting sounds. Once the right sound is 
obtained the “Tambour” is said to be ready for the musical performance. For a good 
performance it is imperative to have at least two “Tambours” as this ensures continuity in 
the performance. 
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The singers will either sing already known songs but also will compose new songs 
spontaneously depending on the event being celebrated. There is always a main singer who 
will start the singing and a chorus then repeat the same words after him or her. The first line 
of the song is always sang “a capella” so that everybody could hear the words and also the 
underlying message. 

Traditionally, there were no readymade songs; they were made up as the performance 
enfolded. The composition of the songs usually geared to the personality’s present, social 
concerns, natural catastrophes, nature conservation, and so on. The singers will, therefore, 
communicate through their songs issues that are affecting the lives of the population for all 
concerned to hear. Hence, the Sega “Tambour” is a powerful way to communicate the state 
of mind of the population to the authority. 

The dancers will come in only when the “Tambours” call them, and it is the female dancer 
who starts by inviting the male partner with rhythmically  moving her hips while quickly in 
successive small steps and flipping, flapping  and swinging her dress/skirt which she holds 
with both hands. The male dancer will reply to the invitation with wide opened arms in rapid 
circular movements accompanying the female dancer up the down the room. After a couple 
of minutes or less, a second male dancer will move in challenging the first one who, by this 
time, is showing signs of fatigue because of the frantically rhythm of the Sega “Tambour”. 
The first male dancer will give up after a few seconds thus accepting defeat and the sega will 
go on along the same lines. 

The mixed population in Rodrigues has also given rise to a form of cross-breeding musical 
tradition commonly known on the island as “Musique Traditionnelle”. 

The “Musique Traditionnelle” is practised with the accordion, Triang, Wooden Chest and 
recently the “Tambour” has been integrated in the music. In fact, the population has 
adapted the old European folk music and dances such as the Quadille, Waltz, Mazurka, Polka, 
and Scottish. These dances and music were brought in by the French.  

The introduction of gramophone, records players, tape recorders and even the advent of the 
radio somehow overshadowed the “Musique Traditionnelle” and the Sega “Tambour” to such 
a point that it was thought that these two musical traditions would die a natural death. 
Fortunately, this never happened and in the mid-1970s a group of young people decided to 
revive the traditional music customs. Today, the natural transmission mechanism, whereby 
the tradition is handed by the parents to the children, is functioning again and the ever-
increasing recognition of the “Musique Traditionnelle” beyond the local borders is very 
encouraging, thus ensuring its perenniality. 

10.5.  Food 

The staple food of Rodriguans was originally composed of maize, sweet potatoes, manioc, 
fish and beans. Rice and meat were consumed only on special festive occasions. Due to the 
devastating effects of cyclones and long periods of droughts, the relief measures, 
implemented by the government to alleviate the hardship of the population and the progress 
in education, less and less Rodriguans cultivated the land resulting in a sharp reduction in the 
staple food production.  Furthermore, tilling the land was considered by many as a devilish 
curse on the people to such a point that the hoe was commonly known as the “Devil’s Pen”. 
Consequently, all these factors combined resulted in a significant shift in the eating habits of 
the Rodriguan people. Imported rice took over from maize as the staple food, and today 
maize is a luxury. 

10.6. Recommendations: 

1. That the Rodrigues’ culture should find its place in the school curriculum. 
2. To encourage the cultural and artistic creations of talented Rodriguans. 
3. The setting up of a Cultural Museum in Rodrigues. 
4. To encourage young Rodriguan academics to carry out cultural research. 
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11. RODRIGUES’ AUTONOMY AND ITS LIMITATIONS 

11.1. INTRODUCTION 

Rodrigues, the smallest of the Mascarenes Islands in the Indian Ocean, having been severely 
exploited and neglected by the different colonial powers over nearly four centuries, has 
known a very slow development since its discovery in 1528 by the Portuguese pilot Diogo 
Rodriguez.  It has been successively ruled by the French (1630-1810) and British (1810-1968) 
until its integration within the Mauritian territory with the advent of the latter’s 
Independence in 1968.  Over the succeeding centuries, the island underwent a few 
institutional changes which did not answer the population’s needs and aspirations. The most 
fervent and popular claim of its people had been the island’s autonomy, which was 
subsequently granted after 20 years of struggle. Constitutional amendments and appropriate 
legislation were required and were unanimously voted for in the National Assembly by all the 
country’s political parties represented therein on the 20th November 2001. However, while 
this decentralized System of Government has undisputedly proved to be the instrument that 
better answered the people’s aspirations so far, it has rapidly demonstrated numerous 
limitations which gave way to recurrent political instabilities, as well as regular conflicts with 
the Central Government. 
 

11.2. INSTITUTIONAL EVOLUTION 

 
11.2.1  Cinderella 
 
Rodrigues has always expressed dissatisfaction with the pace of its development in this part 
of the world, as compared to its other sister islands. The disparities were so obvious 
compared to the rest of the world that she has been ever since named “Cinderella of the 
Mascarenes” and “The Sugarless Mascarenes”. Such labels were not bound to please the poor, 
but proud Rodrigues, and the island will not stop urging for better consideration from its 
different political masters. 
  
11.2.2 Economic plunder and neglect 
 
Due to its very small surface area of 110km2, including the numerous islets, as well as its 
geographical isolation, ex-centered from the major commercial routes, as well as the regular 
severe climate conditions  that it faced, throughout the colonial times Rodrigues did not 
attract numerous settlers to set up a solid Private Sector Development, as was the case in 
Mauritius.  Many came in prospection and due to administrative neglect and indecisions, left 
for Mauritius. The Colonial Administrations, both under the French and British rule, never had 
a clear roadmap for the island’s future but, instead more than once, considered that the 
island was best suited as a land of exile or quarantine, where undesired trouble-makers such 
as political opponents, prisoners and patients suffering of dangerous diseases could be sent.  
It was also a land for plunder. Its abundant tortoises were massively exploited to feed the 
population of mainland Mauritius and navigators until complete extinction and its most 
delicious bird “Le Solitaire” did not know a different fate. The Rodriguan producers in the 
Agricultural and Fisheries sectors were outrageously exploited mainly thorough a barter 
system resulting in the enrichment of the more powerful forces at the expense of its 
inhabitants. As for the British, it was interested in Rodrigues only as a strategic base to 
defeat the French and conquer Mauritius. The slave trade continued in Rodrigues well after it 
was made illegal in the colony and the slaves were liberated only 4 years and 4 months after 
those in Mauritius had already undergone apprenticeship and been set free.  Throughout the 
Colonial Rule, Rodrigues remained underdeveloped but nevertheless managed, through hard 
work in agriculture and fishing, to be considered as the granary of Mauritius as far back as 
1867 and even later in 1970s before it was stopped by long periods of drought and severe 
cyclones.  
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11.3 DEPENDENCY, FRANCHISE, INTEGRATION AND REVOLT. 

As a British Colony, Rodrigues became a dependency of Mauritius in 1815. It obtained its 
representation in the Council of Government as an Electoral District in 1967 when the 
Rodriguan people voted for the first time as the 21st constituency of Mauritius. As early as 
1915, a petition was sent to the King George V in 1915, claiming for a Rodrigues to be an 
Electoral Constituency but as usual, nothing happened. A judicial battle was staged in the 
1960s challenging the validity of previous elections when Rodrigues was set aside. Finally in 
1967, after Constitutional Talks towards Independence where all quarters of Mauritius sat 
around the table for negotiations without Rodrigues, it was agreed to extend the universal 
franchise to Rodrigues. And it was in such circumstances that Rodrigues became an integral 
part of Mauritius, when it became independent, and some incidents followed the aborted 
celebrations of the event in Port- Mathurin. 

11.3.1  Ministry for Rodrigues and the Rodrigues Local Council 

After the advent of the Independence of Mauritius and the de-facto integration of Rodrigues, 
the island did not know the same developmental strength as its sister but experienced some 
timid progress, namely in the commercial sector, where history details inhuman exploitations 
through trade, especially the barter system and the education sector undertaken mainly by 
the Catholic Church. The infrastructural development remained merely non-existent.  In 
1976, a Ministry for Rodrigues was created and a Mauritian-born became the island’s Firstt 
Minister followed by a Rodriguan in 1982. Rodrigues knew a new institutional development in 
1992 in the year when Mauritius became a Republic, with the setting up of a Rodrigues Island 
Council. It was considered as a non-event by opponents because it was a body where all 21 
members were nominated by the Minister for Rodrigues and were to act as advisers to him as 
one body.  It was suspended in 1996. However,over 25 years, Rodriguans never stopped 
claiming an appropriate and distinct status within the Republic of Mauritius and asked for 
more administrative and political autonomy in the management of the island’s of affairs. In 
November 2001, the Constitution was amended and the appropriate legislation introduced 
and voted unanimously by all political parties in the National Assembly to grant Rodrigues an 
autonomous status. The island became an autonomous region in the Republic on the 12 
October 2002, after the first regional elections took place, shifting 46 areas of 
responsibilities from Central Government to a regional one in Port Mathurin. 

11.3.2  AUTONOMY RODRIGUES–  

The announcement in 2001 by the National Government that Rodrigues will be given a degree 
of autonomy through a decentralised devolution of powers came as a shock, even to the 
elected Rodriguan politicians of the time. They complained that they were not consulted but 
had no choice. The perception that Rodrigues is a burden for Mauritius has not changed an 
iota today as opposed to stark negligence by Mauritius in the old days, Rodrigues receives 
practically nothing, but a few tokens to keep her within the Republic of Mauritius.  

The devolution of powers can be considered to be purely cosmetic as access to finance rests 
sole with the Minister of Finance and Economic Development. 

There is an urgent need to revisit the Rodrigues Regional Assembly Act in order to translate 
into reality the proper meaning of decentralisation of power from Port-Louis. This could only 
be done with a paradigm shift that takes into consideration the particularities of the island 
and its people. It is believed that Rodrigues is a victim of the identity crisis that exists in 
Mauritius, which constitutes a base line for political, social and economic decisions. 

Amidst this situation of neglect, Rodriguans have over the years developed a true resilience 
that has enabled them to overcome terrible hardships. Generally, the Rodriguan is easy-
going, well-behaved, law-abiding, to a large extent, and respectful. He/she looks free and 
happy, even though he may not always have enough to eat. 

Rodriguans, like any other people in the world, have the qualities and character to lead a 
better and more comfortable life, if they are given the right opportunities and means to do 
so. 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA  AND ST. BRANDON – RODRIGUES ISLAND WITHIN THE REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS 

Truth and Justice Commission  563 

There is definitely enough evidence to file a genuine case of negligence towards the 
successive political masters of Rodrigues over the past three centuries. There is an urgent 
need to get the historical facts right. This is critical for the relationship between Mauritius 
and Rodrigues. 

11.3.3  Limitations immediately experienced 

Rodrigues’ accession to the status of autonomy was joyfully welcomed in the island both by 
those who struggled for it, and those who proposed alternatives. All the political parties ran 
for elections during their inauguration on the 29th September 2002. The decentralized system 
embodied in a body corporate labelled Rodrigues Regional Assembly (the RRA) comprises all 
the tenets of democracy; it is enshrined in the country’s Constitution, guided by electoral 
rules. It has its Assembly, its executive council and its official opposition, and is in charge of 
46 areas of responsibilities devolved to it. The RRA’s executive arm is made up of 7 
Commissioners with ministerial role. 

The First limitations of the present Law guiding the autonomy were felt immediately after 
the very first elections, when the clear majority which emerged from the first-past–the-post 
system in the 6 electoral regions shrunk after the full application of proportional 
representation. This situation which was also due to the relatively equal strength of the then 
two principal political parties has impacted ever since on the conduct of Rodriguan affairs 
and caused major instabilities. Other limitations were also gradually experienced regarding 
the practicability of Rodrigues’ autonomy, governed by the RRA Act 2001, and there is a 
general request for its amendment. 

11.3.4  Budgetary difficulties  

One of the most criticised problems that surfaced was the budgetary process. Regional MPs 
and Commissioners are of the opinion that the budget provisions, as well as its mechanisms, 
do not allow them to fulfill the Rodriguan people’s will and their projects and programmes. 
The international economic situation and context are constantly being put forward to explain 
budgetary constraints to justify the allocations made to Rodrigues by the Central 
Government. Rodrigues, on its part, considers that it deserves better consideration in view, 
as underlined in the Section 46 of Rodrigues Regional Assembly Act 2001, of its  

“(a) physical separation from Mauritius; [… (b) omitted]; (c) its isolation from the 
principal national growth centres; (d)the absence of the multiplier effect from 
expenditures and investments(private and public) made in Mauritius; (e) 
Restricted opportunities for employment and career fulfillment in Rodrigues; 
(f)the impracticability of participation by residents of Rodrigues in the major 
education, cultural and sporting facilities located in Mauritius; (g) the lack of 
sustained development in Rodrigues; [… (h) omitted]; and (i) the special needs of 
Rodrigues in terms of accelerated development.”   

This Section of the Law came into operation on the 30th September 2002. The regular 
disagreement between the different regional autonomous authorities over the quantum is 
explained by the fact that the capital budget allocated do not respond to the infrastructural 
and development needs in the island. The more so since many studies have proved that 
Rodrigues is the poor relative of Mauritius. A study done in 1998 concluded that 36.4% of its 
families lived in precariousness, and another 13.2% in “ultra-poverty”. During the recent 
years, there was a widespread opinion that for Rodrigues to feel real integration into the 
nation and for its economy to thrive, Mauritius must stop displaying the same attitude as the 
ancient Colonial Powers, that of neglect and snobbism, and start to bridge the development 
gap between the two islands and lever the same level of services available in Mauritius for 
the island.  

For political observers and practitioners, the autonomy should imply an increase in funding 
given the number of new institutions created with the advent of the RRA (7 Commissions 
excluding the Assembly House) and the new policies and expectations of the people. For 
many, while the institutional set-up has changed considerably, the way the budgetary 
allocation is decided for Rodrigues has never changed. Rodrigues’ budgetary calculation is 
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aligned in the same principle as that of a particular Ministry, while Rodrigues is a separate 
island, with the same needs as those of the island of Mauritius as a whole. It is felt that, due 
to the constant increase in the cost of living, coupled with the growing management needs of 
the island, the capital budget is being down-sized each year, although that it shows an 
insignificant increase in figures. Over 9 years since autonomy, very few infrastructural and 
structural developments have been observed. The inability of the Regional Government as 
the main employer of the island,  to invest in infrastructural development and the lack of 
private investors and the narrowness of the market, result in a lack of opportunities for the 
youth who have massively become economic refugees on mainland Mauritius. 

11.3.5  Other major concerns 

Rodrigues’ autonomy involves power being transferred in 46 areas of responsibility, among 
which some concern only the administrative power, policies remaining in Mauritius. This is 
the case of some major portfolios such as Social Security, Education and Health among 
others. In such cases, a very close collaboration between the Commissioner and the Minister 
is required to ensure continuity in the quality and types of services delivered in both islands. 
However, there are some very important sectors for which Rodrigues does not have 
authority, such as for example Foreign Affairs, Defence, Finance, and Service Commissions 
which remain with the Central Government. While not being claimed at all by the 
Rodriguans, it is felt that the total exclusion of Rodrigues’ representation in those sectors, 
especially that of Economic Diplomacy on which Mauritius is relying more and more for its 
development, is not acceptable. Rodrigues feels that major negotiations for investments; 
agreements, loans, development prospection and other international conventions and tools 
are thus being made, and used solely for the benefit of mainland Mauritius. 

11.3.6  Growing disillusion with the system 

Other questions pertaining to the practicability of the Law guiding autonomy concern Section 
30 of the Act which gives power to the Regional Authorities to introduce Bills in the Regional 
Assembly.  None of them have ever been introduced in the RRA to date. The Rodrigues 
Children Council Bill, for example, has remained a dead Bill since 2004 because it was never 
introduced in the National Assembly as required by the Law. Rodriguans question the fact 
that Mauritius chooses never to give its green light for Rodrigues’ request for twinning 
projects with other regions of friendly countries. Such silence is diversely commented on by 
the locals, with some viewing it as a form of mistrust, and others as a neocolonialist attitude 
to close all the doors for a conquered land. The latter opinion is on the rise in the island, 
especially with the young generation who regularly compare Rodrigues’ narrowing scope and 
the visible accelerated development of Mauritius and its visibility at international level 
through economic diplomacy and international agreements and loans. Strong signals of 
commonness, national unity and equality must be sent out to tone down such growing 
feelings.  

11.4   RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Revisit and amend the Rodrigues Regional Act in the light of the experience 
acquired over the past 8 years. 

2. The budgetary process must be improved and the necessary legal provisions 
reviewed to provide for formal consultations at specific times of the year between 
the designated Commissioner for Finance and the Minister for Finance.  And a 
formal system must be set up for Rodrigues to benefit automatically during the 
course of the same year, of additional and proportionate funding for projects 
announced at national level, not included in the Regional authority’s budget 
estimates. 

3. Budget provisions must allow for a leverage of the level of service and development 
in Rodrigues before starting to allocate budget on a strictly per capita grant. 
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4. A Memorandum of Understanding must be signed between the Ministry for Finance 
and the RRA to address other administrative obstacles, finance not being an area of 
responsibility devolved. 

5. Rodrigues should be present in all the national formulations of new laws and 
projects in order to facilitate a better integration of the island in the national 
developmental dynamics.  

6. All Bills passed by the RRA, except in case of illegality, should be introduced in the 
National Assembly. 

7. A Rodriguan representative must accompany the Mauritian delegations on some 
international missions. 

8. Sectors that do not fall under the purview of the RRA should, nonetheless, provide 
for its inclusiveness and active participation at national level. 

9. All international commitments and conventions signed by the Central Government 
must be discussed and applied in Rodrigues. 
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12. RODRIGUES, PART OF MAURITIUS? 

It inevitable and intellectually dishonest to make abstraction of the question: Is Rodrigues 
part of Mauritius?  Comparing the level of development in all economic and social spheres on 
mainland Mauritius with that in Rodrigues, one is bound to conclude there is a great 
disparity. Being citizens of the same Republic, Mauritians born in Rodrigues do not enjoy 
equal opportunities as their fellow countrymen born in Mauritius. This is not just a matter of 
perception, but a stark reality. All through this document, it has been made clear that 
Rodrigues, throughout its human history, has been either neglected or totally forgotten by 
the powers that be in Mauritius. 

There is a very strong feeling among Rodriguans that they are like strangers in their own 
country and this is even more so with the advent of the Autonomous Government. 

There are a number of hypotheses to explain this absolute lack of consideration towards 
Rodrigues, namely: 

a. The National Government’s incapacity to acknowledge the particularities of Rodrigues as a 
different island within the Republic of Mauritius. 

b. Mauritius considers Rodrigues as a socio-economic burden. The irony of it all is that Rodrigues 
is very often used by the National Government to justify its request for considerable funds 
from International Organisations to finance projects in Mauritius but Rodrigues gets very little 
of the funding. 

c. The paternalistic attitude towards Rodriguans thus makes them believe that they are second-
class citizens of the Mauritian Republic. 

d. The advent of the regime of Autonomous Government was imposed without allowing enough 
time for transition and the proper empowerment of the Rodriguans to efficiently manage the 
island.  

e. The origin of the population of Rodrigues seems to be one of the core problems in the 
relationship between Mauritius and Rodrigues. Very often, the following comment is being 
voiced out for all concerned to hear: “Rodrigues is in such a state of neglect because most of 
the population is from African origins and if they were of Indian origins, the island would be 
different”. 

It would be unfair to stop at the above hypotheses as there have been a number of 
affirmative and laudable actions over the past few years, but too much depends on the 
political masters in power either in Rodrigues or in Mauritius. The development of reliable 
communications between Rodrigues and Mauritius badly needs to be reinforced as this will 
help to do away with the negative perception that mainland Mauritius has of Rodrigues.  This 
will ensure that much greater, more genuine and more sustained effort is done by the Public 
and Private Sectors in Mauritius and Rodrigues to examine issues that are vital to the 
development of the island. There are signs that things are moving in the right direction, and 
the present report is an indication that there is a real will in Mauritius to listen to what the 
inhabitants of Rodrigues have to say on their own development.  
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13. CONCLUSION 

Rodrigues must be seen as an asset of the Republic, and this needs to be publicly 
acknowledged by all Mauritian citizens. Rodrigues is also a golden opportunity for the 
Mauritian Republic to prove to the world that sustainable development can be successful. It 
is possible and much easier to implement a mode of development that increases the health 
or value of the existing assets without (or with minimal) destruction of other assets, and 
without significantly increasing the restored assets’ geographic or ecological footprints. 

Rodrigues has experienced a lot of strife and trial over the years but the wounds that have 
been inflicted on her can be healed. However, if the healing is going to be done, it must be 
done now. Otherwise, it may never be done at all. 

The people of Rodrigues nurture the hope that things will be brighter tomorrow and will 
remain so for the coming generations.  

To end this report, we would like to the quote from “Sustainable Integrated Development 
Programme for Rodrigues” (SIDPR 2009) – Rodrigues in 2025 – An Enlightened View: 

“This blue-print for Rodrigues has been elaborated with the active 
participation of the local population during the period 2006-2008. The vision 
it embodies, represented by two fictitious characters below, Roland and 
Jeannine, whose transformed lives in 2025 are viewed as the product of a 
successful living and rolling integrated development process, originated from 
the 2007 Sustainable Integrated Development plan for Rodrigues (SIDPR). 

As he turns 18 in 202, born from modest agricultural peasants in 2007 in the 
sub-humid uplands of La Ferme, is able to leverage the plethora of 
opportunities offered by his native land to develop to his full potential in a 
totally liberalised world. At the same time, Jeannine, a Generation Y  
yuppie, who was born in a wealthy family of traders in Port-Mathurin in 
1995,  is creatively collaborating with the Global ICT initiative which has 
reached the Rodriguan shores in a fully digitalized, broadband, and wireless 
Web 3.0 world. 

The socio-economic situation prevailing in Rodrigues in 2025 that will enable 
the young healthy Roland to contemplate a fruitful career in a well-
preserved environment, is documented in the long-term Sustainable 
Development Strategy, and a way to get there is detailed in the Short-term 
Action Plan. 

As he seeks to further his education in a field well suited for the Rodriguan 
context, Roland also has the opportunity to contribute to developing the 
productive capacity of the Island, while continuing to uphold the highest 
family and cultural values, inherited from his parents. The young adult’s 
circle of opportunities is wide and choices abound. 

After successfully completing secondary schooling where he had the chance 
to learn a curriculum well suited for his Island, Roland is now faced with 
several alternative choices. He has the possibility to join one of the 
specialised, organic agricultural filieres in place in Rodrigues, which is 
producing highly valued and internationally-acclaimed transformed product 
using a unique local recipe, inherited from the ancestors. Alternatively, 
Roland could choose to embark on higher education in ICT so that he could 
one day join the local branch of Microsoft set up in Rodrigues as part of it’s 
founder’s active involvement to help remote and isolated communities 
collaborate with advanced countries. The local branch is headed by Jeannine 
and is situated in the state-of-art Technology Park at Grand Baie, with an 
impressive view on the aquaculture activities being undertaken in the lagoon 
using innovative technologies. The Rodriguan seaweed has been found to 
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possess medicinal properties and is now in high demand in Japan, the U.S.A 
and the Scandinavian countries. 

Jeannine’s lovely children find it hard to believe that water used to be a 
problem in Rodrigues. They had always thought that the abundance of 
“retenues collinières” situated inside the valley bottoms, and other simple 
but ingenious water capture devices installed on the Rodriguan houses were 
legacies of their ancestors. They don’t believe that these devices have being 
designed and popularised only two decades ago. The idea that water used to 
be free and distributed only once every week, as opposed to continuous 
supply in 2025, is to them, a joke of bad taste. 

Roland’s and Jeannine’s grand-mothers are neighbours and enjoy a healthy 
lifestyle. Whilst Roland’s grand-mother, who has been struggling hard to 
support the family in the 1950s, is still dependent on Social Aid being 
provided by the RRA, Jeannine’s is wealthy and supported by two maids. 
However, both of them are equally happy and enjoy life to the full. In a 
peaceful land of paradise such as Rodrigues, being an elderly that is filthy 
rich is immaterial. In any case, the social security system in place provides 
adequate support to allow one to live a decent life. The two grand-mothers 
feel proud to live on a calm and peaceful island where societal problems are 
things of the past and cultural values are passionately preserved by the 
youths. 

They both know that Rodrigues has been able to achieve wonders, in less 
than a generation, largely thanks to the promotion of good governance and 
democratic principles, the will to take courageous decisions, the power of 
new technology, and the adoption of a participatory process that is now not 
only a model for the rest of the world, but also being emulated in the pacific 
small island states. The Economic Planning and Monitoring Unit which was 
launched in 2007, is recognised by one and all as having played a pivotal role 
in the socio-economic development of Rodrigues. 

As Roland ponders his future career, he cannot resist the temptation to be 
part of the vibrant tourism sector of Rodrigues. Only a year ago, in 2024, 
125,000 tourists had paid a high price to experience the Rodriguan 
adventure. Several regional jets operate round-the-clock and keep the 
airport and its vicinity busy 24 hours a day. The triangular route Mauritius-
Rodrigues-Reunion is a hot favourite in this part of the world and the 
package is being marketed aggressively to tourists visiting both Mauritius and 
Reunion Island. Cruise ships are also choosing Rodrigues as one of their 
favourite stop-overs between East and West. These ensure the regular 
presence of high net-worth individual on the island, who are also the main 
buyers of high-quality handicrafts available on the island. Tourists enjoy the 
idea that the local hats they are wearing are also being supplied to Disney 
World in Florida and Euro Disney at Marne-la Valley, France. Indeed, a few 
years ago, the Walt Disney Group, as part of its corporate social 
responsibility initiatives, agreed to outsource its supply of traditional hats to 
Rodrigues. The hats are used by its artists daily during one of the favourite 
daily shows. 

The adoption of a few agricultural filieres and the focus on high-quality 
niche products and on technology, have allowed a remarkable preservation of 
the environment and natural resources. As Air Mauritius’ mid-range airplane 
prepares to land at Plaine Corail, visitors are thrilled to see the island 
covered with crops and other plants that are driving one of the pillars of the 
Rodriguan economy. Hardly a plot of land can be seen as bare. The lagoon 
also appears impressive with marine parks and aquaculture dominating the 
view. Fishing boats in the outer –lagoon, are numerous and visitors can 
observe from the plane the interplay between small local fishing boats and 
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mid-sized Japanese vessels as they slowly approach to land their catch in the 
seafood hub at Pointe Monier. 

For both Roland and Jeannine, the future looks bright. The Rodriguan 
Administration is no more dependent on budgetary allocations from Mauritius 
for its recurrent budget. However, Mauritius as well as friendly countries 
remain key providers of capital supporting the ongoing massive 
infrastructural developments, such as investments in Port-Mathurin harbour 
that will soon allow even larger cruise ships to berth. 

The economy is dependent on four pillars, driven by a vibrant private sector 
comprising mostly SMEs operating in niche market: agricultural exports, 
which contribute significantly to GDP; tourism, the seafood hub and 
aquaculture activities; and creative online collaboration of Rodriguan ICT 
companies with global players through the internet-based services. Indeed, 
Generation Z Rodriguans have mastered software such as wikis and the new 
Web 3.0 and have become agile in securing lucrative contracts internationally 
by working collaboratively with leading companies. Rodriguan companies now 
form an integral part of the open-source movement of software development 
in a virtual universe that characterizes the world in 2025.” 
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14. GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

2. At the heart of the Rodriguan problem is the inappropriateness of the Education System 
whereby a majority of our youngsters are eliminated and made to feel that they are losers. 
There is thus an urgent need to revisit the education system in Rodrigues. 

3. The way forward is encourage research fellows from Rodrigues & Mauritius to relook into the 
way Mauritian and Rodriguans History have been written so far. 

4. Capacity-building and empowerment of the Rodriguan people by giving them access to 
available opportunities to Tertiary Education by implementing a University project in 
Rodrigues. 

5. Economically, Rodrigues lagged far behind Mauritius for historical circumstances that we 
have been debating above. There must be more affirmative actions and even an official 
policy of positive discrimination, when it comes to help Rodriguans catch up and make up for 
the lost time. Today, the will, the design and the plan are there ready to kick-off the 
economic development of Rodrigues. What are badly needed is the policy-decision and the 
means for a real take off. 

In spite of all the affirmative actions taken in the past 40 to 50 years, Rodrigues is still having 
enormous difficulties in shaking off the shackles of the stigmas of slavery. However the 
hardship of life over the years has enabled the people of Rodrigues to build a strong identity, 
a network of solidarity, a sense of pride and an amazing capacity of resilience. The canva is, 
therefore, present to enable the success of an urgent plan to address the problems Rodrigues 
is facing in an integrated and sustainable manner. 

Neglected, alienated, indesirable and forgotten throughout most of its History, Rodriguans 
categorically refused to give up. Rodriguans are now more than ever convinced that they 
have a brilliant future. 

Illiteracy and Unemployment 

Before the liberalisation of Secondary Education, namely the implementation of Free 
Education at secondary level, illiteracy was very high in Rodrigues. Very few children had 
access to Secondary Schools through the Church School and the majority was left to revert 
back to permanent illiteracy. Parents did not see the need to help their children to pursue 
their education because social mobility was inexistent. Children left Primary School at a very 
early stage to help with the family agricultural fields, to tend domestic animals, such as 
goats, sheep and cows, and to join the fishing squad. They were condemned to become “ti 
gardien ek ti pesser”. This was a vicious circle that ensnared many generations of Rodriguans. 
Due to the lack of proper training in agricultural management and animal husbandry, the 
land resources were exhausted very quickly, and combined with severe climatic disruption, 
production in both the agricultural and marine sectors, became poorer and poorer year in 
and year out. On the other hand, the demographic level of the island exploded, meaning that 
there were more people to feed. 

Faced with this catastrophic situation, a number of recommendations for the development of 
the island were made by Government Officials, but their implementations when it happened 
failed to meet the challenges because of lack of funds and proper monitoring. 

Alfred North-Coombes summarised the Rodrigues’ situation as follows in 1971: 

“Since the day Mauritius attained the status of an independent nation, 
Rodrigues has, of course, shed its status of dependency. Under the New 
Constitution the smaller island is now a “part” of Mauritius. Politically, it is 
fully integrated. Physically, it cannot be. Ethnically, it is likely to remain very 
much as it is now, for as long as one can care to imagine. Economically, 
however, if the destinies of Rodrigues are to remain linked with those of 
Mauritius, the Rodriguan problem must be studied in greater depth and in more 
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detail than has been done in the New Mauritius 4-Year Plan for Social and 
Economic Development. The plan provides a capital expenditure estimated to 
cost 32.5 million rupees in the four years ending on the 30th June 1975. This is 
roughly 2.3 million rupees more annually than in the last three years.” 

Obviously, mainland Mauritius was preoccupied with its own development and, therefore, 
somehow did not feel the need to consider the situation of Rodrigues, as it should have been.  
Hence, no serious efforts were made to empower the people of Rodrigues. In fact, Mauritius 
only tried to do the minimum required for the upkeep of Rodrigues. 

The only way to make the case of Rodrigues heard was through political representation, and 
in 1976 the first significant local political party to challenge the Government of Mauritius was 
formed. Unemployment was then rampant in Rodrigues. A growing number of young 
Rodriguans had been educated at least to the secondary level, and the hope of better paid 
and satisfying jobs was practically inexistent. This provoked mass migration to Mauritius and 
this trend is continuing to this day.  

Even though there had been some encouraging measures to reorganise the productive sectors 
of Rodrigues, the traditional agricultural and fishing trades are on the verge of bankruptcy, 
due to lack of organised export markets. The Tourism Industry is facing huge difficulties to 
develop in a sustainable manner because of the constraints of air and sea access. 
Industrialisation never took off. New technologies are still inaccessible to Rodriguans. This 
situation is not conducive to potential investors in Rodrigues and, hence, Rodrigues is still 
under a regime of maintenance development with the devastating effect of considerable 
brain-drain every year. 

Encouraging literate young people to invest the productive sectors, such as agriculture and 
fishing, has failed for many reasons, namely: 

1. Agriculture is not profitable because it is till dependent on the dwindling climatic 
conditions, for instance no irrigation system is available in Rodrigues. 

2. Practically everybody aims at securing a job in the Public Services. 

3. Mechanisation of agriculture is still in its infancy and ran by the Government 
Authorities; thus most of the time, it is unreliable. 

4. The soil is getting poorer and poorer due to lack of proper management. 

5. The non-implementation or the lack of a systematic land-use planning. 

6. The common land syndrome is a major handicap to development in Rodrigues. 

7. Unwarranted political interference and corruption in every sphere of development 
in Rodrigues. 

We are, therefore, left with an explosive situation and if nothing is done immediately, 
Rodrigues will constitute a major headache for the Republic of Mauritius and a liability to its 
own population. 
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THE ‘COLOURED POPULATION’ OF RODRIGUES 

1. SLOW COLONISATION 

 Any historical sketch of the colonisation of the island of Rodrigues sets it apart, and 
highlights its differences, from Isle de France/Mauritius.  Clearly, there were several aborted 
attempts by the French to colonise the island before 1750, when a “small permanent colony” was 
established. 1 During his well-documented visit, Abbé Pingré found 100 people living on Rodrigues, 
including about ten Frenchmen, although from those 100 must be deducted the two crews of small 
French ships. 2  In 1803, General Decaen ordered the few colonists and their salves to evacuate the 
island, for fear of a British invasion that subsequently took place in 1809, through a landing at Anse 
aux Anglais.  Neglected under the French authorities, Rodrigues was to witness a period of ‘start-
stop-start’ colonisation under the British, as agriculturalists and fishermen from Mauritius made 
their way over to the small island.  In his excellent study, J.-F. Dupon declared: “After a period of 
military occupation, the colonization of the island, thenceforth British, was to start anew, led by 
colonists from Mauritius who used slaves from the coast of Mozambique and the East Coast of 
Madagascar.” 3   

2. EARLY EUROPEAN ‘WHITE’ SETTLERS 

 Philibert Marragon, who arrived in Rodrigues on 12 May, 1794, with his wife, Marie Jeanne 
Elisabeth Guillon de Neuville, and his mother-in-law, settled above Oyster Bay.  He soon took 
possession of 400 arpents at Les Soupirs, on a hill between Oyster Bay and Mont Charlot, a property 
and plantation which he named L’Orangerie. 4  Marragon’s grave, and his wife’s, can still be visited 
today at L’Orangerie where he lived till his death in 1826.  His daughter, Séraphine, born there on 
30 July, 1802, lived with her parents until 1826, after she had married a businessman from Port 
Louis, Charles Pierre François Pipon.  She became the owner of L’Orangerie in 1826, had 66 slaves 
and 17 free children.  When she left for Mauritius, she gave permission to her slaves to live on her 
land, Jardin Mamzelle that became a squatting area for emancipated slaves. 5  Séraphine Pipon 
died at La Chaumière, Savanne, in 1892. 

 When Marragon carried out his first Census in 1804, he found 82 slaves and 22 ‘Whites’ on 
Rodrigues, of whom at least half – or 11 – were of mixed blood.  The following Table is borrowed 
from Alfred North-Coombes’ seminal work, The Island of Rodrigues: 6 

Table 1

Marragon’s first Census (1804) 
 
 

Marragon Le Gros Gorry Rochetaing Bréhinier Total 

HOUSEHOLD (Individuals) 6 1 1 13 1 22 
LAND (arpents) conceded  
cultivated 

 
400 
100 

 
100 
25 

 
- 

70 

 
350 
70 

 
- 
- 

 
850 
265 

SLAVES 
Mozambique 
Malagasy 
Talinga 
Guinea 
Malay 
Bengaly 
Born at Rodrigues 

 
8 
7 
4 
1 
- 
- 

17 

 
- 
1 
1 
- 
1 
1 
2 

 
9 
5 
- 
- 
- 
- 
5 

 
12 
3 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

 
3 
2 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

 
32 
18 
5 
1 
1 
1 
24 

TOTAL SLAVES 37 6 19 15 5 82 

 From Marragon’s Census (1804), we know that another early settler, who came from 
Bourbon, via Mauritius, was: E. Rochetaing, a fifty-five-year old, who took with him Marie, a 
mulâtresse libre, and her daughter.  He was given a concession of 350 arpents, which he called 
‘Mon Plaisir’; it lay between Malartic, Mont-Lubin and St. Gabriel. 7  Germain Le Gros, who landed 
in 1792, with his partner, Frémont, was a master mariner and engaged in fishing.  They settled on 
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the Northern foot of ‘Le Piton’ on 100 arpents, part of ‘Les Soupirs’; this was later handed down to 
Séraphine Marragon.  In 1812, Le Gros owned the boat La Séraphine, a schooner and did so until 
1816, when Marragon took over. 8  For his part, Michel Gorry made his living from the land rather 
than the sea; he had settled at Oyster Bay, with Roger and Boulerot, both fishermen.  When they 
left for Isle de France, Gorry moved up country to a property called ‘Les Choux’; there, he first 
grew indigo but, later, confined his activities to growing only what satisfied his family’s needs.  
Early settlers, who relied on fishing for their livelihood, included D. Raffin who settled in 1803 and 
started a fishery, with 20 slaves, as well as Lecloud and Gautier. 9  Lecloud had arrived earlier than 
Raffin with 16 slaves.   

 Most of the early colonists were of European origins and regarded themselves as ‘Whites’, 
but it is known that several were métis themselves or cohabited with female slaves or mulâtresses, 
as was the case with Rostaing.  Commenting on the relatively ‘recent populating’ of Rodrigues, 
Dupon wrote: “Some of these colonists engaged in, for some time, a direct slave trade and 
disregarded the British legislation.” 10  Marragon and Rochetaing were probably the only true 
‘Whites’ in Rodrigues’ history.  Statistics provided by Dupon put the population, during the early 
years of British colonization, as follows: 

 1820: 200 (Source: Almanach of Mauritius) 

 1827: 123 (Ibid.) 

 1845: 495 (Ibid.) 

 1861: 699 (Fr. François, Catholic Missionary) 

 1862: 756 (Ibid.) 11 

 From those statistics, Dupon concludes: “This assessment allows, one can see, little room 
for true colonists and their descendants, at most about ten families.” 12  North-Coombes put the 
population in 1809 at 41 slaves and 8 other residents, 13 while Baron d’Unienville declared, in 1830, 
that Rodrigues was capable of receiving a much larger population, and that it was essential for the 
Government to send a surveyor there to establish concessions. 14  

 At the very start of the Government’s policy of granting land concessions, between 1815 
and 1830, those only rarely surpassed 350 acres, or 135 hectares.  Subsequently, they were limited 
to about 108 acres.  Because Rodrigues did not share in the sugar cane boom of Mauritius, it ceased 
to be of interest to the British Authorities very early in the history of colonization.  The small 
settlement under Marragon (1794-1796), who had the title of Agent Civil de la République (1794), 
led to a semblance of colonization because of the British threat, but it really started in 1825, with 
the arrival of C.T. Hoart, as Government Surveyor.  His Report has been discussed at length by 
North-Coombes, who saw it as “the first of its kind”, for it proposed the division of the ‘Oriental’ 
side of the island into 78 plots of 108 arpents (112 acres).  Hoart also recommended that those 
plots be granted to “deserving families from Mauritius, who had the means of bringing them into 
cultivation.” 15  The population of Rodrigues in 1826 was put at 123 by Hoart, and divided as 
follows: 16 

Table 2

Population of Rodrigues in 1826 
 Men Women Boys Girls Total 

Europeans 7 5 8 - 20 

Freed 2 1 - - 3 

Slaves 49 28 12 11 100 

 In his chronology, Antoine Chelin has highlighted a most important arrival at Port Mathurin 
on 20 October, 1843: that of John Henderson, the first Brigadier of Police and, later on, the Police 
Magistrate. 17  Accompanied by five constables, he landed from the Isis (Captain John Marshall). 18  
This was to mark the beginning of some kind of Law and Order on Rodrigues.  Five years earlier, 
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Special Justice C. Anderson was dispatched by the Governor of Mauritius to gather information on 
Rodrigues.  He spent six days and reported the following establishments: 

(i) Madame Pipon’s, [Marragon’s daughter, who was then owner of L’Orangerie] 
with 66 slaves and 17 free children. 

(ii) Messrs. Bessière and Husson’s, on land formerly belonging to Gorry, with 36 
slaves and 17 free children. 

(iii)  Mr. Eudes’, at Grand Baie and Sygangue, with 19 slaves and 8 free children. 

Ninety-nine of these slaves were predial. In addition, Gabriel Bégué, who had 
settled on the land now forming part of the Roman Catholic Parish of St. Gabriel, had 
4 predials; a certain Jean Marie had one and, likewise, Gonnet who had in addition 13 
free men employed in his fishing establishment.  The apprentices were working longer 
hours than the law allowed, their clothing were inadequate and their huts miserable, 
but they were well fed and extensive ground was allotted to them. 19 

Another settler, Charles Lenferna de Laresle, Mrs. Pipon’s bailiff, returned to Rodrigues, 
after a stay in Mauritius, and opened a fishery with Furcy Labour who lived at ‘Les Soupirs’ in the 
1840s.20 

Table 2 has already drawn attention to the gender imbalance that prevailed in Rodrigues, 
especially among slaves, from the start; Bertuchi, who visited the island much later in the 1920s, 
remarked that in the early days, “great immorality prevailed.  Each woman had three or four 
husbands, in some cases as many as six.  The children were brought up together, the husband in 
power at the time exercising the role of father to all.” 21 Many descendants of slaves took to the 
hills after the Abolition of Slavery (proclaimed and diffused in Mauritius and Rodrigues in 1839) and 
became known both as ‘Montagnards’, and, according to Dupon, also as ‘planteurs’, ‘habitants’, 
‘laboureurs’, ‘piti nation’, “désinane vénielle, beaucoup moins péjorative que celle franchement 
insultante de ‘mouzambique’.” 22  Several of the descendants of ‘Whites’ or métis, whom we 
interviewed, used the word Zabitants for descendants of slaves, but they did not mean any insult 
by it. 

As for families of European or French descent, Dupon notes in 1967: “Though extremely 
spread out, they are represented by a small number of names, common in Réunion, and perhaps 
also in Mauritius: Roussety, Bégué, Rivière, Meunier, Legoff, Perrine, Lévêque.” 23  We know some 
of the dates when the early settlers bearing European names, emigrated from Mauritius, or from 
elsewhere, to Rodrigues: Charles Weder (before 1827); Mathieu Roussety, a master-fisherman and 
trader (about 1842); his brother Auguste Roussety (1844); Jean-Marie Meunier (about 1840); Zéline 
Labour (about 1840); Bercy Labour, with four young children (1845); Désiré Calamel (1845); 
Charlotte and Marie-Louise Perrine (1846); Marie-Jeanne Geneviève, with a daughter (1846); 
Ferdinand Bonnelle (1846); Clodimir and Emilien Jean (1846); Louis François, his wife and five 
children (1848); Pierre Raffault (1848); the Legoff, Lévêque, Ithier, Castel and Allas families (later 
than the 1840s). 24 Descendants of the early Café au lait settlers, as they are known, or Rouges – 
because they grow red in the sun – gladly recall the adventures of their pioneer ancestors (see 
below for some families). Parish Registers of Births, Marriages and Deaths draw attention to the 
evolution of Rouge families.  Gabriel Bégué, the ancestor of a powerful landed family, settled in 
1825 on land now forming part of the Parish of St. Gabriel, which was bought or acquired, in a part-
exchange deal, by the visiting priest, Father Thevaux (Parish priest from November 1850 to May 
1851).  He erected a “latanier hut 50 ft. long by 24 ft. wide”, a primitive Church which became 
known as St. Gabriel from “the owner’s name” – the Saint being later declared the patron saint of 
Rodrigues. 25 

There is much evidence, oral and written, to indicate that cohabitation between ‘Whites’ 
and descendants of slaves and ‘mulâtresses’ was common, not least because of the infrequent visits 
of priests to Rodrigues.  Father Thevaux celebrated 50 marriages and baptized 400 individuals 
during his six-month stay in 1850.  In December 1848, Brigadier Henderson had noted that when 
H.M.S. Isis called at Port Mathurin in 1844, its chaplain Rev. Mr. Brown offered to baptize and 
marry locals, but that “there were then only five married couples on the island, the inhabitants 
being reluctant to have their marriage ceremony performed by any civil commissary or magistrate.” 
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26  A.J. Bertuchi concludes from information that he gathered at first hand: “A few white Creoles 
from Mauritius and Bourbon came to settle on the island and intermarried with the blacks, which 
accounts for a section of the population being of a ‘café au lait’ colour.  Some of these settlers 
were the descendants of the French who had been expelled from the settlement of Port-Dauphin, 
in Madagascar.” 27  Descendants of ‘White’ families, today, also point out that many of early 
ancestors intermarried.  Indeed, Bertuchi adds that “other Whites married Whites, which explains 
that they are, in appearance, like Europeans, except in their habits and customs which, through a 
prolonged stay, have merged into those of the blacks.” 28 

Emigration of ‘mixed-blood’ or ‘White’ families appears to have slowed down as the 
nineteenth century wore on. 29  From his analysis of statistics available, Dupon was able to assess 
that “if one examined the origins of deceased people, one noticed that, from 1860 to 1865, 40% to 
50% were born in Mauritius […] However, from 1870 to 1875, this percentage dropped to 10%.” 30  
Moreover, Rodrigues seems to have missed out altogether on Indian emigration and Indentured 
Labour in the 19th century.  In 1962, the first official Census that allowed individuals to declare 
their belonging to a community, indicated that of a total population of 18,333 inhabitants, 117 
deemed themselves to be Hindus and 378 Chinese.31  Indeed, early Indian and Chinese emigrants to 
Rodrigues had blended well with the Creole Mass through intermarriage.  Early Chinese and Indian 
settlers were actively engaged in Commerce and Trade, a “system of barter and credit [that was] 
all one-sided”, according to Bertuchi.  For example, Acacia seeds, collected and used for this 
barter, were exchanged against the necessities of life. 32  While the arriving Mohammedans retained 
their religion, North-Coombes explains that “most of the Chinese have now embraced Christianity, 
either as Anglicans or as Roman Catholics, and most of them now regard themselves as Rodriguans.  
Many of them have married native Rodriguans and live very happily with them.” 33  

3. EDUCATION  

 The role of the Catholic, Anglican, or other Christian, Churches was significant in moulding 
the population of Rodrigues into an entity. Though not always unified at the start, the population is 
now showing less signs of communalism than Mauritius.  Dupon warns us, though, to look for 
divergences and nuances:  

“The relative homogeneity of the population has not, for all that, excluded nuances.  
Fr. François remarked in 1862: “The population is divided into two perfectly distinct 
classes: the indigenous people or farmers, scattered here and there, can be numbered 
at 400 over the spread of the Mountain, and the fishermen who have mostly come 
from Mauritius and work for about twenty small bosses, small mulattoes or blacks; 
the latter number about 300 and live on the coast.” 34  

 According to the first Catholic priest, Fr. F. Thevaux, 1850, some 11 years after the 
Abolition of Slavery had been announced in Rodrigues, there were 350 non-baptised individuals, and 
a hundred ‘Catholic’ Mauritians who had come to trade in salt fish. 35  In his Chapter, ‘The Churches 
and the Schools’, Alfred North-Coombes has adequately discussed the contribution of Churches 
(Catholic and Anglican, to begin with) to this ‘brassage’ of the Rodriguan population. 36  The role of 
Father Thevaux in assuaging the jealousy and animosity of the “twenty or so master fishermen, who 
ran the fisheries all around the coast,” cannot be overstressed.  Several ‘Rouge’ inhabitants we 
spoke to, stressed the vital contribution of the Catholic Church to the development of schools and 
colleges. In 1843, a former court usher, Mr. Christopher Mann, and Mrs. Henderson, the wife of the 
Brigadier of Police, were the only teachers.  By 1866, a school-master and a school-mistress had 
been appointed. 37 From October 1866 to August 1867, Father Frédéric Muylhe, a Belgian priest, ran 
the Government school but insisted on ‘Catholic prayers being said at the start and at the end of 
the day.  Little wonder that he was recalled to Mauritius, after causing much conflict with the 
authorities.  In September 1869, Fr. Emile Hilaire became the first ‘curé’ of Rodrigues and greatly 
developed the Parish of St. Gabriel. 38  From then on, schools began to flourish; the Church of 
England College of St. Barnabas and the Catholic College of St. Louis were the culmination of much 
hard work, when they were registered on 13 December, 1961 and 12 April, 1962 respectively, 
before merging to become the Rodrigues College.  Prior to the creation of St. Barnabas and St. 
Louis Colleges, young Rodriguans had to do their secondary schooling in Mauritius.  Above all, what 
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the Christian Churches did was to promote education for all Rodriguans, irrespective of colour or 
creed, thereby working towards greater homogeneity and interculturalism among the people.  

 Over the years, a small Protestant/Anglican community had emerged.  As early as August 
1876, Anglicans petitioned the Mauritian Government for a clergyman to be sent to Rodrigues.  
Early Anglican families included such métis as the Waterstones, Vandorous, Bennetts and Capdors, 
among others. 39  Some had been descendants of British officers; others still were shipwrecked and 
decided to stay on the island, such as William Vandorous.  One or two came as clergymen, as was 
the case with William Waterstone and C.A. Capdor, in 1881. 40  Bishop Peter Royston visited 
Rodrigues in 1881, and afterwards, a catechist, Edward Francis, was sent in March 1883, to be 
followed, in March 1886, by Pierre Edmé Gellé who had been a missionary in Madagascar. 41  What 
is apparent from any sojourn in Rodrigues today is that ‘Montagnards’ and ‘Rouges’, and 
‘Anglicans’, other Christians, and Catholics cohabit in peaceful harmony; hence, religion has been 
more of ‘cement’, than a source of disunity, in Rodrigues between classes and communities.  As for 
‘nuances’ and ‘hidden prejudices’, these are only detectable to the sharp-eyed observer, such as 
Dupon who comments: “Aujourd’hui encore, les éléments asiatiques mis à part, de subtiles nuances 
distinguent les Rodriguais et d’une façon générale, les plus clairs d’entre eux, de fait souvent 
pêcheurs, qui allient parfois les yeux bleus de quelque ancêtre picard à une peau bien pigmentée, 
professent un amical mépris à l’endroit des plus sombres, ceux de l’intérieur […]” 42  And, while 
nowadays habitations of both groups show a remarkable similarity, when Bertuchi visited the island 
in the 1920s, he noticed that some of the inhabitants’ houses were made of vacoas, acacia poles 
and latanier palm leaves, while “the more prosperous construct[ed] their houses entirely of wood.”  
These had wooden floors, which became the fashion, on account of the Rodriguans’ passion for 
dancing. 43  For all the homogenization sought and achieved through religion, and the democratic 
ideals of some of the people, the scars of slavery remained in the early colonization period even if 
slaves, according to individuals spoken to during the research trip, were well treated by such 
owners as Marragon and Séraphine Pipon.  In fact, Marragon was so kind to his workers that 
Rochetaing “complained bitterly about Marragon’s attitude and the lawlessness of his run-away 
slaves.” 44 

4. PRESENT DESCENDANTS OF EARLY ‘WHITE’ OR MÉTIS SETTLERS IN RODRIGUES 

 A number of structured interviews were conducted in Rodrigues and will be analysed 
separately and summarized in Chapter 7.  In addition, during a research trip, a number of 
descendants of early settlers were spoken to in order to determine: (a) How their ancestors and 
they saw Rodriguan society in the past and today?  (b) What information they could shed on the 
‘Coloured Population’ in the nineteenth century and at present?  (c) Whether they felt that slavery 
and its abolition had left an indelible mark on Rodriguan customs and lifestyles?  The individuals 
interviewed in this context will be referred to as ‘X., Y., Z.’. 

4.1. A member of the Ithier family 

 The Ithiers came to Rodrigues from Mauritius, and it is likely that the first Ithier to do so 
was Victor, who accompanied Beyts on the Hattonbum which arrived at Port Mathurin on 19 August, 
1888, after an unusually long passage of 19 days. 45  The speaker [hereafter X.] stressed that his 
great-grandfather may have come from Brittany, and was the father of Jean-Baptiste Ithier, who 
married Miss Eva Hombrasing.  They had thirteen children.  Whilst the ancestor [Victor] is said to 
have been a sea captain, Jean-Baptiste Ithier had settled on a concession of 14/15 arpents at La 
Ferme, 46 where the family still owns land today.  X., the interviewed person, pointed out that his 
own father was a pastoralist and agriculturalist who owned a farm called ‘La Ferme Piments’ at La 
Ferme, land which, on his father’s death in 1976, was divided between his children whom he had by 
a Miss Meunier – another very common ‘Rouge’ name in Rodrigues.  The Ithier family, from Jean-
Baptiste onwards, grew such crops as maize, haricots, vegetables, as well as keeping cattle.  They 
originally had, in their employ, descendants of previous slaves, all freed since the family did not 
settle at La Ferme until the 1880s. 

 A brother of Jean-Baptiste’s, Bonnet Ithier, left for Mauritius early on and settled in the 
Flacq District; he is buried at St. Julien Cemetery.  There is a ‘Camp Ithier’ in the vicinity of 
Flacq/Trou d’Eau Douce, that is said by X. to be connected with the Rodriguan branch of the 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA AND ST. BRANDON – THE ‘COLOURED POPULATION’ OF RODRIGUES 

Truth and Justice Commission  579 

Ithiers.  Some of Jean-Baptiste’s daughters were well-educated and became teachers at the local 
La Ferme primary school, but the more common practice, in olden days, was to encourage children 
to abandon their primary schooling to work on the farms, tending to the crops and animals.  This 
was the case for the individual interviewed.  There were no débouchés for students other than 
work, and few could go to Mauritius to pursue their studies.  The Ithiers are also reported to have 
rented extra Government land in the days of Jean-Baptiste Ithier, to grow additional crops which 
were transported to Mauritius for sale.  In Mauritius, it is likely that the Ithiers owned land in the 
Beau-Bassin, as well as the Flacq Districts.  Large ‘White/Coloured’ families were the order of the 
day; the interviewee’s father also had 13 children, as had had his father before him. 

 X. also pointed out that, at the time of his grandfather and father (born in 1912, he died in 
1976), one tended to marry other ‘White’ individuals, i.e. intermarry; for example, of the five 
daughters of Jean-Baptiste’s, two married Ithier cousins, one a Roussety, another married an 
Albert, and so on.  ‘Mulâtres’, he regarded as pejorative, and despite X. acknowledging the 
existence of cohabitation with ‘darker’ women, he stressed that a ‘mésalliance’ was, at the time of 
Jean-Baptiste, considered taboo. Such pejorative terms as ‘Mozambique’ and ‘Chevrette grillée’ 
were used, in the old days, for the ‘Montagnards’, but are no longer in common usage.  At La 
Ferme, the ‘White’ families have always been the: Roussety, Ithier, Meunier, Bouton, Allas 
families, among others, all agriculturalists.  Unable to travel to Mauritius for their secondary 
education such families had their children taught privately or publicly until the end of the primary 
schooling.  Many members of the Ithier family, in the early twentieth century, knew how to read 
and write from an early age – perhaps because they were taught by their elders, notably aunts of 
the interviewee.  The Church also fostered education among the families.  

 As for the descendants of freed slaves, they were treated as domestics, given the right to 
build their own homes on the family’s land, as well as grow their own vegetables. Because 
‘White/Coloured’ families were fond of food, domestics were hired to prepare copious meals and to 
work in the fields, and were remunerated per day’s work.  They were not looked upon as inferiors, 
nor were they exploited.  All Ithiers owned various-sized plots and used workers who were 
descendants of slaves, but these were well treated.  Slavery has, in the interviewee’s viewpoint, 
left little impact on the psyche of the Rodriguan population today. 

 Emigration to Mauritius has already been referred to.  The interviewee’s parents left for 
Mauritius, with their youngest daughter, and died there.  Other Ithiers have emigrated to Australia 
(mainly Melbourne), while a number remained at La Ferme.  The lack of good positions and the 
attractions of Mauritius and Australia are seen by the interviewee as reasons for this; he himself 
spent over twenty years in France.  A niece of the interviewee is living in Malvern, Victoria, 
Australia as is her father.  So it is that the lure of distant climes was too strong for even the most 
reasonably comfortable pastoralist families of Rodrigues.  This constitutes a change, since Bertuchi 
observed, in the 1920s, that Rodriguans were “quite averse to emigration […]   Not all the tales of a 
thousand Eldorados will make leave their little isle.” 47 

4.2. A member of the Gontran[d] family [whom we shall call Y.] 

 Y. is a former teacher and a highly respected member of the Port Mathurin community, a 
writer and local historian.  Interviewed at his house, he stressed the importance of Rodriguan 
‘séga’ and accordion music as a unifying factor that was inherited from both slavery and French 
colonists.  Explaining who the ‘Gens de la Montagne’ or ‘Zhabitants’ were, he indicated that many 
freed slaves were offered the opportunity to return to Mauritius, but that they refused, preferring 
to squat on some high lands.  Mme Pipon’s slaves [Séraphine Pipon, nee Marragon] were reportedly 
in that position, but chose to stay on Jardin Mamzelle, after her departure, cultivating maize and 
manioc, and living in huts.  The terms used for descendants of slaves, ‘Zhabitants’ and 
‘Montagnards’ or even ‘Noirs’, Y. sees as not pejorative, while the ‘Whites’ were described as ‘Zens 
la Kotte’, ‘Café au lait’ or ‘Mulâtres, the latter being a more offensive appellation.  ‘Bène 
Mozambiques’ was not used in a ‘nasty’ way, to begin with, but became pejorative.  ‘Zens la kotte’ 
were originally fishermen or marine carpenters.  

 Some areas were exclusively ‘White’, such as sections of Port Mathurin, but many were 
mixed, for example Oyster Bay or Rivière Cocos and Anse Mourouk.  The Catholic [and to a lesser 
extent, the Anglican] Church is perceived by Y. as having cemented the population, by creating 
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primary schools open to all, and through other forms of education, music and French.  Catholic 
priests are said to have banned Kreol, at one time, from the Church, and Fr. Thevaux’s role is said 
by Y. to have been crucial in developing education and in the spread of Christianity.  Some ‘Gens 
clairs’ married one another, but many men were tempted by cohabitation and by ‘Sega Tambours’ 
in the hills, which were decried by the Church, because of ensuing rampaging immorality and the 
births of illegitimate children.  Hence, priests kept a watchful eye, and ‘White’ men became more 
secretive.  Yet, all along, families, who were of ‘café au lait’ complexion, thought it unacceptable 
for their young people to marry outside their community, an indication that prejudices did exist in 
the nineteenth century, according to Y. 

 Y.’s ancestors, the Gontrans [also spelt Gontrands] came from Britanny, via Mauritius.  
Ferdinand Gontrand, the ancestor, arrived with Father Hilaire in September 1869, when the latter 
took up his post as the first curé of Rodrigues, in what became a parish of the Diocese of Port Louis. 
48  When he left Rodrigues for good in September 1880, Fr. Hilaire donated his properties to 
Ferdinand Gontrand; no title deed had been issued when the land was surveyed in 1878. 49  The 
Gontrands continued to occupy the land, known even today as ‘Concession Gontrand’, until an 
instrument of acquisition was granted on 13 September, 1894, by the Registrar General’s 
Department of Mauritius, to Mr. Ferdinand Gontrand and his heirs. 50  Y.’s father saw himself as 
being of Breton origins, but Ferdinand Gontrand married Palmyre Colette, a métisse of Mozambique 
origins, with whom he begat 12 children, 8 boys and 4 daughters – large ‘White’ families being the 
order of the day at the end of the 19th century.  One of the sons, Elysée, fought at the Battle of the 
Marne for the British in World War I. 

 The ‘Zens de la Kotte’ had money, being mainly owners of fisheries.  Cohabitation, started 
by ‘Ségas Tambours’, led to many illegitimate children being born out of wedlock and outside the 
community, but Y. stressed that they were recognized and accepted by their fathers.  ‘Rouges’, he 
explained, came from the fact that ‘Café au lait’ men would go fishing and be scorched by the sun.  
The Catholic priests practised discrimination in the 1890s, so the story went, when the front 
benches were all allocated in Church to the ‘Rouges’.  Illegitimate children were baptised on 
Fridays and given the names of their fathers to avoid future incestuous relationships, likely on a 
small island.  Many descendants of ‘White’ settlers went off to fight in the First World War (1914-
1918), while Y.’s father took part in World War II.  Several Gontrands continued to live at St. 
Gabriel, on the ‘Gontrand Concession’, or ‘sous le vent’, as it was known.  Yet, others had fishing 
posts at Anse Baleine, where they also bred goats. 

 The Gontrand children did not go to school until 1906, when a primary establishment was 
built at Rivière Cocos.  At Port Mathurin, where some Gontrands set up fisheries, the girls were 
educated at home, and it is known that Ferdinand Gontrand, a ‘Choir boy’ to Fr. Hilaire, had been 
taught to read and write in the 1870s.  Ferdinand died before the First World War, and his wife 
Palmyre in 1937 – she had been married religiously to him.  Their children and descendants were 
listed by Y. as follows (m: married): 

1. Elizène, m. Charles François (7 children) 

2. Léonard, m. Yeyette François (8 children)  

3. Ferdinand Achille, (born 1907), m. Louise Pierre (7 children) 

4. Emile, m. Olivia Raffault of Oyster Bay (8 children) 

5. Roger, m. Léonida Allas (9 children) 

6. Madeline, m. a Roussety (3 children) 

7. Mabelle, m. first an Elysée; then a Meunier (10 children) 

8. Fernand, m. Olive Ismaël (of Persian descent) (6 children) 

9. Ida, m. Noë Meunier (10 children)  

10. Abel, m. Edith Roussety (11 children) 

11. and,  12. Elysée and Élie died young. 
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Intermarriage within the ‘Rouges’ is illustrated by this, but marriage to métis is also 
brought out.  To support such large families, ‘White’ men had to fish, as well as set up plantations.  
The son of Elizène, Fernand, acquired land on Ile aux Chats, where a little maize was cultivated.  
The ‘Rouges’ employed ‘black workers’ as domestics and labourers, but treated them well, feeding 
them and allowing them to grow their own crops.  Rice was a special treat for all and was served 
only once a week on Sundays, on account of it having to be imported.  Domestics were paid wages 
on a daily basis, and often workers were given a loan of the masters’ boats to go fishing.  The 
‘Montagnards’, through the system of ‘barter’, traded in maize and crops to the shopkeepers 
(Indians or Chinese) in return for other goods.  Y. pointed out that this was very much to the 
advantage of shopkeepers. 

In his youth, Y. stated, slavery was not an issue, nor discussed much.  Freed slaves, who 
came from Mauritius after Abolition in 1839, were fishermen.  They lived or survived through work, 
even though their skills were limited: ‘Rouges’ later often referred to the work of descendants of 
slaves as sloppy, and the phrase ‘travail Zhabitants’ has survived to designate ‘unsatisfactory 
work’.  ‘Rouges’ were not just fishermen and pastoralists; a few were excellent carpenters, as for 
‘Ton. Bébert Rose’, who built some excellent colonial homes at Port Mathurin.  Other members of 
the Rose family had cattle at Baie du Nord or Baie aux Huîtres, while also repairing and building 
‘pirogues’. 

4.3. A Member of the Castel family (called Z.) 

 Several members of the Castel family have gained prominence in Rodriguan society; North-
Coombes indicated that they arrived in Rodrigues from Mauritius, as métis, later than the early 
settlers.  Z. indicated, during the interview, that increasingly, divisions (‘cloisons’) between 
communities were disappearing, as the young generation intermarries, so that ‘Rouges’ and darker-
skinned individuals set up homes together.  He identified social and economic factors as the chief 
causes of this, and since the majority of Rodriguans are métis, it is not surprising that social 
prejudices have not survived.  He used another expression to describe the ‘Montagnards’: the ‘Gens 
de la Campagne’.  Areas, where non- ‘campagnards’ are numerous, include: La Ferme, Port 
Mathurin, Anse aux Anglais, Baie aux Huîtres, Camp du Roi. 

 Trade and Port Mathurin can account for the visible wealth in some areas. Yet, many 
descendants of freed slaves worked ‘under the yoke of early colonialists’, namely rich merchants.  
When they succeeded in freeing themselves from this yoke, they took refuge in the hills, either to 
become ‘their own masters’, or to ‘lord over others’.  However, today, in schools, divisions are not 
noticeable and a certain ‘fellowship’ prevails.  Workers nowadays share jobs in hand without any 
reticence, and at a social level, there are few problems.  Balls attract people from all 
communities.  In this, the Catholic and Anglican Churches have played a prominent role, the Centre 
Carrefour, run by the Church, attracts all types of persons, although ‘Montagnards’, often ‘pale 
skinned’ but ‘disadvantaged’, attend more regularly.  ‘Campagnards’ have the legal rights to enjoy 
fertile lands in the mountains, but they pay a lease - ‘bail’ - (about Rs 400 per year) that is 
renewed every so many years (20 years in most cases). 

 One major source of concern is illiteracy among the ‘Campagnards’; many still do not send 
their children to school, as used to be the case in the past.  Others earnestly wish their children to 
have a good education, but the latter have great difficulties in going to and from school, walking 
long distances.  Since 1990, education has made huge strides, but a criticism that is frequently 
voiced is: “If Rodrigues were a Hindu colony, the population would be taken better care of.”  The 
amount of money spent on libraries by the Mauritian Government is ludicrous; the collections do 
not allow for project work or research by school children.  Hence, Rodriguan adolescents struggle 
to reach the same standard as their Mauritian counterparts, through no fault of their dedicated 
teachers.  The Kreol language is unanimously accepted by all communities; hence, the fight is won 
in this respect.  It is a strong unifying element.  Most children also love French and work hard at it, 
but they are not as proficient in English as Mauritian children. 51  The previous snobbishness, 
associated with French, as displayed by ‘Rouges’ families, is fast disappearing. 

 For all their willingness to progress, Rodriguan children manifestly lag behind their 
Mauritian counterparts at secondary level, because of a scarcity of resources, facilities, equipment 
and funds.  Z. underlined the fact that ‘Gens de la Campagne’ often appear more conscious, 
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nowadays, of the importance of education than ‘Gens Clairs’; the reverse was true in olden days.  
Rodrigues forms more professionals – e.g. teachers and doctors – than it needs; returning to one’s 
island after University studies is not a common practice.  Scholarship winners (Laureates) often stay 
on abroad; the few doctors who return are not recognized for what they are worth by visiting 
Mauritian professionals and either feel neglected, or are unable to keep abreast of new techniques.  
After a while, Z. assumes, they are discouraged. 

4.4. Impact of slavery 

 Slavery, it would appear, has not left an indelible imprint on the psyche or character of 
descendants of slaves.  X., Y. and Z. pointed out that, rarely – if ever – had he heard ‘Campagnards’ 
state: “I am a descendant of slaves.”  Local historians do not dwell on slavery, and no one seems to 
discuss at length the implications of the ‘Truth and Justice Commission’.  Artists in Rodrigues even 
look at slavery with a pinch of salt and have published amusing tales concerning freed slaves, 
according to Z.  As for local politicians, they do not put undue emphasis on communalism or the 
legacy of slavery.  For all that, to a candid observer on a visit, Rodrigues does suffer considerably in 
its present infrastructures (social, physical and educational) 52 from the fact that is has been, and is 
largely, a ‘Creole’ island blighted by its past.  Would the island lag so far behind, if it had been 
populated by large numbers of Hindu/Moslem labourers, or indeed ‘White’ colonists?  It is manifest 
that Rodrigues has missed out on ‘Indentured labour’ and, hence, it is more than a little neglected.  
The Rodrigues Regional Assembly will take some time to set those reversals right, but the people of 
Rodrigues remain generally optimistic about their future and are ‘grands débrouillards’.  The 
present and the future are of greater concern to them, justifiably, than the past.  One of our 
recommendations, however, is that in the field of Education and literacy, the Government of 
Mauritius, and of Rodrigues, ought to do more for the island and, by treating it as a special case, 
we should invest a great deal more in the dependency’s educational infrastructures (see 
Recommendations). 

5. RODRIGUES: LANDOWNERSHIP 

 The Project Teams, working on Projects (a) on ‘Land’, and (b) on Rodrigues, will present its 
own separate findings on the two issues.  Our concern here is to include a few details about the 
‘Coloured Population’ borrowed from the Recueil de documents pour servir à l’histoire de 
Rodrigues (1969). 53  The list of land concessions on Rodrigues from 1817 to 1871 mentions herein 
the following individuals of ‘Coloured’ origins.  Reference is to M.N.A. File R/R2.  Obvious French 
‘White’ and British names are excluded. 

Land Concessions 

 

Table 3

Land Concessions in Rodrigues (1817 – 1871) 
Vol. 24 

No. 
Names Dates Descriptions/sites 

68 Germain Legros 29.9.1820 

3 sites of 108 Arpents, 
Anse-aux-Anglais and 

l’Hermitage. 
 

140 
Delaître (substituted to M. 
Rochetaing who abandoned 

the place 
14.8.1817 

Trois-Ilots, 2 sites of 108 
Arpents in Rodrigues. 

 

Vol. 25 
No. 100 

Dame Avice, wife of 
Chenard 

21.7.1830 

A site of 108 Arpents at 
Anse-aux-Cannes; 

‘pêcherie’ at Islot-aux-
Insectes. 

 

No. 103 Gabriel Bègue 27.8.1829 
3 sites totaling 324 

Arpents on Rodrigues. 
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85 Antoine Charles 29.6.1866 
Plot of 1882 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

86 Albert Haoust 29.6.1866 
Plot of 1638 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

88 Emma Félicité 29.6.1866 
Plot of 3333 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

89 George Edouard 29.6.1866 
Plot of 2935 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

90 Pierre Raffaut 29.6.1866 
Plot of 4836 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

91 Ozélie Carel 29.6.1866 
Plot of 1870 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

111 Marie Rose Portalis 13.10.1866 
Plot of 2987 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

112 Marie Aurore Claire Winters 13.10.1866 
Plot of 1846 sq. yards, 

Port Mathurin. 
 

141 Charles François 31.7.1867 
Plot of 8404 sq. yards, 

Oyster Bay. 
 

152 

Albert Haoust; 
Joseph Berton; 
Fernand Bonelle 

 

16.9.1867 Plot of 400 acres, 
Rodrigues. 

165 Marie Palmyre François 20.12.1867 
Plot of 3863 acres, 
Trèfle, Rodrigues. 

 
 
 

No. 
Vol. 30 
 

Names Dates Descriptions/sites 

198 Béline Médicis 18.2.1869 Plot of 2472 sq. yards, 
Port Mathurin. 
 

200 Ozélie Clarel 28.4.1869 Plot of 25 acres, Trèfle, 
Rodrigues. 
 

201 Ozélie Clarel 28.4.1869 Plot of 60 7/10 acres, 
Montagne François. 
 

208 Désiré and Ninka Lalande 31.12.1869 Plot of 100 acres, 
Diamond Bay. 
 

219 Messrs. Télescourt and 
Lauricourt, Jean Félix 

3.5.1871 Plot of 1972 sq.yards, 
Port Mathurin. 
 

220 Ibid. 3.5.1871 Plot of 3944 sq. yards, 
Port Mathurin. 
 

221 Ernest Allas 3.5.1871 Plot of 937 sq. yards, 
Port Mathurin. 
 

223 Jean Evenor Meunier 3.5.1871 Plot of 3289 sq. yards, 
Port Mathurin. 
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At the M.N.A., one also finds the following details under ‘Rodrigues Land Concessions’ (1845), Extracted from 

the books ‘Domaine’, Archives Office, 1845’ (TB 6/4). 

 

No. 162, 
F. 197 Duessy, Wm. 25.1.1821 

216 Arpents in Anse East 
North East. 

 

 Of special interest are the following details concerning the Marragon family: 

No. 160, 
F. 182 Mr. Marragon 29.9.1820 

324 Arpents and the 
‘jouissance’ of Îlot aux 

Fous and Îlot aux Crabes 
for a fishing 

establishment. 
 

No. 161, 
F. 183 Made Marragon 29.9.1820 

216 Arpents at Baie aux 
Huîtres. 

 

 In his short introduction to this table, J.-F. Dupon commented: “De 1817 à 1830, les 
concessions de terres, qui s’ajoutent aux cessions en jouissance des îlots du lagon, sont de 108 
arpents (environ 43,2 hectares ou multiples de 108 arpents à l’exception d’un employé du 
gouvernement (250 arpents)”.  He adds that small concessions multiplied at Port Mathurin, 
measuring ½ hectare or 1/10 hectare, which shows a real development of this urban 
agglomeration. 54  Finally, it is to be noted that on 31 December, 1869, George Jenner, who had 
replaced Edward Stevens Messiter, as Police Magistrate on 14 May, 1862, received a land concession 
of 24 6/10 acres at Bambou, Rodrigues, while Thomas Morris [John Morris’ descendant] was also 
granted a concession of 15 acres at Bambou on 31 December, 1869.  In his analysis of the economy 
of Rodrigues, Dupon observed in 1967: 

“As for lands appropriated, they represent about 1/7th of all cultivated land, and if 
one were to exclude the Catholic Church which, with about 40 hectares, was by far 
the biggest landowner on the island, and less than 10 owners who had 5 to 10 hectares 
each, the average property would be well below 2 arpents.  The Napoleonic Code, as 
applied to Mauritius, was partly responsible for this division of land […]”55  

 As for the ‘squatting system’, we leave it to the ‘Land’ and ‘Rodrigues’ teams to discuss 
this at length.  One major contributor to legalizing the system was Georges Jenner, Magistrate.  
North-Coombes explains:  

“As regards land, Jenner, unlike his predecessors, limited the inhabitants’ practice of 
occupying crown lands as they pleased, and succeeded in inducing the Government to 
take positive action.  The result of this was that a number of so-called “squatters” 
became owners of land on easy terms of payment, though as yet no rent was exacted 
from those who continued to cultivate crown land on verbal leases.” 56 

Today, the entire system of ‘leases’ has been developed and legalized; less resentment 
prevails, and the gap between landowners and ‘lease holders’ has narrowed. 57 
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INTRODUCTION 

This report is based essentially on the analysis of fieldnotes and oral interviews which were 
conducted during field research in Rodrigues in 2010. Fieldwork was carried out in the context of 
the Oral History of Descendants of Slaves Project commissioned by the TJC. This report should 
therefore be read in conjunction with the Oral History Project. This report is based on a judgement 
sample of eight respondents that is equivalent to half of the testimonies collected. 

The transcripts were analysed in line with the objectives of this research. Relevant extracts of 
informants’ testimonies are included in support of the analysis.  These extracts are in the language 
used in the interviews followed by a translation in English. 

This document should be seen as a complement to the information provided in other reports with 
the aim of building a comprehensive picture of the impact of slavery in Rodrigues. 

The history of island remains unknown to many people (including Mauritians and Rodriguans), with 
Mauritian History taking precedence over that of Rodrigues. This report aims at adding to our 
knowledge of slavery, its sequels and legacies in contemporary Rodrigues.  

In this respect, this document focuses on the impact of slavery on contemporary Rodriguan society.  

SLAVERY IN RODRIGUES  

Agriculture and fishing were high-intensity in terms of human labour. Hence, when the colonisers 
settled, they introduced slaves as domestic and agricultural labourers. The slaves were first 
introduced under the French colonisation. Berthelot (2002, p. 65) wrote that: 

 “[…] Le doc no. 16 datant de 1769 décrit la colonie comme étant composée 
d’un commandant et sa famille, de son gendre M. De Julienne, d’un 
chirurgien, un caporal et d’un groupe de ‘noirs’ [originaires de Madagascar ou 
des Indes] esclaves de la compagnie auxquels se joignent quelques libres […] » 

 (Eng. trans: the document No. 16 dating to 1769 describes the colony as 
composed of a commander and his family, of his son-in-law, Mr. De Julienne, a 
surgeon, a corporal and of a group of 'blacks' [natives of Madagascar or India] 
slaves of the Company as well as some freed).  

Since there were no sugar plantations in Rodrigues, during interviews, respondents stated that the 
slaves in Rodrigues were agricultural labourers and breeders, they ‘in aranz zot ti lakaz nouri zot 
zanimo’1 (Eng. rans. Built sheds and reared animals) and were plito konsidere kom domestik2 (Eng. 
rarns. Were considered as domestic workers). Their statement is sustained by historians who wrote 
that the ‘Blacks’ in Rodrigues were planters and breeders.3  

The slaves outnumbered the Colons as Berthelot (2002, p. 6) explains; in August 1767, there were 5 
slaves and in November 1767, 7 slaves and 16 free Indians were recorded. The slaves’ experiences 
in Rodrigues differed from the practice of slavery in other colonies including Mauritius:  

“[…] mai esklav la li pa esklav ensener…ti 1 esklav mai zot ti trait zot esklav 
difereramen…nou p dir esklavaz ti bien e bel presen dan rodrigues osi mai li 
pa ti mem form ki esklavaz a moris ou a madagascar ou a la reunion [...]”4 

(Eng. trans: But the slaves were not chained [...] there were slaves but were treated 
differently [...] we saying that slaves were also present in Rodrigues but it was not of 
the same nature as slavery in Mauritius or Madagascar or Reunion). 

One of the correspondences referred to in Berthelot (2002, p. 8) illustrated that, even if slavery in 
Rodrigues is perceived as having been mild and rather humane, the slaves experienced oppression 
and servitude. They were ‘des Noirs brutes sans vices ; il sera facile de les soumettre au travail 
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nécessaire’ (Eng. trans. Brute Blacks without flaws; it will be easy to subject them to the necessary 
work).  

Indeed, they were governed by the Code Noir, 1723, that explicitly objectified them as the 
property of their masters. The slaves were not human beings and thus did not have any human 
rights. The latter, the Freed population and Coloured People, did not enjoy the same status and 
privileges as the Colons who were the only Citizens.  

The correspondences cited by the author also revealed that, although in the oral interviews, the 
slaves were conceived as enjoying freedom of movement and as not being enchained, yet, they 
were not free to move all over the place and sometimes they even wore chains, as illustrated in the 
extract below: 

  “[…] Les Noirs du citoyen Gauthier toujours marrons, ayant rencontré un 
Noir et deux négresses du citoyen Rochetaing aux environs de son habitation 
ont entraîné avec eux le Noir, après avoir ôté un collier que son maître lui 
avait fait mettre : les deux négresses qui avaient aussi des fers, n’ayant pu 
être délivrées, ils les ont renvoyées de peur que la lenteur de leur marche ne 
les fît prendre […]  

 (Eng. trans: The Blacks of Citizen Gauthier always maroon, having met a Black 
and two Negroes of Citizen Rochetaing in the whereabout of his property 
hauled the Black with them after removing the collar which his master made 
him wear: the two negroes who had chains as well, not having been able to be 
freed, they sent them back for fear that because of their slowness, they would 
be caught). 

What they conceived as freedom of movement was, in fact, a form of maroonage or vagrancy, 
although for most of the informants, there were no maroon slaves or ‘vagrant slaves’ in Rodrigues. 
Maroonage on the island was different compared to Mauritius in that the maroons did not hurl 
themselves by hurling themselves off a mountain or a cliff and it was rather similar to vagrancy. 
The slaves were vagrant for a few days and then came back.  

The origins of the local popular term esklav libre (Eng. trans. Free Slaves) is rooted in this common 
perception that in Rodrigues there were ‘free slaves’. They were free in the sense that they were 
not physically enchained. Nonetheless, they were slaves because they were mentally enchained and 
legally, as per the Code Noir, they were the property of their masters.  Hence, by Law, they were 
slaves and mentally, they internalised their slave status.  

«[…] esklav zot ban anglai in amen zot dan 1 bato apar e ler zon desan zon zot 
de lamain lib zot de lipied lib sa v dir dan moris ena dimun in vin avek la sen 
dan la mein […]5 

(Eng. trans: slaves whom the British brought them in a separate boat when they 
landed, had both their hands free, both feet were free which means in Mauritius, 
there are people who arrived with their hands chained)”.   

«[…] wi parski tou nwar a lepok dapre listwar tou person de la ras noir eter 
esklav parski ti enan 1 kod nwar ki dapre listwar dir nou…toute person non ras 
blans noir eter esklav […]6 

(Eng. trans: yes because in the past according to History, all people belonging to the 
Black race were slaves because there was a Black Code that, according to history, 
tells us…all people that are not of the White race Blacks are slaves)”. 

«[…] oun dir mwa ban esklav ti vin lib non ? Wi exactemen; ek ki zot ti melnaz 
ek ban zot pa ti ensene? non non zot pa ti ensene […]7 

(Eng. trans: you told me the slaves arrived free ? yes exactly, did they mix and they 
were not enchained? No, no, they were not enchained)”. 
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This popular perception of ‘free slaves’ might be consequential to the fact that Rodriguans do not 
seem to distinguish between the ‘Blacks’ who arrived as slaves and those that arrived as Liberated 
Africans after the abolition of slavery in 1835 (and in 1839 in Rodrigues). In keeping with historians, 
after the death of Marragon in 1826 and until 1843, the island was abandoned without any 
administration, and hence there are not records of the number of Liberated Africans who landed 
during this period.  

In conformity with Berthelot (2002) and the testimonies gathered, vagrancy was the main cause of 
social disorder on the island and underpinned the tensions between Marragon and the other colons 
especially Rochetaing and Gauthier. There were hostilities between the colons and Marragon 
because of a lack of harmony, and the former considered that the latter treated the slaves too 
humanely and was too lenient.  

The respondents such as Ben represented Marragon as a bon maître (Eng. trans. Good Slave-Master) 
who treated his slaves humanely, compared to the other local masters, and especially Rochetaing 
and Gauthier who were represented as Cruel Slave-Masters North-Coombes (1971, p.59) supported 
these representations: 

“[…] things did not go smoothly between Rochetaing and Marragon. Rochetaing 
complained bitterly about Marragon’s attitude and the lawlessness of his 
runaway slaves. He says Marragon grew manioc to feed the cattle which he 
sold to the British and that his slaves appeared to have been brought to 
Rodrigues only ‘to be fattened [...] later Rochetaing petitioned the 
authorities to remove him on the grounds of old age [...]”. 

In instances of maroonage, the Article 31 of the Code Noire stipulated that the slave who went 
maroon for one month had an ear cut and a shoulder marked with a Fleur de Lys. If the slave went 
maroon a second time, he/she had a hallow of the knee cut and the other elbow marked with a 
Fleur de Lys.  The third time, it was death penalty.  

Philibert Marragon, with his wife settled on the island as Civil Agent of the French Government. He 
officially administered the island until the French ceded the country to the British. After the 
Lieutenant-Colonel Henry S. Keating took possession of the island in August 1809, Marragon swore 
an oath of allegiance to the British and, in 1810, he was promoted Major. From 1810 to 1820, he 
unofficially administered the island.8  

During British colonisation, even if slavery was proclaimed illegal since 1807 in all British colonies, 
more slaves were introduced to Mauritius. Berthelot (2002, pp.14-17) recorded that on the 20th 
August 1809 there were 41 slaves of whom seven belonged to Le Gros and more than 20 to 
Marragon. The Indians were repatriated to Bombay. In 1826, there were 20 Europeans, 3 Freed and 
100 Slaves (49 men and 28 women) on the island. These figures indicate an increase of 59% slaves in 
17 years, as a result of births and the introduction of new slaves. In 1838, at the abolition of 
slavery, the number of apprentices and the total population amounted to 127 and 300 
respectively.9 

The names of the slave-masters are still present in the collective memory of the Rodriguans. It 
seems that the local population keep alive the memory of the Colons rather than that of the slaves.  

The local residents have a high respect for Maragon especially. It is believed that he was buried 
with his slaves, but only his grave was renovated and a monument erected in his memory. The 
probable location of the tomb of the slaves is marked with stones. No archaeological digging was 
undertaken to find out whether his slaves were indeed buried with him.  

However, given that Colonial Rules forbade slaves to be buried in a cemetery and most of all, not 
with their master, in a Whites’ cemetery, it is most likely, as mentioned by Rosange, that the 
slaves were buried in an old cemetery named by the elders Montagn Simtier (Eng. trans. Cemetery 
Mountain) located near Union. An archaeological survey has to be carried out to ascertain whether 
this potential heritage site can be listed as national heritage.  

One of the reasons why the Rodriguans perpetuate the legacy and memory of the slave-masters 
might be that slavery was not as harsh and cruel as in the other islands of the Mascarenes. The 
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slaves were not tortured and did not want to be emancipated. Another reason might be that there 
is no history of maroonage on the island, as in metropolitan Mauritius, and there are no ‘slave hero’ 
stories. Consequently, there are no myths, legends and local history of resistance with which the 
Rodriguans can identify. 

POST-INDEPENDENCE  

The pre-and post-Independence period are still living memories in Rodrigues for various reasons. 
Firstly, it was a key historical moment that had a major impact on the socio-political relationships 
with Mauritius. Secondly, Rodrigues was against Independence and pressed her case to remain a 
British colony. This political choice already indicated divergent political directions and the 
willingness of Rodriguans that their country be considered as a separate entity from its sister 
island. This aspiration for autonomy is at the core of political debates even now. Thirdly, the fact 
that the Rodriguans were discarded from the Colonial Assembly debates on the Constitution of 1958 
was a sign of the long marginalisation of the island. Fourthly, this period correlates with the 
emergence of a Rodriguan consciousness and the building of Rodriguan national identity.  

The historical events associated with Independence are still alive in the Rodriguan collective 
memory. The local population irrespective of the religio-ethnic affiliation identify with their local 
History. This shared History is the founding-stone of this strong and deeply rooted Rodriguan 
consciousness. The testimonies uncovered a common perception and feeling that Rodriguans have 
historically been ostracised and that their island has been neglected, marginalised and kept in an 
underdeveloped State by the British Colonial Government and, subsequently by the various 
Mauritian Governments.  

Ben and Noel testified that in 1967, Rodriguans voted for the PMSD. Guy Olivry and Clément Rousty 
gathered 96% of the votes10. In 1968, they protested against Independence and were pro-PMSD, as 
they believed in the Party’s propaganda that Independence would lead to Hindu hegemony to the 
detriment of the ‘Creoles’ and General Population category. They claimed that if the Indo-
Mauritians came to power, in other words, if the Labour Party won the elections, English and 
French would be removed from academic schools, and they would close the Catholic Churches. On 
the 12th March 1969, the national flag was raised in Rodrigues.  

Testimonies and historiographies stress the fact that from the 17th century to the beginning of the 
20th century, Rodrigues was chiefly a land of exile. Most probably, because of its spatial 
characteristics, and particularly because of its remoteness, the country was conceived as an ideal 
‘refugee land’.  

Even if, on the one hand, the island’s climatic conditions, topography and geographical location 
and isolation did not deter the ‘refugees’, on the other hand, because of these natural 
characteristics, Rodrigues was, for most of the time, uninhabited and occasionally a land of 
temporary settlement. It was, for a long time, considered as being uninhabitable.  

The various unfruitful colonising attempts were factors that heralded the obstacles to the country’s 
development. Despite the fact that these natural and environmental features preserved and 
protected the island from external influences, they deterred the inflow of external investment that 
hampered its economic development.  

Its natural landscape and localisation, combined with the national politico-economic orientations of 
the Republic, kept the island, for a long time, in a state of dependency and underdevelopment. It 
is only at the end of the 20th century that the economy of the island underwent fundamental 
changes with Tourism and particularly Eco-Tourism becoming a third economic pillar. 

Nevertheless, the country is still largely economically dependent on metropolitan Mauritius, and 
compared to Mauritius, Rodrigues is poor economically. The United Nations Development 
Programme (2009) reported that the incidence of poverty in the land (3.6%) is well above the 
national average (9.7%). Indeed, as per the Central Statistics Office (2001, p. 250) data, the 
average household income in Rodrigues is 6,622 rupees, while in Mauritius, the average is 10,323 
rupees, a difference of 3,701 rupees.  
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It is a vulnerable small developing island with, as UNDP reported a low relative development index, 
facing problems of inadequate access to clean, drinkable water and disposal of solid water that do 
not fully comply with the norms of the World Health Organisation. In terms of energy supply, the 
Organisation has stated that the island is still greatly dependent on imports of fossil fuel. 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES (See Table 1) 

Rodrigues, like almost all former slave colonies, is a land of immigration that was built on the 
Diasporic movements of Africans, Europeans, Chinese and Indians during the Colonial and Post-
Colonial era. Although from an etic perspective, Rodriguan society is perceived as homogenous 
because of the predominance of African and Malagasy Diasporas, from an emic stand, ethnic 
variations can be observed based on phenotype and socio-economic differences.  

In line with what Jean Michel Jauze asserts (1998), compared to the other islands constituting the 
Mascarenes, Rodrigues is la plus Créole des trois îles (Eng. trans. The most Creole of the tree 
islands) because she presents les traits les moins altérés de cette culture Créole ancienne (Eng. 
trans. Least altered traits of this ancient Creole culture).  

On the one hand, colonialism in Rodrigues was not of the same nature as in its sister island, since 
the former experienced different degrees of domination, ‘Europeanisation’ and experiences of 
settlement and cultural patterns. On the other hand, its remoteness and its isolation from the main 
inter-continental migratory movement from Europe and India, until the end of 20th century, 
protected the island from the impact of modernisation and globalisation. Consequently, Rodrigues 
was, for a long time, a closed system, to some degree self-sufficient, and thus did not undergo the 
aversive processes of acculturation and deculturation.  

The ethnic stratification of Rodriguan society differs from that of Mauritian society because of 
differing migratory histories. The present local cosmopolitan composition is the product, and the 
window, of the island’s peculiar settlement History.  

The local population can be divided into four ethnic groups namely: ‘Black’ Rodriguans, 
‘Mulattoes’, Chinese and Asians (Muslims and Indians). These taxonomic categories are founded on 
the folk categorisation; in other words, how the Rodriguans categorise themselves. 

The Rodriguans of Asian origins (Indians, Muslims and Chinese) are in a minority on the island. As 
historians have pointed out, the indentured-ship system was not implemented in Rodrigues, and the 
island was not on the migratory route of the Asians. Jauze (1998) proposes two reasons for the 
insignificant presence of the Indian Diaspora in Rodrigues despite its proximity to Mauritius. Firstly, 
there was no massive and constant immigration of Mauritians to Rodrigues and, secondly, 
theindentured labour system was introduced in the main sugar plantation colonies of the 
Mascarenes.  

Historians date the arrival of the Chinese and Muslims traders on the Rodriguan shores at around 
the 1890s that coincide with the first exodus of the Chinese immigrants from Mauritius to the 
African continent and other countries. Consequently, these traders most probably came from 
Mauritius where they were considered as ‘aliens’. Facing racial discrimination and nepotism, they 
went to another refugee land. 

Each ethnic group has peculiar categorical characteristics that function as descriptors and 
membership markers. These markers play a core role in self-identity and social identity 
construction that regulate inter-group and outer-group negotiations during social interactions. 
Religious affiliation, skin colour and ethno-spatial organisation are indicators of the heterogeneity 
of Rodrigues.  

Rodriguan society is born from métissage (Eng. trans. Cross-breeding) especially African and 
European miscegenation. The meeting of these cultures resulted in cultural cross-fertilisation and 
mixing that constitute contemporary Rodriguan culture.  



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA AND ST. BRANDON – SLAVERY AND ITS LEGACIES IN RODRIGUES   

Truth and Justice Commission  594 

For Ben, gender imbalances, with the number of women exceeding the number of men, meant that 
‘White’ men had priority over Black men for access to women. For a long time, children born out of 
illegitimate relationships were baptised on a different day (on Fridays) than the legitimate children 
(who were baptised on Sundays) and the former were, often, not declared by their biological 
fathers.   

Indeed, the population imbalance between the slaves and the Colons, with the former 
outnumbering the Colons and the lack of Colon women, might surely have encouraged inter-racial 
sexual relationships and cross-breeding, even if the Code Noir and successive colonial legislations 
such as the Code Decaen forbade such relationships. Although the island was administered by the 
Code Noir, since Rodrigues was isolated from Mauritius, the application of the Code Noir was, 
surely, loose, and it was not applied to the letter.  

The interviews revealed with the exception of some instances of cross-breeding, that the ‘colour 
bar’ system prevailed on the island after the abolition of slavery and until the end of the 20th 
century. The island was divided between the dark-skinned Rodriguans living inland, and the light-
skinned people residing along the coast. This division was maintained by endogamous marriage as in 
the past marriage based on colour was the norm.  The light-skinned Rodriguans married within their 
immediate social network and cousin marriages were common practice.  

However, recently, inter-racial mixing has become more frequent and hascontributed to the 
breaking down of these colour barriers and to the emergence of a hybrid phenotype. Socio-
economic developments and westernisation have furthered exogamous marriage that subsequently 
influenced the local macro-system such as the local stratification system and the national identity 
construction. The local residents consider themselves as Rodriguan Creoles.  

As stated by Ben, this shift in marriage patterns results from changes in the social and economic 
profile of the island. Rodrigues was a self-subsistent agrarian society and by the end of the 20th 
century, it gradually entered the free market capitalist system, following the diversification of its 
economy. The local economy is currently relying on the agricultural sector, the construction sector 
and the commercial sector that are the main employers, as indicated below.  

Capitalism brought a shift in the local occupational pattern from a traditional one, based on 
diversified foraging, to a more complex one based on the division of labour and technological 
production. The capitalist mode of production, similarly, led to changes in the local stratification 
system with the introduction of a more complex social class stratification.  

Even though the Rodriguans are more and more dependent on the market economy, arable land is 
still available, especially in the interior part of the island, and hence most of the zabitan continue 
their farming activities for personal consumption and for sales to supplement their income.  

Rodriguan society is becoming more complex, being divided along socio-economic lines (job status, 
educational achievements and financial ranking) as well as biophysical appearance. Although racial 
divisions are disappearing, skin-colour is still salient in social interactions. The inflow of Mauritians 
and foreign settlers is adding to this internal diversity.  

Unfortunately, accurate statistics are not available on the number of Mauritians and foreigners 
residing in Rodrigues. The Central Statistics (2000) provide aggregate data on the number of 
Mauritians and foreign visitors who number 35,749 and 72 respectively.  

Consequently, occupational status and social class are the main criteria in spouse choice, as 
marriage is conceived as an opportunity of upward socio-economic mobility. As Luc has indicated, 
socio-economic criteria underpin inter-ethnic marriage. A ‘Mulatto’ man will marry a ‘Black 
intellectual’ woman but not one who is inferior to him. However, an ‘intellectual Black’ woman will 
marry a ‘Mulatto’ who is not as ‘intellectual’ as her.  

In the first instance, Black women achievers represent upward socio-economic mobility and 
marriage will ensure that the man will climb up the social ladder. In the second instance, for 
women to marry a light-skinned man is conceived as a social promotion, whether the man is a social 
achiever or not. This stereotypical perception and conception of Whiteness as being superior to 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA AND ST. BRANDON – SLAVERY AND ITS LEGACIES IN RODRIGUES   

Truth and Justice Commission  595 

Blackness is a sequel of slavery, whereby Whiteness is portrayed in positive terms, since it is 
associated with purity, with to evil, ugliness and failure.  

In popular perception, the real slave descendants are the Black Rodriguans living inland, who are 
farmers and planters. They are also commonly referred to as zabitan (Eng. trans. Native). The 
light-skinned residents are considered as the real descendants of the Colons who are pejoratively 
referred to as demi kle (Eng. trans. Half-key) or Zens la kot (Eng. trans. Coastal people) and who 
are fishermen. The local term demi-kle, as Ben explained, referred to fair-skinned Rodriguans born 
out or cross-breeding. 

This biophysical categorisation of the local population is substantiated by Jauze (1998, p.20):  

 “L’existence de trois phénotypes, les ‘Noirs’ agriculteurs de l’intérieur, les 
‘Rouges’ de la côte, pêcheurs en majorité et les ‘Asiatiques’ [Chinois ou 
Musulmans] commerçants de profession qui constituent de ce fait ‘la couche 
privilégiée de la société rodriguaise’. La provenance ethnique, l’activité 
exercée et la répartition spatiale sont intrinsèquement liés. Sous l’action de 
métissages de plus en plus fréquente un phénotype supplémentaire émerge 
progressivement.» 

(Eng. trans: The existence of three phenotypes, the 'Black' farmers of the 
interior, the 'Red' of the coast, fishermen for the majority and the 'Asians' 
[Chinese or Muslims] traders of profession who constitute the ‘privileged group 
of Rodriguan society'. The ethnic origins, the professional activity and the 
spatial distribution are intrinsically connected. Following more frequent 
interbreeding, an additional phenotype appears gradually). 

Irrespective of the different ancestral origins, the local residents identify themselves primarily as 
Rodriguans, because of their strong national identity resulting from a deeply-anchored Rodriguan 
consciousness. Their secondary identification is to their religious group; either they are Catholics or 
Muslims or Hindus. In fact, whilst Mauritians, primary identification tends to be to their religio-
ethnic community, such an identification process is non-existent in Rodrigues because there are no 
‘communal’ divisions (in the Mauritian sense of the word) in Rodriguan society.  

However, since the beginning of the 21st century, a new form of social division is emerging, based 
on political divisions. This socio-political division is threatening social cohesion and unity. Following 
the General Elections of 2010, many interviewees stated that the metropolitan political system is 
negatively affecting the local political system, with local politicians adopting the same political 
behaviour as their Mauritian coreligionists; for example, some mentioned that politicians bought 
the elections, which implies that corruption has entered Rodriguan society. Patronage, as well, is 
becoming common practice, especially in the Public Sector. Such practice and limited employment 
opportunities encourage young Rodriguans to migrate to Mauritius and abroad.  

RELIGION AND TRADITIONAL PRACTICES  

According to Jauze (1998, p. 25), the population’s growth from 1871 was fast and constant, and 
from 1982, it experienced a downward shift. As from 1996, the growth stabilised. At 31st December 
2009, the local population was estimated to be 37,774.11 Roman Catholicism remains the main 
religious group, with the majority of the population being of African descent, European descent and 
of mixed African and European descent. There is a minority of Hindus, Muslims and Buddhists. 

Even if Roman Catholicism is the main religion on the island, traditional spiritual practices and 
customs of Afro-Malagasy origins are still present. These customs are legacies of slaves that have 
survived and are still perpetuated in parallel to Roman Catholic ones.  

In metropolitan Mauritius, these rites and traditional practices are almost extinct for various 
reasons, such as exposure to a European value system, limited generational transmission and a 
religious campaign from official religions, mainly Catholics, Hindus and Muslims. In Rodrigues, since 
the island was, for a long time, a closed and self-sufficient system, to some degree protected from 
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Eurocentric influences and precepts, these ancestral precepts and traditions have survived and 
were transmitted to the successive generations.  

For example, one of the interviewees mentioned that her elders were practitioners of witchcraft 
and this knowledge was transmitted to the present generation. Her father was known to be a 
sorcerer and healer who taught her some practices and rituals that she perpetuates.  

Although the Law of 1846 proclaimed these spiritual customs (sorcery and traditional spiritual 
healing) as illegal, in the popular imagination, they are not conceived as deviant cults. They are 
overt practices, and all Rodriguans know the names of the deviner (Eng. trans. Fortune-tellers) and 
of the gueriser (Eng. trans. healers).  

Another traditional practice is traditional medicine that is still deeply-rooted in Rodriguan society. 
Many Rodriguans adhere to Biomedicine and almost all of them have knowledge of traditional 
medicine. Some have basic knowledge of the most common herbs and body manipulations whilst 
others are more knowledgeable in the different healing practices.  

The traditional medical system include healing with, firstly, medicinal plants; secondly, body 
manipulations such as krake (Eng. trans. Cracking), drese (Eng. trans. Set up) and frote (Eng. trans. 
Rubbing); thirdly pas (Eng. trans. Passes) and mark (Eng. trans. Marks), and fourthly with magical 
acts, including prayers and the use of talisman.  

All these traditional practices and this knowledge are threatened by occidental medicine, official 
religious institutions and Eurocentric value systems. Under the impact of globalisation and 
modernisation, these traditional value systems and cultural systems are undergoing 
transformations.  

For example, following industrialisation, supernatural occurrences like werewolves, matapan and 
other supernatural appearances are rare and disappearing.  

One respondent even mentioned that for him, Biomedicine and these traditional practices are not 
legacies of slavery but rather sequels that hamper modernisation and social progress. For him, 
these traditions and rituals are like superstitious beliefs that are still present in Rodriguan society, 
such as the existence of malmor (Eng. trans. Vagrant spirits) and other superstitions like placing a 
broom in-front of the bedroom door at night to chase away evil spirits. The people who perpetuate 
such superstitious practices are somewhat mentally enslaved people.  

Some people perceive these traditions as being inconsistent with modernisation and 
industrialisation. Based on such perceptions, it can be stipulated that for the latter, they are chains 
that mentally and psychologically enslave them. This enslavement holds them back and prevents 
them from seizing opportunities, as they keep them in slavery. For others, they constitute their 
heritage and are intrinsic to their family origins. They are proud of their heritage on which they 
construct their Self and social identities.  

Part of the island’s natural and architectural heritage is already lost with the extinction of animal 
species (tortoises, Solitary, birds, fish stock) and the destruction of traditional constructions. With 
the disappearance of these traditions, it is now a component of the local cultural and intangible 
heritage that is being lost. Therefore, all these traditional forms of knowledge, myths and legends 
that constitute the local folklore have to be recorded before they go into oblivion. The local 
cultural and intangible heritage has to be preserved, as it is inherent to the construction of the 
Rodriguan identity and Nationalism.   
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SOCIAL LANDSCAPE 

Ethno-Spatial Organisation 

Rodriguans interviewed stated that, after the abolition of slavery and when the colons departed 
from the island, they left their slaves behind and the latter settled on the inland. Historians, such 
as Berthelot (2002), have corroborated this settlement movement. She reported that, after the 
abolition of the Apprenticeship System in Rodrigues on the 4th June 1839, the apprentices left the 
estates to settle in the inland.  

This local internal settlement movement is different to the settlement of the ex-slaves in its sister 
country. In metropolitan Mauritius, the former slaves left the sugar estates to settle along the 
coast, since the rural regions were difficult to access and the Colons were concentrated in the 
urbanised part of the island like the Plaine Wilhems (the malaria epidemic, as well, impacted on 
the residential settlement of the Colons). In Rodrigues, the internal migratory movement was 
reverse; the Colons lived on the coast that was more developed, while the inner lands were wooded 
and not easy to access.  

Furthermore, in Rodrigues, there was no morcellement movement as in Mauritius but there was a 
form of ethnic residential segregation based on skin colour (which is an overt sign of ethnic 
differences), with each group occupying a specific space. This internal settlement movement is 
seen as a legacy of slavery that forged the contemporary spatial organisation of Rodrigues whereby 
the ‘Black’ Rodriguans who are presumably of slave descent still live inland and the fair skinned 
Rodriguans, presumably descendants of Colons, live along the coast. The Rodriguans of Asian, as 
indicated by Ben, settled in Corail. 

It forged the present development of urbanisation on the island and residential development. The 
houses and retail shops are concentrated in the commercial space of the villages. There are villages 
separated by expanses of land used as arable land and pasture groundland. There are residential 
buildings, as well, that are dispersed in between these agglomerations.  

Open spaces are still available, and it seems the population enjoys freedom of movement. 
Fortunately, few plots of land are fenced, and gated residential developments are not, yet, part of 
the landscape. Rodriguans value open space and this ‘natural’ lifestyle.  

In fact, while in Mauritius buildings are constructed close to one another and people tend to live in 
apartments, the construction patterns are different in Rodrigues. The residences are individual 
housing units built on large plots of land and the houses are constructed far from each other.  

However, since the beginning of the 21st century, this ethno-spatial residential organisation is 
undergoing changes. As mentioned earlier, with Métissage, colour barriers gradually broke down 
and, subsequently, this spatial organisation is disappearing. 

Information on landowners diverged but a common point came out of the interviews that the 
present landowners are of slave descent, whilst the other Rodriguans do not live on private land but 
on State Land.  

On one hand, MacDonell testified that two families are the main landowners in the island, namely 
the Finiss Family of Rodriguan origins and the Malherbe Family of Mauritian origins and there are 
few private landowners.  

The private landowners are, according to Ben and MacDonell, the slaves’ descendants whose 
ancestors received land from their masters when the latter left the country after the abolition of 
slavery. The slaves passed the land on to their descendants.  

On the other hand, Jean Noel stated that land in Rodrigues is largely agricultural State Land. 
Residential and private land is limited. Christophe also confirmed that the young generations are 
facing problems buying and/or leasing land for construction. A causal relationship can be drawn 
between the expansion of construction and the increase in the stock of residential buildings and the 
difficulties to access residential land.  
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The Central Statistics Office (2003) estimated that the stock of residential buildings increased by 
1,400 or 17.7% between 1990 and 2000. There are approximately 8,651 buildings, with nearly 400 
storeyed residential or partly residential constructions. The housing structures and amenities have 
improved, with most houses constructed in concrete and 85.9% houses connected to piped water 
network and 94.6% to electricity.  

However, some basic amenities are still missing. Sixty-seven percent of the households are served 
by pit latrines, 3% only with other types of toilet and some do not even have toilet facilities. 
Fifteen percent do not have a bathroom and 63% still use ash-pits as method of refuse disposal.  

It is most probable that after the abolition of slavery and the Apprenticeship System, the freed 
slaves had access to land, and later on, they were registered as landowners. Whilst in Mauritius, 
the freed slaves lost their land (either they sold it for a meagre sum of money or were dispossessed 
of their land, as they did not have land deeds to prove their ownership); in Rodrigues the situation 
was different.  

Indeed, the local residents were foragers and thus were dependent on land for their subsistence. 
Land was, and still is one of the main natural and income-generating resources (the other being the 
surrounding sea). They are conscious of the importance of landownership and for generations, they 
have developed and nurtured a symbiotic relationship with land.  

The Rodriguans are not landless, since most of them have access to land. Until now, they have 
preserved their rights and opportunities to occupy and utilise land through kinship, including the 
transmission of land rights through inheritance and within families, and land allocation by the 
State. However, the island is not protected from the current global housing crisis and the economic 
and financial downturn. Land is the new or vert (Eng. trans. Green Gold) and is a luxury asset.  

Many Rodriguan landowners are selling their properties to Mauritains and even Europeans of 
Mauritian nationality12. Living in relative poverty, and upward economic mobility being limited on 
the island, property sales are a means for them to have access to money capital and to vertical 
mobility. Some Rodriguans view with suspicion the acquisition of local land by non-Rodriguans.  

EMIGRATION OF RODRIGUANS  

The emigration of Rodriguans to Mauritius, Australia and other European countries is not a 
contemporary migratory movement. It dates back to post-Independence, when Sir Gaetan Duval, 
Leader of the PMSD, encouraged the mass exodus of Mauritian ‘Creoles’, and particularly ‘the 
Coloured Bourgeoisie’, because of lack of employment opportunities, social unrest caused by 
tensions between the two main ethnic groups (Creoles and Indo-Mauritians) and the riots of 1968. 
This state psychosis and socio-economic tensions conjointly encouraged the emigration of the 
‘Coloured Population’.  

Employment opportunities were the main reason underlying the emigration of Rodriguans to foreign 
lands. Dupon (1969) observed a mass departure of young Rodriguans to metropolitan Mauritius and 
Australia in view of a better and prosperous future.  

Young Rodriguans still nourish this perception fuelled by socio-economic conjunctures and limited 
opportunities of social and economic mobility. As Noel has stated, employment opportunities and 
Tertiary Education are the main reasons underlying emigration of young Rodriguans. Those who go 
to University often do not return because they do not find a job in their home country and if they 
find a job, they are underpaid.  

Net migration figures for the island of Rodrigues uncovered gender imbalances, with women who 
leave the country outnumbering males. For 1983 to 1990, figures indicated that more females (-
150) left Rodrigues than males (-100).  The 1990-2000 data showed an overrepresentation of women 
emigrants (-625), while males returned back to their homeland (+19).13 

Only a rough interpretation of these figures can be provided because of the lack of official 
disaggregated data on the causes of this emigration of women. Building on Boswell (2006, p.158) 
social pressures, such as unplanned early pregnancy,14 and socio-economic inequalities (looking for 
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a job), are two reasons to come to Mauritius. However, it should be pointed out that these figures 
included Rodriguans that migrated for educational reasons; to attend Tertiary Institutions. 

EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT  

According to Noel, the ‘Black’ Rodriguans made an effort to send their children to school, while the 
‘Mulatto’ relied on patronage for the children to find a job and, hence, did not motivate them to 
be academic achievers. Their children could easily find a work in the Marine sector and in the Cable 
and Wireless (former Mauritius Telecommunication).  

The Digest of Educational Statistics (2010) reported a significant improvement at the Higher School 
Certificate level in Rodrigues and it is probable that the latter continued their Tertiary Education in 
Mauritius. Unfortunately, enrolment statistics of Rodriguans were not available. (See Table 3) 

FAMILY AND GENDER RELATIONS (See Table 2) 

Rodriguan society is at the sub-surface patriarchal, even though, at the surface, it seems 
matriarchal. As Noel has pointed out, the Rodriguan family is patrilocal since it is considered that it 
is the role of the father to protect and defend his family. In the inland, particularly, families live 
on large plots of land and, hence, children tend to build their houses around their fathers’ 
residences. When they get married, they favour extend family patterns.  

According to Aurèle, before getting married the future husband should build a house for his future 
wife. Property ownership is proof that the man will be able to provide for his family and guarantee 
their security. House ownership can be seen as a rite of passage that functions as proof of 
manhood.  

It is common practice for Rodriguan men to have extra-conjugal relationships. The male 
interviewees stated that often men go dan post (Eng. trans. to post). This expression is used to 
designate that men go to see their mistress. It is derived from the expression to go ‘to the fishing 
station’. In other words, instead of going fishing, in fact, they go to their mistress’s place.  

There are various stories surrounding these relationships. One of them is about the belief that 
mistresses use sorcery pou gard enn zom (Eng. trans. keep their lovers). They give the man a 
concoction to drink; this is named potion dir wi (Eng. trans. potion to say yes) to ensure that their 
lovers ‘Say Yes’ to all their demands. Hence, the men neither eat nor drink at their mistresses’ 
place for fear of sorcery.  

However, it should be pointed out that serial monogamy concerns both men and women, although 
extra-conjugal relationship is widespread amongst the men.  

Mauritians tend to have a negative stereotypical representation of Rodriguan women as having 
multiple sexual partners and of being of loose character or ‘easy girls’. As Boswell (2006, p. 158) 
has observed, the early sexual life of Rodriguan girls is often attributed to their precocious nature, 
thus undermining other social and economic inequalities. Such analysis is a primordialising of the 
sexual behaviours and sexuality of these girls and implies that they are naturally precocious. 

The role of women is still conceived in domestic terms since their role is limited to the private 
sphere of the family. Facing relative poverty, women have no other choice but to work to 
supplement the family budget. Although more women have entered the public space of work and 
are active employees, the majority of women are currently housewives as indicated in the statistics 
below.  

“ […] missier ki bizin amen kas lakaz se inpe sa e en tifi si li al travay se en 
mover zafer mai heursemen avek ledikasion sa in sanzer e se inpe sa […]15 

 (Eng. trans. The man should bring money homes it is somewhat like that if a 
girls works it is a bad thing fortunately with education it changed somewhat).”  
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The gender socialisation of children perpetuates traditional patriarchal values, norms and 
ideologies of marriage, domesticity and subordination. Girls are socialised in the traditional 
patriarchal dogma that they should get married and be housewives.  

In the past, approximately ten years back, the academic education of Rodriguan girls was not a 
priority. They were given access to basic education to develop their numeracy and literacy skills 
sufficiently for them to acquire the basic skills to perform their housewife duties. Even though now 
more girls have access to education, the educational statistics show that from the first year of the 
Secondary Cycle (Form 1) up to the fifth year of Secondary Education (Form 5), girls outnumber 
boys. But, as from Form 5 and at Tertiary Level, boys exceed girls in number. At University Level, 
there are 50% less girls that continue their Tertiary Studies.  

The gender differences at S.C, H.S.C and Tertiary Level might be attributed to various reasons such 
as low educational achievement of girls and High School dropouts of girls, following teenage 
pregnancy. To continue their Tertiary Studies, Rodriguans come to Mauritius and young girls and 
their parents might be reluctant to do so. They might perceive the relocation to Mauritius as too 
risky and socially unacceptable for a girl. 

Furthermore, Tertiary Education is at a considerable cost (University fees, board and lodging, 
purchase of material and transport costs) and families might not have the financial means to meet 
these expenses. In such instances, often, the academic education of boys takes precedence over 
that of girls, to the detriment of the latter. 

Statistics for 2000 revealed a substantial increase of 21% in the literacy rate. Literacy increased 
from 56.5% in 1998 to 68.1% in 2000. The rate for women was slightly higher than that for men with 
68.5% for women compared to 67.7% for men. There was no gender disparity for the lower-age 
groups up to 44 years of age. The disparity was greater for those aged 55 years of age and above 
(males 3.5% and females 29.5%).  

This disparity resulted from gender discrimination in terms of access to academic education. It 
should be pointed that almost all Rodriguans are literate in French and are numerate, with the 
exception of the elders who are not as literate as their grandchildren because during their 
childhood, some of them did not attend school.  

Although they did not go to school, they can read and write basic French as they acquired basic 
literacy skills through informal education, such as training courses provided by the Roman Catholic 
Church. Indeed, almost all Rodriguans speak French. According to Ben, the Church played a core 
role in the literacy education of the elderly population by providing prayer books that were, and 
are, in French; people learned to read and write through these books.  
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Table 1 
Composition of Local Population   

Category Characteristics Arrival Period 

Rodriguans of African 
origins (‘Black’ Rodriguans)  

African phenotype.  
Endogamy and intra-racial marriage 
long preferred marriage pattern.  
They are Roman Catholics. 
They live in the interior land are 
farmers and herdsmen.  

Ancestors came during French and 
British Colonisation. 

Rodriguans of European 
origins (Mulattoes) 

Fair-skinned people.  
Endogamy and intra-racial marriage 
long preferred marriage pattern.  
They live along the coast and are 
fishermen. 
They are Roman Catholics. 

Ancestors came during French and 
British Colonisation. 

Rodriguans of Chinese 
origins 

Chinese phenotype.  
They are owners of retail shops. 
They are either Roman Catholics 
and/or Buddhists. 

Arrived in around 1890 as traders. 

Rodriguans of Islamic faith  They are owners of retail shops. 
Their dressing code often acts as 
marker. 

Came as traders, most probably 
during pre- and post-Independence. 

Rodriguans of Indian origins Usually followers Hinduism. Most probably during pre- and post-
Independence. 

Mauritians  Immigrated during the 20th and 21st 
centuries. 

Europeans   Immigrated during the 20th and 21st 
centuries. 

Table 2 
Resident Population 12 years of age and over by current activity status and gender for the year 2000 

Gender Currently Active Not currently Active 

 Total Employed Household Duties Retired Studies Total 
Male 9,659 7,831 113 1,028- 1,787 3,464 

Female 4,846 3,213 6,049 95 1,769 8,711 
Source: Central Statistics Office (2001, p. 16) 

Table 3 
Residential population, from 2 years of age and over, by educational attainment and gender  

for the year 2000 

Educational attainment Male Female 

Nil and Pre-primary 2,584 3,038 
Standard I-VI but not passed C.P.E 9,415 9,336 

Passed C.P.E 797 607 
Forms I-III 1,576 1,626 

Forms IV-V but not passed S.C. 1,305 1,448 
Passed S.C. or equivalent 940 852 

Passed H.S.C. or equivalent 212 183 
University degree or equivalent 78 34 

Not stated 22 9 
Notes: S.C. refers to School Certificate and H.S.C. means High School Certificate 

Source: Central Statistics Office (2001, p. 45) 
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CONCLUSION 

Slavery has had an impact on the life experiences of the Rodriguans and is still influencing their 
lives. For those who conceive their descent in positive terms and as a heritage of resistance to 
oppression, they seized life opportunities for social and economic mobility to improve their lives. 
Those who conceive their slave ancestry in negative terms, are still mentally and psychologically 
enslaved. In their perceptions, hard work and low-paid jobs are a modern form of slavery, and 
refusing this form of enslavement is a means to rebel against the institutions and express one’s 
resentment for the Social Establishment.  

Rodriguans still bear the weight of their Colonial History and of their past historical development, 
and especially their Political History. The present socio-economic situation is the result of years of 
repression and ostracism from the preceding Governments that maintained the island in a State of 
underdevelopment. The local population is currently experiencing the triple burden of their past 
(slave ancestry, Colonial and Post-colonial political orientation and socio-economic poverty) and 
the current social and economic crisis exacerbates their already vulnerable state.  

In their sub-consciousness, the ‘Blacks’ who belong to the African Diaspora are of slave descent 
because ‘slave blood’ flows in their veins, as it flows in the veins of the Africans who were the main 
source of servile labour. Even if they recognise their slave ancestry, unlike some Mauritians who 
claim their identification to Africa as their motherland, such identification process is non-existent 
in Rodrigues. Their identification with their African Diaspora is rather cultural and physiological, 
and there is no longing for an imaginary motherland.  

There is a strong national identity that is the product of groups’ self-identification process. The 
primary identification as Rodriguans is a result of the absence of ethnic group competition, 
tensions, power struggles and inequalities. For the local residents, Rodrigues is their motherland 
since it is their native country and that of their immediate elders. Their religious identity and 
identification as slave descendants are subordinate identities that have meaningful meanings in the 
construction of Rodriguans self-definition.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
In early times, Rodrigues had the reputation of being a healthy island with a relief and topography 
that spared it from the epidemics that afflicted Mauritius in the 19th and 20th centuries. The plight 
of Rodrigues on public health matters started deteriorating with the influx of migrants between the 
two islands and visiting ships during the second half of the 19th century and early 20th century. 
Epidemic diseases were inadvertently introduced. Later, tuberculosis, as well as water and faecal-
borne diseases, became widespread as a result of poor housing and sanitation, and a lack of safe 
drinking water, exacerbated by rapid population growth in the early 20th century. 
 
The staple foods of the Rodriguans were maize and manioc, supplemented with beans, fish (fresh 
and salted) and livestock produce, with very little fruits and vegetables. They faced famine 
situations several times due cyclones and droughts, when they survived on sweet potatoes, roots 
and wild fruits, while they waited for food supplies from Mauritius. In the latter part of the late 
19th century, rice was introduced in the diet, followed by wheat flour (for bread-making). Rum and 
wine drinking was prevalent. The availability of safe drinking water was always a problem. 
 
Rodriguans have always relied on traditional medicine, namely medicinal plants. The availability of 
such plants is linked with the terrestrial biodiversity which plays a key role in the livelihoods of 
many people.  Perception of mistrust in the medical service provided by Mauritian doctors prevailed 
through a lack of understanding or the indifference to the population. A survey (1994) on the 
traditional pharmacopoeia in Rodrigues, has identified 193 medicinal plants currently used by the 
population of Rodrigues to treat some 93 diseases. 

 
During the first half of the 20th century, Infant Mortality Rates (IMR) in Rodrigues were generally 
lower than those in Mauritius, due to the multiple epidemics (particularly malaria) that afflicted 
the latter. In those days. Rodrigues was relatively spared of the scourges, although water and 
sanitation problems perpetuated high morbidity and mortality affecting mostly children. This trend 
was reversed after the mid 1950s, when IMR in Mauritius decreased dramatically, mainly due to the 
eradication of malaria and other public health measures. IMRs, as well as the nutritional status of 
children on both islands, are now very close.  
 
During the last three decades, the aetiology of diseases has shifted from those of typical infectious 
and parasitic origin, to diseases more related to the lifestyle just as in Mauritius. The pattern now 
is predominantly that of heart diseases, hypertension, diabetes and obesity. This is linked to a 
changing lifestyle, such as overconsumption and dietary imbalance, decreasing physical exercise 
level and alcoholism, more or less reflecting the health situation in Mauritius. 
 

Our recommendations are the same as for Mauritius. However, the geographical, economic, social 
and cultural specificities of Rodrigues should be taken into consideration in the formulation of a 
Health Policy. 
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INTRODUCTION   
In the heart of the Indian Ocean, at latitude 19°43’ S and longitude 63°25’ E, Rodrigues Island 
stretches over a surface area of 108 square km. About 650 km to the North-East of Mauritius, it is 
the part of Africa that is closest to Australia. Born from volcanic activity between 1.3 and 1.5 
million years ago, the island (18 km long, 8 km wide) is the smallest of the Mascarene Archipelago. 
 
Rodrigues is a mountainous, volcanic island, with a succession of valleys plunging to the 300 square 
km lagoon, whilst meandering through steep escarpments and terraced fields towards its 80-km 
coastline, with an enthralling though accessible relief. The island enjoys a tropical climate with 
temperatures varying between 28 and 35°C during the Southern summer, which coincides with the 
cyclonic season (November to April) and between 18 and 27°C in winter. The Island had been hit by 
several crippling cyclones between 1863 and 1963 (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Under the French, the inhabitants consisted of a small garrison and a small number of slaves and 
freemen. When the British took possession of the island in 1809, there were about a hundred 
inhabitants Including 41 slaves). In 1810, Rodrigues was used as the launching pad for the victorious 
assault on Isle de France, renamed Mauritius, pursuant to the terms of the Vienna Treaty in 1815. 
Under British Administration, the slave trade became illegal as from 1814, although it was privately 
tolerated for some time in Rodrigues.  It was only in 1820 that a resident Government Agent was 
appointed for Rodrigues and started the registration of slaves.  In 1826, the total population was 
123, consisting of 100 slaves, 20 Europeans and 3 freed persons. (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
The British occupants were favourable to the settlement in Rodrigues and encouraged the 
agricultural development of the island to the extent that it became the “attic” of Mauritius.  
 
Communication, road and schooling infrastructures were set up at a relatively slow pace. The island 
was linked to Mauritius by means of the telegraph in 1901, which made communication much 
easier. Traditionally linked to Mauritius by sea (Port-Mathurin being the main harbour), Rodrigues 
took a leap into modernity in 1972 when the first Air Mauritius flight landed at Plaine Corail.  
 
There was no local official administration of Rodrigues until 1846 when the first Police magistrate 
was appointed. The people of the island voted for the first time in 1967 in the historic poll for the 
Independence of Mauritius and its outer islands. Rodrigues is represented at the National Assembly 
in Port Louis since that date. After Independence, Rodrigues was administered by a Resident 
Commissioner who coordinated the activities of the various Ministries and Departments. In 2002, 
the National Assembly unanimously voted in favour of a constitutional law granting an autonomous 
status to Rodrigues regarding its internal affairs and bringing about the devolution of certain 
administrative and political powers. The Rodrigues Regional Assembly was established following 
elections. The local Executive has the same powers as a Regional Government presided by a Chief 
Commissioner, who is the direct interlocutor of the Prime Minister and of the Central Government 
regarding Rodriguan affairs. 
  
Since the arrival of the first European settlers in the era of French colonization, certain traces have 
survived over the generations. The predominance of African and Malagasy blood in the mix is 
explained by a wave of settlement following the abolition of slavery by the British Colonial 
Administration in 1835.  
 
Before Independence in 1968, Mauritius did not show much interest in Rodrigues and the first 
comprehensive publication on the latter came out in 1923 (Bertuchi, in North-Coombes 1971). 
Information on the health and disease situation in Rodrigues during the colonial times was scattered 
and patchy. Therefore, this report only attempts to provide a brief overview of the situation in 
Rodrigues. 
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2. FOOD SUPPLIES AND NUTRITION   

2.1 FOOD SUPPLIES 

 

2.1.1 French Period (1720 – 1810) 
 
 Earlier period 
In 1691, when the French explorer and naturalist François Leguat and his companions established 
themselves near Port Mathurin, there was an abundance of local foods; viz. birds and birds’ eggs, 
fish of all kinds, eels, crabs, lobsters and oysters, tortoises and turtles, palm and latanier cabbages, 
melons, water-melons, other fruits and various vegetables. From the palms and lataniers, they 
made alcoholic beverages like toddy and arrack. They also ate smoked flesh of a dugong (a large 
marine mammal) (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
 Giant tortoises and the Solitaire 
Before the arrival of Europeans at the Mascarene Islands, there was an abundance of giant 
tortoises.In Rodrigues, these reptiles had also colonised most of the small islands dotting the reef 
platform around the main island. This fabulous development was favoured by the isolated position 
of these islands, and the absence of man and natural enemies. However, tortoises were killed for 
food and oil.  They were brought onboard ships because they could go without food or water for up 
to six months, meaning they could be killed for fresh meat at any time and provide an insurance 
against scurvy (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
During the French period, from 1720, the tortoises were plundered and thousands were exported to 
Isle de France (Mauritius) with each shipment, for their meat and oil, for local consumption and for 
visiting ships. By the 1760s, tortoises were already scarce in Rodrigues and virtually disappeared by 
1795 (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
The Solitaire was a species of large apterous bird, unique to Rodrigues, so named because, though 
initially abundant in Rodrigues, it was seldom seen in the company of other birds of the same 
species. The birds were ruthlessly slaughtered, and by the time of Pingré's visit (1761), the bird had 
virtually disappeared and became extinct soon after (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
 Staple foods 
During the French settlement period (1792-1809), maize was the main stand-by crop for the 
inhabitants. They grew wheat for bread-making from seeds brought from Isle de France. Coconuts 
from Diego Garcia were planted at Port Mathurin. There was no game on the island and the rabbit 
and guinea fowl were probably introduced at that time. There was no important agricultural or 
commercial activity, except tortoise exploitation and some small-scale cultivation (maize, wheat, 
manioc, coffee) and fishing. Manioc was mainly used to fatten cattle. Ships called for fresh water, 
wood, latanier cabbages, fish, tortoises and oysters (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
According to Philibert Marragon’s Census of 1804, the crops cultivated were: wheat, maize, rice, 
manioc, coffee, some tobacco and fruit trees – mostly citrus and a few mango trees. The farm 
animals, included ducks, pigs, goats and some cattle. The pigs and goats, cats and some cattle ran 
wild. At that time, there were a total of 82 black slaves (mainly from Mozambique, Madagascar and 
born in Rodrigues) and five white land owners (North-Coombes 1971). 
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2.1.2 The British Period (1810 - 1968) 
  

Food production and export during the 1830s 
During that period, there were only about 125 to 250 inhabitants on the Island. In 1838, Justice C. 
Anderson reported that grain and root crops produced were only sufficient to meet the food needs 
of apprentices, and the large numbers of pigs and poultry. Salted fish, pigs and poultry were 
exported. There were also cattle, goats and sheep, but they were never exported and appeared to 
be left in the wild. He concluded that the Island was well-suited for grazing farms, and proposed 
that its development be reoriented to produce cattle for export to Mauritius and render the latter, 
to a great degree, independent of Madagascar for its meat supplies. However, following massive 
deforestation by the settlers and successive droughts, this proposition got nowhere (North-Coombes 
1971). 
 
 Slave emancipation 
In Rodrigues, when the slaves were set free on 4th June 1839, the men were offered a monthly 
wage of 3 piastres, and the women 2 piastres, as much free food as they could consume according 
to custom already established, i.e. 1½ pounds of salted fish per week, two coujarons of spirits as 
before, and the liberty of cultivating their small gardens. They unanimously accepted these 
conditions  (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
However, the liberated slaves did not remain long in the employment of their past masters and left 
to go into the interior of the island where they squatted without authority on their garden plots or 
on land belonging to the Crown. They also helped themselves to meat from cattle, which had been 
free-ranging for years, as well as to pigs or game which they come across. A number of the 
“squatters” eventually became owners on soft terms in 1865 (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
In June 1841, Magistrate H.M. Self, sent from Mauritius to enquire into some civil cases, found the 
people (both Rodriguans and the labourers brought from Mauritius for fishing) rather happy. Pay 
was reasonable, food plentiful, consisting mainly of manioc (the staple food) with a ration of rice 
on Sundays. In fact, the liberated slaves did not work for others; they were entirely self-supporting 
from the produce of their cultivation and the livestock which they raised, plus the odd fish and wild 
cattle (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
 Food production and exports during the 1850s 
During the 1850s, the staple crops were “haricots” (beans), maize, manioc, sweet potatoes, rice, 
yams and pumpkins, which formed the principal nourishment of the 324 inhabitants and were 
cultivated in small quantities. These were supplemented with fish, eggs, poultry, wild guinea fowls, 
pigs and goats. There were also some cattle, asses, sheep and large number of pigs and dogs (the 
latter being a nuisance since they destroyed animals and poultry) on the island. The exported 
products of Rodrigues consisted mainly of salted fish, livestock and beans. Only one landowner did 
larger-scale cultivation and planted coffee, lime, oranges and other kinds of fruits (North-Coombes 
1971). 
 
 The truck system and indebtedness 
There were no shops on the island at that time. Each employer had a store of his own from which 
he supplied his men on credit, at extortionate prices. The workers were thus perpetually in debt 
and forced against the Law to remain in their employers’ service until the debt had been cancelled 
– which was hardly ever possible (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
The truck system, in which those employed by the master-fishermen were trapped, made them so 
indebted to their masters that they never received wages and were little more than slaves to them. 
There was an abuse of the truck system (in the 1860s) which had been prevalent from the start of 
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employment of free labour, after the liberation of the slaves. The contract between employers and 
labour allowed wages to be “payable in merchandise so that when the servant is disposed to 
intemperance, two bottles of rum issued to him in six-penny grogs pay his wages for one month and 
five days”. Many labourers got into dept as they were unable to resist the grog. The cost of goods 
was anything between 150 and 300 percent higher than in Mauritius; except for rice which was 75 
to 100 percent higher (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
The Rodriguan was always short of money and bought virtually everything on credit. It had to be 
given, because everything depended upon the timely arrival of the trading vessel to carry the 
island’s products to Mauritius. The island was so poor that that there was virtually no cash flow at 
all. Rodriguans were exploited by the six shopkeepers and the trading ship-owner using the truck 
system (North-Coombes 1971).  
 
 Cyclones and near famine 
In January and February 1876, Rodrigues was struck by the worst cyclone season of the 19th 
century, with four cyclones in two months. The island was recovering well until April 1878, when 
another dreadful cyclone struck, followed by drought that destroyed the crops of maize and 
manioc, as well as other crops. The mountaineers had no food left; they lived on wild fruits, and 
roots, on cabbage palms and songes. Shopkeepers refused to sell their rice stocks when Government 
supplies were exhausted in January 1879; then, they were forced by the Magistrate to sell one-fifth 
of their stock. Children became emaciated; many people suffered from sores and dysentery. In 
December 1880, as a result of poor crops and deficient rainfall, a famine became imminent. People 
were surviving and had to rely on sweet potatoes and songe. Emergency rice supplies were sent 
from Mauritius. Those too poor to pay were put employed in road-building and sanitary works 
(North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Before 1873, rice was sent from Mauritius in small quantities. The inhabitants had to pay cash for 
these purchases, or they obtained the rice in payment for road works. After the cyclone of 1886, 
the quantity of rice sent was increased, and its distribution was made on fairly liberal terms. In a 
land where there was normally little or no cash flow, this led to indebtedness. As from 1890 to 
1901, payment for rice had to be made in cash or in return for labour on public works, and in no 
case were issues to be made on credit  (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
In 1890, a certain prosperity was becoming evident among the inhabitants. This was brought about 
almost entirely by the start of cultivation of tobacco for export to Mauritius. (Tobacco had always 
been grown in Rodrigues for local consumption). This improved the cash flow of the island (North-
Coombes 1971). 
 
 Food insecurity 
In times of scarcity, the Rodriguans eat anything available that can be consumed, wild fruit, and 
even snails. In the old days, when latanier palms were still plentiful, the cabbage was eaten. 
Lataniers became scarce after the prolonged drought of 1928. In the pre-ETC1 days, it could be 
weeks before a ship would bring an emergency supply of rice, and the inhabitants often had nothing 
at all to eat; fortunately, the resources of the sea helped out. In the course of their history, 
Rodriguans have often endured famine conditions, under which any other people would have 
rebelled (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
During the 1930s, a portion of leased crown lands was planted with manioc as a food reserve to tie 
over the people during the annual dry season. School gardens were established at La Ferme and 
Lataniers. The seasonal dry period at the end of 1933 extended into the main growing season of 

                                                 
1 Eastern Telegraph Company, including Cable and Wireless Limited. 
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1934. The usual plea for assistance was made to Mauritius during the food shortage. This food 
insecurity was attributed to the increasing population, but was, in fact, due to a lack of objectives 
and policies as problems had been dealt with in a piecemeal manner as they arose (North-Coombes 
1971). 
 
Food stocks had fallen so low in 1943 that food cards had to be issued, and even sugar had to be 
rationed. In 1943, the standing crop of maize of the whole Riviere Coco area, the only one to come 
to maturity at the time, was requisitioned by the Magistrate. This enabled the islanders to live 
through the most critical period of its war-time food problems (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Except for the food rationing and the impossibility of obtaining some consumer goods, the Second 
World War did not affect Rodrigues adversely. In fact, the wages of troops stationed on the island, 
the remittances from Rodriguan men serving overseas and various contracts for supplies (such as 
meat, fish and eggs) brought about an unprecedented cash flow. Due to import difficulties, 
excellent local substitutes for bacon and ham were produced for the English people on the Island; 
oil was extracted from groundnuts; local butter and cheese were made, and seaweed was used as 
vegetables (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
In 1947, the island sustained great devastation caused by 4 cyclones in a month, followed by scanty 
rainfall, with considerable crop destruction. Imported food supplies were regularly available, and 
destitution was minimised by the distribution of money grants and relief work by the Government 
and from charitable sources (MHD 1947). This was followed by an almost continuous drought in 
1949, which resulted in the failure of practically all food crops and a scarcity of fodder. The 
majority of inhabitants had to buy food imported from Mauritius at a high cost. People, deriving an 
income mainly from fishing and traditional pig-rearing, were underfed (MHD 1949). 
 
However, Rodrigues continued to export food products to Mauritius from 1961 to 1970, which 
included cattle, sheep and goats, poultry, pigs, onions and garlic, and salted fish and octopus 
(North-Coombes 1971). 
 

Fish scarcity 
Already in 1916, there was a scarcity of fish in the lagoon, resulting in smaller catches; this drop 
was attributed to excessive net-fishing. Total prohibition of net-fishing was enforced from 1920, 
but fraud was rife. The fish was salted with salt (not brine) for preservation. It was later realised 
that the main cause of fish scarcity was not net-fishing but the construction of coral parks on the 
reefs, and net-fishing prohibition was lifted in June 1939 (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
 Citrus and limon 
Although citrus plants had been introduced in Rodrigues since the mid-1750s, the island began to 
have a good reputation for its citrons by 1845 and in 1874 it was growing spontaneously. The leaves 
and rind of fruit were used in preparing tisanes for various maladies. The citron doux, which is a 
variety of “rough lemon”, and the petit limon gradually spread practically over the whole island in 
the 1930s. The fruits were in great favour, both locally and for export to Mauritius, where they 
were often pickled for sale in shops. Every Rodriguan planted a limon tree near his hut and looked 
upon a full-grown tree as a source of income. The plantation of other types of citrus (orange, lime, 
lemon and grapefruit) was also tried at Oyster Bay with seeds from Barkly Station (Mauritius). As a 
result of the citrus canker disease, the agricultural staff embarked on a citrus eradication campaign 
(by uprooting and burning the contaminated plants) that failed, due to inadequate sensitisation, 
and lack of staff and proper control. However, there was much opposition to the agricultural staff 
and the three years that the campaign lasted caused a good deal of hardship and much heartache, 
since almost every mountaineer had his citrus plants by his hut. Some of them actually lived 
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exclusively on the income which they derived from the sale of the fruits. They were never offered 
any compensation for that loss (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Changes in diet 
The staple diet is still the yellow flint maize which, after crushing and sifting, is boiled, either plain 
or mixed with rice.2 This is eaten by itself or with some beans, curry, greens, or salted fish. In older 
days, the Rodriguans lived on manioc in the dry season, after the maize supply had been exhausted. 
From 1927, when manioc was so severely attacked by die-back disease that it was virtually wiped 
out, the inhabitants fell back on sweet potatoes. The Rodriguan is not very fond of sweet potato 
which leaves an empty feeling, even immediately after a meal. He usually feeds it to his pigs, with 
maize bran. However, in hard times, a few pieces of sweet potato often formed the sole food of a 
large section of the population for weeks on end. Up to the 1940s, rice was still considered as 
something of a luxury, to be consumed when there was nothing else, after cyclones or droughts, 
and on Sundays and feast days, when it was eaten with either meat curry or fresh fish. Incidentally, 
the term ‘curry’ is very loosely used to apply to any cooked relish to eat with boiled maize. 
Rodriguans had no milk or consumed only goat’s milk (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
A comparison of data between the periods 1953-55 and 1965-67, shows that Rodriguans ate more 
flour and rice, drank more wine and beer but less spirits, used more soap, dressed better, and 
made greater use of motor vehicles. The consumption of rice, flour and cooking oil increased by 
half during that period. Rodriguans tend to consume more flour and polished rice as a substitute for 
a traditional maize diet, as a result of decreasing maize cultivation (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Alcohol consumption 
Most Rodriguans used to have a fairly temperate character; those engaged in fishing were generally 
more prone to liquor than the farmers. On Saturdays, most of the men like a tot of rum or two, 
even if this had to be obtained on credit. Since Mauritius has had its own brewery, the consumption 
of spirits in Rodrigues has fallen. The inhabitants now consume appreciable quantities of beer and 
cheap Mauritian fruit wine. These are now distributed all over the island, even in the highlands 
(North-Coombes 1971). 
 
 

2.2 NUTRITION STATUS AND DEFICIENCY DISEASES 
 
In 1830, at the request of Governor Colville, Captain J. Lyons reported that slaves on several 
establishments were “being well clothed and fed; having a great facility of catching fish; besides 
the thriving state of the manioc, enabling them to keep pigs and poultry” (North-Coombes 1971).  
 
In 1838, C. Anderson reported that apprentices were working longer hours than the Law allowed, 
their clothing was inadequate and their huts miserable, but they were well fed, and extensive 
garden ground was allotted to them. In 1838, after the abolition of slavery, the population 
consisted of a few whites, 127 apprentices and 142 children (North-Coombes 1971, Kuczynski 1949). 
 
In 1949, the standard of nutrition was not as good as it was in 1948. In 1962, it was noted that 
illegitimacy rates and birth rates were high and that many of the children were malnourished. 
Parental ignorance of a proper diet led to high incidence of kwashiorkor. The worst cases were 
admitted (19 during the year), but the mild cases were very numerous and were treated with milk 
given at the dispensaries or social services (MHD 1949, 1962). 
 

                                                 
2 One cup rice for three cups of maize brought to the boil and then cooked on a very gentle fire. 
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In the late 1960s, e black Rodriguan men were described as being about 168 centimetres tall, with 
disproportionately long and thin arms and legs. They were much stronger than they looked. The 
Whites were more powerfully built, and generally their features closely resembled those of 
Europeans. They too were strong, but they aged prematurely and more quickly than the Blacks 
(North-Coombes 1971).  
 

Anaemia 
Anaemia in Rodrigues did not seem to be as common as it was in Mauritius during the first half of 
the 20th century, probably due to the fact that the Rodriguans’ diet always contained a fair amount 
of animal foods, including fish. However, there was a fair amount of anaemia on the island during 
the 1930s, and the cause was thought to be nutritional, as well as ankylostomiasis (MHD1933-35). 
However, surveys done in 1995 and 2004, revealed higher levels of anaemia among Rodriguan 
children than among Mauritian children (MOH/UNICEF 1996, MOHQL 2006).  
 
Avitaminosis  
In 1934, apart from imported cases of beriberi (brought in by returning emigrants from Réunion), 
there were few cases of a scurvy-like condition, characterized by a sore tongue, dryness of the skin 
and eruptions. Bleeding from the gums was present in a few cases; the disease undoubtedly 
resulted from a lack of fresh fruits and vegetables which followed the drought or a cyclone. People 
with Beriberi  completely recovered in 1935 (MHD 1934-35). 
 
 Nutritional status 
Rodriguan children have always shown a better nutritional status (based on anthropometric 
measures) than Mauritian children in surveys carried out from 1985 onwards, despite the fact that 
Rodrigues has higher infant mortality rates for the same period. Table 1 shows that Rodriguan 
children were consistently taller, heavier and less thin than Mauritian children for the period 
studied. That observation still holds good even when the Rodriguan children are compared with 
Mauritian Creole children in the survey for which those data were disaggregated (MOH/UNICEF 
1988, MOH/UNICEF/WHO 1996, MOHQL 2006) 
 
Table 1: Comparison of the nutritional status of Rodriguan and Mauritian children 

Year of survey 
Age group 
(years) 

Percent Underweight 
(Low weight- 
for-age) 

Percent Stunted 
(Low height- 
for-age) 

Percent Wasted 
(Low weight-for-
height) 

Rod. Maur. Rod. Maur. Rod. Maur. 

1985 (a) 0-5 12.0 
23.9 (T) 
18.8 (C) 

17.5 
21.5 (T) 
24.7 (C) 

4.9 
16.2 (T) 
11.2 (C) 

1995 (b) 0-5 9.6 16.4 10.2 9.6 9.0 15.0 
2004 (c) 5-11 1.2 3.4 0.6 1.0 6.3 11.3 

Note: (T) = Total children in Mauritius sample; (C) = Creole children in Mauritius sample. 
Sources: (a) MOH/UNICEF (1988); (b) MOH/UNICEF/WHO (1996); (c) MOHQL (2006) 
 
According to a 2004 survey, overweight plus obesity levels amongst Rodriguan children, aged 5-1 
years and 12-19 years, were slightly less than among Mauritian children, but were the same (56%) 
amongst adults 20-49 years (MOHQL 2006). 

3. DISEASE PATTERN   
 
In the 19th century, Rodrigues had the reputation of being a healthy island. Governor Napier-
Broome after a visit to Rodrigues in 1881 concluded that the island was a healthy place (North-
Coombes 1971). 
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When the British (under H. Keating) took possession of Rodrigues from the French in 1809 and 
started the blockade of Isle de France, the island was used as a convalescent station for its seamen 
because it was ‘particularly adapted for the recovery of those suffering from scorbutic disease, 
debility and other disorders incident to seamen’, and a hospital was built for seamen at Port 
Mathurin (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
Rodrigues was twice identified to be used as quarantine stations for people affected by two 
dreaded diseases from Mauritius; in 1800 for lepers and in 1856 for immigrant labourers arriving 
from India with cholera. Fortunately for the Rodriguans, both ideas were never executed (North-
Coombes 1971). 
 
However, by the mid-19th century, more immigrants arrived and more ships visited the Island, 
bringing with them various infectious diseases that were already prevalent on the surrounding 
islands (mainly Mauritius and Réunion, and India).  

3.1 LEPROSY 

In 1876, H.E. Desmarais reported on the spread of leprosy on the island (North-Coombes 1971). The 
leprosy situation on the island was considered to be satisfactory with 22 known cases in 1933-34. 
There was a positive attitude of the population and they were keen to follow treatment with 
satisfactory results. A number of cases continued to be treated locally until the 1960s and few 
advanced cases were sent to Powder Mills leprosarium in Mauritius. (MHD 1933-35, 1962).  

3.2 TYPHOID 

Typhoid was of exogenous origin. The first typhoid epidemic outbreak occurred at Port Mathurin in 
April 1880; there were many deaths. A Medical Officer was despatched from the Civil Hospital, Port 
Louis, and a hospital was opened in a private house and then transferred to a building to treat the 
cases. From now on, Rodrigues was to have a hospital of sorts and a resident Medical Officer. The 
outbreak was followed by sanitary measures: cleaning up of the village and water supply at Grande 
Rivière, and a scavenging service introduced. All pit latrines were filled and a bucket system 
introduced with disposal at sea (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
In 1921, a severe epidemic of typhoid hit the island and twice as many people died than in the 
previous year (North-Coombes 1971). There was outbreak in 1934 causing many deaths, but it 
disappeared 1935. All cases were treated at hospital. Mass anti-typhoid vaccination (T.A.B. vaccine) 
was being carried out (including in schools) during the 1930s accompanied by Health Education to 
improve hygienic practices and sanitation.  (MHD 1934). 

3.3 MEASLES 

In 1888, measles were first introduced in Rodrigues from Mauritius (where an epidemic already 
existed) by a ship passenger (North-Coombes 1971). Measles were not seen for some time; an 
epidemic outbreak occurred in January 1949 and lasted until June 1949, causing two deaths (MHD 
1949). 

3.4 MALARIA 

Rodrigues was free of the malaria parasite vector, the Anopheles mosquito. A survey done in 1923 
by McGregor found no Anopheles mosquito and this was confirmed by another island-wide survey 
carried out in 1934. Malaria occurred only among persons coming from Mauritius, India and other 
malarious places. All cases seen in 1934 were imported from Réunion and totally recovered in 1935. 
(MHD 1934-35). 
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3.5 PLAGUE 

A threat of the plague being introduced into Rodrigues was real. In early 1900s, the plague was 
afflicting Mauritius and a quarantine period of six days was enforced for arriving ships. Incidentally, 
a case of the plague did get into island through a passenger in 1907; prompt action was taken and 
the disease successfully prevented from gaining a foothold in the dependency (North-Coombes 
1971). 

3.6 INFLUENZA 

In 1890, the island was hit by a severe influenza epidemic that impacted on agricultural production. 
Seasonal sporadic outbreaks occurred through the 1960s (North-Coombes 1971, MHD 1933-34, 1949, 
1962). 
 
This seemed to be the commonest disease on the island, to which Rodriguans appeared particularly 
susceptible.  Any sudden change in climatic conditions was liable to cause a small epidemic with 
frequent pulmonary complications. During the winter months, influenza levied a heavy toll among 
the newborn (MHD 1933-34, 1949, 1962). 

3.7 PULMONARY TUBERCULOSIS 

Pulmonary tuberculosis was the commonest cause of death on the island in the 1930s, having 
caused 21 deaths in 1933. The number of actual cases in 1934 was half that of 1933. It was the 
commonest cause of deaths among the adult population between 20 and 50 years. In 1962 only 
three new patients discovered and tuberculosis was found to be on the decline (MHD 1933-34, 
1962).  

3.8 DYSENTERY 

Bacillary dysentery was endemic on the island in the 1930s, with sporadic outbreaks causing death 
mostly among aged persons and debilitated children. There was an outbreak in 1934, but it 
disappeared in the following year. A mass Health Education campaign to improve hygienic practices 
and sanitation was being carried out. There was an epidemic outbreak of amoebic dysentery in 
1962 (MHD 1934, MHD 1962). 
 
3.9 CATARRHAL JAUNDICE (HEPATITIS A) 
This disease appeared in Rodrigues in 1934 and was due to extensive soil pollution. It was 
transmitted as a result of poor hygiene or by eating contaminated food (MHD 1934). 

3.10 CHICKEN POX 

A few sporadic cases occurred in 1933. A fairly extensive outbreak occurred in 1934, affecting 
mostly children with pulmonary complications and high fever present in a few. It occurred mostly in 
Port Mathurin and a few hamlets up the hills (MHD 1933-34). An outbreak occurred in 1947 (MHD 
1947). 

3.11 POLIOMYELITIS 

In January 1949, the Island was visited by two concurrent epidemics, viz. poliomyelitis and 
measles. The former was hitherto unknown in Rodrigues. The polio disease was introduced into the 
Island by a healthy carrier coming from Mauritius and quickly grew into an epidemic which swept 
over the Island until it finally disappeared on 2nd March, following public health measures; no 
sporadic case encountered until end 1949 (MHD 1949).  
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3.12 VENEREAL DISEASES 

The prevalence of venereal diseases (syphilis and gonorrhoea) was generally low but a marked 
increase was noted in 1949 and kept increasing through the 1960s (MHD 1933-34, 1949, 1962).  

3.13 FAECAL-BORNE DISEASES 

Soil pollution on the island was extensive. Even today, the houses on the hills have no toilets since 
as a night soil service this would be impossible; so people use the maize field or odd stone as 
substitutes. When heavy rainfalls, the streams below are polluted and the inhabitants are exposed 
to contamination, especially gastroenteritis, dysentery and worms, all of which are endemic. There 
were frequent epidemic outbreaks of gastroenteritis with sporadic cases every year particularly 
during the heavy rainy season January-February; it was a common cause of death among children, 
especially the malnourished ones. In 1934, 328 cases were reported, with 24 deaths.  In 1961, it 
was the first cause of death with 65 dead. In 1967, 1210 cases of gastroenteritis were reported for 
the year; in the very wet, heavy cyclonic period of January-March 1968, 2300 cases were reported 
(MHD 1934, MHD 1967, North-Coombes 1971). 
 
It can be said that every man, woman and child on the island was heavily infected with Ascaris 
lumbricoides. In the 1930s, heavy infections with round-worms (ascariasis) was quite common 
causing toxaemia and exhaustion; deaths occurred only in children. Ankylostomiasis were also on 
the increase. They were treated with vermifuge free or charge. However, Rodriguans also used the 
extract from the leaves of Chenopodium sp., although this practice was discouraged by health 
workers (MHD 1933-35). Still in 1962, practically all children of the poorer classes were infested 
with Ascaris. No hookworms were found (MHD 1962). 

3.14 “1934: THE YEAR OF EPIDEMICS” 

The year of 1934 was known as "the year of epidemics" in Rodrigues.   During that year, the island 
was visited by no less than six epidemics, a cyclone, and a partial famine. The drought resulted in 
an acute economic situation which had a profound effect on the health of the population.  During 
the early months, there was an extensive epidemic of gastroenteritis that was aggravated by 
inadequate diet.  (MHD 1934). 
 
687 emigrants returned from Réunion, bringing with them numerous cases of beriberi and malaria, 
and introduced into the Island diseases like typhoid fever, bacillary dysentery and measles, all of 
which were not present in 1933.  This was followed by outbreaks of typhoid fever, bacillary 
dysentery and catarrhal jaundice; and lastly the seasonal influenza outbreaks with an epidemic of 
chickenpox to close the unhappy series. An epidemic of measles, several cases of which were 
among the returned emigrants, was fortunately avoided by quarantine measures (MHD 1934). 
 
All this caused a dramatic increase in the death rate from 12.7 during the previous year to 20.8. 15 
deaths were among those returning from Réunion. Deaths from typhoid fever, bacillary dysentery, 
beriberi, and cirrhosis of liver (the result of catarrhal jaundice) were unknown in 1933, with 
increased fatalities from gastroenteritis, post-typhoid tuberculosis, and marasmus and debility 
(MHD 1934). 

3.15 HEALTH OF SCHOOL CHILDREN 

The most common health problems found in the children of the three primary schools on the island 
during the 1930s were by far dental caries (nearly 25%), followed by tonsillitis, scabies and worm 
infestation (less than 5% respectively). Dental caries were most common among children below six 
to seven years of age, i.e. during the first dentition. The children were generally clean, which is a 
fairly good indication of the habits of the average Rodriguan. The general condition and state of 
development of two-thirds of children was qualified as “excellent”, and the term was only used in 
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the case of children in splendid physical condition. (MHD 1933). In 1947, the standard of health and 
cleanliness of pupils was considered to be good. The spreading of scabies was due to poor housing 
and overcrowding as a result of large families, as well as poor washing facilities; treatment was 
given at school (MHD 1947). 

3.16 PRESENT DISEASE PATTERN 

Over the years, all the health parameters for Rodrigues have caught up with the trends in 
Mauritius. For example, Infant Mortality Rates, as a sensitive indicator of health in a population, 
have improved markedly from a high of 59.6 per thousand live births in 1975 to 14.0 in 2010, 
compared to figures of 48.7 per thousand in 1975 and 12.4 per thousand in 2010 for Mauritius. Life 
expectancies recorded in 2008 for Rodrigues were: Male: 70.7, Female 76.4 and Mauritius: Male: 
69.2, Female: 76.1. 
 
During the last three decades, the aetiology of diseases has shifted from the typical infectious and 
parasitic origin to diseases more connected with the lifestyle as in Mauritius. The pattern is now 
predominantly of the heart, and other, diseases of the circulatory system, responsible for 35.9 % of 
all deaths in 2008. Cancer and neoplasm accounted for 19.9%, diabetes and other endocrine, 
nutritional and metabolic disorders 18.9% and accidents and other consequences of external causes 
took another 5.3%, totalling a staggering 80%. 
 
The 2004 Non-Communicable Diseases Survey and the trends in NCDs and their risk factor 
prevalence during the period 1992-2004 confirm the above trends (MOHQL 2006a):  

 The age-standardised prevalence of diabetes in the Rodriguan population aged 20-74 years 
was 9.4% (7.0% in males, 10.7% in females).  The prevalence in 1992 was 8.1% and in 1999 
this prevalence had increased to 10.9%.   

 Obesity i.e. (BMI > 30) was found in 23% of the Rodriguan population aged 20-74 years and 
another 33% were overweight (25 < BMI  ≤ 30).   
 

Prevalence of obesity among females (28.6%) was more than twice that of males (13.5%). Obesity 
prevalence had remained almost unchanged during the period 1992-1999 at around 19.5%.  
Overweight prevalence has remained around 32-33% during the period 1992 to 2004 

 The prevalence of hypertension in 2004 in participants aged 20-74 years was 34.1% in 
males, 32.4% in females and 32.8% in both sexes.  

The hypertension prevalence rates in males were slightly higher than those in females during the 
period 1992 to 2004 (Table 6).  When males and females are taken together, a 11% decrease is 
noted in the prevalence from 1999 to 2004.  
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 4. HEALTH AND LIVING CONDITIONS   

4.1 POPULATION AND VITAL STATISTICS 

The pristine Island of Rodrigues was visited off and on by travellers, without mooring ground for 
long-term settlement. Under the French, the inhabitants consisted of a small garrison and a small 
number of slaves and freemen. When the British took possession of the island in 1809, there were 3 
French planters and between 60-70 slaves. Table 1 shows the population in 1826 (North-Coombes 
1971). 
 
                                              Table 1: Population of Rodrigues, 1826 

 

 
Men Women Boys Girls 

Whites 7 5 8 ……. 

            Free 2 1 ….. ……. 

            Slaves 49 28 12 11 

           Total 58 34 20 11 

 
 
The population of Rodrigues increased with some fluctuations from about 100 in 1804 to about 700 
in 1861. Then, during the 20th century, there was an exponential population increase, except for 
the Second World War period, reaching to 25,000 in 1970 (See Figure 1). 
 
 

 
Source: North-Coombes (1971) Appendix 10. 

 
The British occupants were favourable to settlement in Rodrigues. The population of the island 
started growing slowly when demands for lands by those residing in Mauritius to settle down with 
some slaves were met. The censuses of 1851 and 1944 recorded population sizes of 495 and 11,885 
respectively. Table 2 shows the comparative vital rates for Mauritius and Rodrigues for selected 
years between 1975 and 2010. 
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Figure 1: Population of Rodrigues (1804‐1970)
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Note: Caution has to be exercised in interpreting figures for Rodrigues as the small numbers can give rise 
to wide fluctuations.  
 
It is to be noted that during the first half of the 20th century, Infant Mortality Rates in Mauritius 
were generally higher than those in Rodrigues due to the multiple epidemics (particularly malaria) 
that afflicted the former. In those days, Rodrigues was relatively spared of the scourges. This trend 
was reversed after the mid 1950s when IMR in Mauritius decreased dramatically, mainly due to the 
eradication of malaria and other public health measures. In Rodrigues, water and sanitation 
problems perpetuated high morbidity and mortality affecting mostly children. 

4.2 HEALTH SERVICES 

Health services in the island were quasi-inexistent under French Administration and, at the early 
phase, much of British Administration. The most common form of remedy resorted to by the 
descendents of slaves and free citizens were mainly traditional medicine, particularly herbal 
medicine.  
 
In June 1841, Magistrate H.M. Self recommended that the establishment of an official authority in 
the island. This had become an urgent necessity for various reasons. First, the great change brought 
about in the social state of the island by the emancipation of the slave population, their unlawful 
squatting on unalienated Crown Lands, and the social problems arising from the growing number of 
workers employed on contract from Mauritius; secondly, the unlawful and reprehensible conduct of 
crews of visiting ships, mostly of American whalers who paid no heed to any law in the absence of 
any recognised authority and did a lot of harm to Rodrigues. Eventually Ordinance No.7 of 1843 was 
issued “for the purpose of forming at the island of Rodrigues a Judicial and Police Establishment” 
and the first Police Magistrate landed on the island on December 1843 (North-Coombes 1971).  
 
The conditions of slavery in Rodrigues had, on the whole, been less harsh than in Mauritius. Work 
started at seven in the morning and lasted till four in the afternoon. During the rest time of the 
day, known as la berloque, they were free to do as they pleased and cultivate their small patches 
of garden up in the hills. Their work was not hard but it was compulsory labour. Punishment for 
desertion or negligence was severe and painful; thus, for absence without leave, it was fifty strokes 
of the whip, administered in small doses but with a firm hand (North-Coombes 1971). 
 
  

              Table 2:        Vital Rates: Mauritius-Rodrigues, 1975-2010 

Crude Birth Rate Crude Death Rate Infant Mortality Rate Still Birth Rate 

Year Mau Rod Mau Rod Mau Rod Mau Rod 

1975 24.8 43.4 8 8.1 48.7 59.6 40 26.3 

1980 26.6 44 7.1 8.6 32.3 57.1 24.3 24.7 

1985 18.8 28.5 6.8 6.1 23.8 51.9 19.5 18.2 

1990 21.3 23.7 6.7 5.8 19.9 40.7 15.7 19 

1995 18.2 20.9 6.7 4.8 19.6 20.6 14.8 3.2 

2000 16.9 22.2 6.8 5.1 15.8 23.5 13.4 8.3 

2005 14.9 24.6 7 6.2 13.2 20.6 9.6 17.3 

2010 11.5 18.9 7.2 6.3 12.4 14 6.6 11.1 
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4.2.1 Hospitals 
The first hospital in Rodrigues, if one excludes the army hospital during the occupation by British 
forces from 1809 to 1812, was opened at Port Mathurin by Messiterin 1861; it contained 6 beds. 
There was no doctor on the island then and the place served mostly to accommodate poor 
inhabitants and distressed seamen. It is not known when it was closed down. The next hospital was 
opened as a temporary emergency hospital (in a rented house) in 1880, during the first typhoid 
epidemic. In 1891, a new hospital was built at Mont Lubin (with 12 beds) and as from 1895, Port 
Mathurin had only a dispensary. Finally, a new hospital was opened in Port Mathurin on 10th March 
1919 with 16 beds; a maternity ward was added in 1947. In the 1950s, the hospital, which had 
become too small for the population, was condemned. A modern well-equipped hospital, the Queen 
Elizabeth Hospital, erected at Crève Coeur, was inaugurated on 29th April 1959. This included an 
out-patient service, a maternity ward, male and female wards, an operating theatre, an X-ray 
block, a pathology laboratory, a pharmacy, a store and an administrative block (North-Coombes 
1971). 
 
At the end of 2008, there were 14 Community Health Centres. These provide basic services 
including treatment of common diseases and injuries, maternal and child care and family planning. 
Two Health Centres at Mont Lubin and La Ferme operate as mini-hospitals on 24-hour service with 
54 beds and providing minor facilities including deliveries. Complicated maternity cases and 
caesarean operations are dealt with at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital.  
 
During the last decade major improvements were made through the setting up of a new 
Physiotherapy Unit(2001), Haemodialysis Unit with 4 dialysis machines and 1 water treatment plant 
at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in June 2002, a new X-Ray heavy duty unit with highly 
sophisticated X-Ray machine installed and operational in 2010 and the Non-Communicable Diseases 
Programme strengthened. A nutritionist is now posted in Rodrigues. 
 
Two private pharmacies operate in Port-Mathurin. 
 
4.2.2  Health Personnel 
At the end of 2008, there were 18 doctors in Rodrigues with a ratio of one for 2.094 inhabitants 
(Island of Mauritius: 1: 876). Qualified nurses numbered 155 at the end of 2008 with a ratio of 1:243 
inhabitants, and 2 dentists for the island. 
 
Most of the paramedical and manual workers are Rodriguans. The Medical Health Officers/Senior 
Medical Health Officers are posted on a tour of duty from the Ministry of Health establishment. In 
addition, there are specialists in the fields of General Medicine, Surgery, Gynaecology and 
Obstetrics, Paediatrics, Orthopaedics and Anaesthesia are posted on a full-time basis. Specialists in 
other fields such as Dermatology, ENT and other specialities are sent on tour of duty on a quarterly 
basis. 

4.3 SANITARY CONDITIONS   

The Medical and Health Department Report of 1934 can be considered as a watershed in the 
understanding of health and living conditions prevailing in Rodrigues until the mid-1960s.  
 

“There is no disease worth mentioning whose development, the climate could be held to favour, 
and the inhabitants, once past the infant critical stage, can expect to live to a ripe old age.” 

Alfred North-Coombes 
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The relief and topography of the island are such that Rodrigues was spared the epidemics of 
diseases that afflicted Mauritius in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  However, shortage of 
domestic water supply has plagued the people in Rodrigues and contributed to a host of water-
borne diseases, with children as the prime victims. In 1934, 21 out of 24 deaths (87.5%) due to 
gastroenteritis were among children less than three years old. The most common diseases 
prevailing among children were: gastroenteritis, (24.2%), marasmus and debility, (14.7%), acute 
bronchitis and broncho-pneumonia, (11.6%), (around 50%). Safe and regular disposal of human 
excreta was a major problem that contributed to perpetual infestation of Ankylostomiasis. Bacillary 
dysentery was endemic. Pit latrines are still in usage. 

In Port Mathurin, the inhabitants could ill-afford the night-soil fee service, whereas the pit-latrines 
are not suitable because of the low sea-level water table. Annual exposure to cyclones worsened 
sanitary conditions. 
 
In the early days, water supply from rivers was abundant and clean at most times (except after 
heavy rains). In the 1890s, a small dam was erected up Grande Rivière valley and pipes were laid 
for distribution of water to Port Mathurin. This water became muddy after cyclones and floods, and 
was polluted by human habitation at the dam. In 1971, Port Mathurin drinking water still had to be 
filtered and boiled (North-Coombes 1971). 
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5. TRADITIONAL MEDICINE   
Rodriguans have always relied on traditional medicine, namely medicinal plants. The availability of 
such plants is linked with the terrestrial biodiversity which plays a key role in the livelihoods of 
many people. Besides the collection of leaves of the endemic vacoa (Pandamus heterocarpus) for 
the production of handicrafts, for sale mainly to tourists, several endemic species are noted for 
their medicinal properties. The most commonly used endemic plants for medicinal purposes are 
bois gandine (Mathurina pendulifera) and affouche à petites feuilles (Ficus reflerca).3 In their 
survey (1994) on the traditional pharmacopoeia in Rodrigues, Gurib-Fakim and Gueho have 
identified 193 medicinal plants currently used to treat some 93 diseases, by the population of 
Rodrigues. 

According to Lelio Roussety, traditional medicine “primait alors dans les moeurs”, considering the 
rugged topography of Rodrigues. Despite its small size, 110 square kilometres, it has never been 
easy for sick people to walk for example from Patate Theophile to Mont Lubin or from Rivière Cocos 
on the other pole of Port Mathurin to La Ferme to seek medical help. Thus, they had no choice but 
to have recourse to tisanes which had been used for generations.  

5.1 RELIANCE ON ALTERNATIVE MEDICINES 

Rodriguans depended almost entirely on traditional medicine until the late 1960s. The medical 
service was practically not existent or rudimentary and difficult to access by all the inhabitants of  
Rodrigues. Hospitals and dispensaries were at Mont Lubin, Port Mathurin, La Ferme especially to 
those living on the hills, in valleys and gorges. Up to the late 1960s, child birth was the affair of the 
traditional midwives who were called upon at any time of the day or night. They would walk 
kilometres to perform this benevolent duty. The sages-femmes (Midwives) without qualifications, 
but with knowledge and skills acquired from elders, while assisting them in childbirth, assumed the 
responsibility of child delivery. They depended wholly on traditional medicine and especially 
tisanes and oil for the recovery of the mother and in baby care. (pp. 90-91). According to Roussety, 
midwives had multifarious skills which they performed for the community and they were generally 
paid in kind. Besides child delivery, they were also herbalists, guérisseuses, as well as dress- and 
mattress-makers. Although babies were vaccinated against smallpox and diphtheria, mothers used, 
and continue to use, tisanes to cure ‘tambave’, as was the case in Mauritius. Women knew the 
secrets of preparing the tisane against ‘tambave’. The infusion of the same plants also provide 
relief from gas or balonnement and allergies that produce skin eruptions and also against itching. 

Roussety gives a list of plants used as tisanes, commonly resorted to in the absence of medical 
accessibility or ineffectiveness of medicines prescribed by doctors. Infusion, decoction and 
cataplasm or poultices are commonly used. The infusion of citronelle mixed with ginger and honey 
is used against influenza; the infusion of saponaire blanc against colic; the infusion of cassepuante 
is said to be an excellent remedy for fever; the infusion of ayapana, together with mint leaves, to 
find relief  from balonnement or gas; the bark of the filao is boiled together with the tender leaves 
of pomegranate to cure diarrhoea and dysentery. And, as is the practice in Mauritius, the roots of 
the coconut tree is boiled and taken as rafraîchi to cure inflammation of the stomach and 
intestines, caused by excessive consumption of spicy food, intake of alcoholic drinks or due to 
excess heat or cold in the body. The petit trefle and the jean-robert are also infused to find relief 
from inflammation. Cough elixir, namely from baume du perou, is also prepared and kept. Like 
Mauritians, Rodriguans also use a number of plants in the form of poultice on wounds, injuries and 
swellings. Infusion of plants in baths is commonly used to cure skin infections and allergies. A bath 
with the infusion of leaves of  the poc poc creeper, mixed with crude sea salt, is highly 

                                                 
3 Rodrigues, volcanic island, situated at latitude in the cyclone belt, has a warm wet season lasted from November to April 
and a cool dry season from May to October which explains the availability of only some 4000 ha of forest and some 2500 ha 
of arable land including pasture. Some parts of the coastal area are very dry and often  subjected to drought. 
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recommended to cure scabies and skin allergies. The infusion of tamarind leaves is commonly used 
as a gargle for sore throat. 

Rodriguans also use animal fat and oil against a number of ailments. Melted chicken, as well as 
mutton fat, is applied in the case of mumps. For headache, Rodriguans have a number of remedies: 
the head is massaged with castor oil and is covered with the leaves of palma christi. 

In the past, when the service of the doctor was not always available, Roussety says that in the 
absence of the doctor, especially in times of epidemics, the services of “des docteurs sans souliers” 
that is “guérisseurs et herboristes” were highly solicited. Roussety says “ Faute de mieux on ne crie 
pas charlatanisme ou superstition. D’ailleurs, la médecine traditionnelle a toujours tenu une place 
importante dans la vie de la population. Du point de vue psychologique, pratique et charismatique, 
l’on ne peut nier que beaucoup de gens dans la souffrance ont été ainsi soulagés et guéris.» In 
desperate situations, the inhabitants often had recourse to sorcerers and the ‘titalberniens’, 
especially when  helplessly left stranded with agonizing pains in the crevices of hills and valleys. 
According to Sam Lingayah who carried out a sociological study in Rodrigues in 2003,  their services 
are still  highly prized.4 

5.2 CONTINUED RELIANCE ON TRADITIONAL MEDICINE 

In his study of social exclusion in Rodrigues (2003), Sam Lingayah, states that the difficulty of 
reaching hospitals and dispensaries or health centres have caused many Rodriguans to continue to 
rely heavily on herbal medicines and trust in God, Jesus, for relief and recovery from sicknesses 
and diseases. The study based on intensive fieldwork provides deep insight into the health 
conditions of  Rodriguans and their lack of faith in the formal medical services that are available to 
them on the island. The author shows deep concern on the rudimentary service provided by the 
state and the powerlessness of the majority of the Rodriguans. He qualifies the system as 
‘inhumane’ and helplessness of the sick, the disabled and the old as an ugly scar on the Mauritian 
Welfare State.  Perception of mistrust in the medical service provided by Mauritian doctors 
prevailed through a lack of understanding or total indifference. The sick, especially the old and the 
handicapped, find it very difficult to have access to the existing medical services. Despite the 
recent introduction of an ambulance service, they have to depend on the generosity of neighbours. 
Lingayah adds , “ ...family solidarity and community support are still strong in some parts of 
Rodrigues.”  

 Cases documented by Lingayah , through informants in Rodrigues, gave reasons for reliance and 
trust in traditional medicines. Doctors generally prescribe medicines that are ineffective and often 
not related to the disease.  Misdiagnosis and prescription of wrong medicines are also current. 
Victims blame doctors for their deteriorating health conditions aggravated by unemployment and 
poverty and the continuing inaccessibility to hospital care. This causes loss of faith in the health 
services in Rodrigues. One of his informants blamed a Mauritian doctor who administered drops for 
her eye and said that she was waiting for deliverance in death.  Lingayah cites the case of an 84 
years old man suffering from high blood pressure, partially blind and disabled, with limited mobility 
and severe skin problems, for which he had not sought hospital treatment. He was using the 
traditional herbal medicine but the wife-carer said it was not really effective. “Mo ena confiance 
dans Jeji”. Faith in religion was their only hope.  

 A 57-year-old fisherman who had a stroke was bedridden and suffered speech impairment. “There 
had been no physiotherapy since discharged from hospital”. Similarly, a woman paralysed with 
stroke  said, “There has been no physiotherapy since she was discharged from hospital at Creve 
Coeur...”. She was advised to do her own physiotherapy.  Her hospital outpatient appointment was 
six-monthly. Having lost confidence in hospital treatment, she saw the appointment as a waste of 

                                                 
4 Sam  Lingayah is a sociologist and experienced social worker in London. He is author of Social Welfare in Mauritius. 
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time...Doctors repeated the same medications and asked her to return home. The author was 
informed that a homemade concoction of local herbal medicine was administered to her, instead of 
the tablets from hospital.  

Recourse to traditional medicine is common. Diabetes, strokes, high blood pressure are very 
common among the Rodriguan population. It is observed that many people, especially those living 
on the hilly part of the island, become disabled after the first stroke itself for lack of adequate 
treatment and poor supervision of patients in hospitals. A 60-year-old woman was so discouraged 
with hospital treatment that she stopped taking medications prescribed by doctors and her son had 
to try using herbal medicines to cure his mother.  

Lingayah writes: “ In my view, it is the prohibitive expenditure involved in seeing a good doctor and 
meeting the bills for medicines that encourage the poor to resort to traditional and herbal 
medicines.” (p. 90) The overwhelming majority of his informants found health services in Rodrigues 
unsatisfactory and of very poor quality. Moreover, the medications prescribed were perceived as 
ineffective, for instance panadol tablets are systematically prescribed for all diseases, even for 
serious conditions. Many medications are available at the hospital pharmacy and patients need to 
buy them from the chemist. Ineffective medications and the high cost of procuring better ones 
from the chemist cause many patients to resort to herbal remedies.  

Roussety says that the problems of access to medical facilities were due to the distance from 
hospital, and this was the main factor for relying on traditional herbal medicine in Rodrigues.  On 
the other hand, Lingayah says that “many sociological factors”, namely “poverty and 
powerlessness, among others, drive people to rely on the inexpensive traditional herbal medicines, 
many of which have proved ineffective as compared to modern conventional medications.”  Both 
views are valid, given that Roussety provides an ethnographic account of life in Rodrigues aiming at 
preserving memories and Lingayah “a diagnostic and analytical investigation based on a critical and 
radical sociological perspective” aiming at  “stimulating debates on social problems ... approaching 
an unacceptable  condition in any society in the world of the 21st century.”  

Although Roussety writes mainly about the past and his account may be tinged with subjectivity. As 
a Rodriguan, he writes on the basis of lived experiences and close interactions with fellow 
countrymen. His ‘temoignages’ contain the social history of  Rodrigues. However, the use of 
traditional medicine should also be seen from the cultural point of view.  North-Coombes5 writing 
on Citrons, says: “Furthermore, the native Rodriguans developed a natural urge to consume the 
fruit, whose dietetic properties he had discovered in the course of time.” (p. 208) He quotes 
Balfour6  who calls the fruit Citrus medica, “the leaves and the rind of the fruit are used in 
preparing tisanes for various maladies”.  

 Similarly, Rodriguans have adopted several other plants, the medicinal virtues of which they 
discovered over time; for instance, “la barbe maye” is valued as excellent rafraîchi. They also 
concocted several recipes for medications, the most celebrated elixir is the mixture of eau de vie 
with an equal amount of lime juice and much honey for relief from respiratory problems. 
Traditional medicine is used in parallel with modern medicine. 

  

                                                 
5 “By 1845, Rodrigues was “getting a reputation for its citrons” North-Coombes, The Island of Rodrigues, 1971, p. 208. 

6 The Botany of Rodrigues, Balfour.  
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5.3 CONCLUSION 

The original vegetation of Rodrigues has been destroyed by human activity so much so that 
Rodrigues ranks among the most environmentally degraded place in the world. There is an ongoing 
decline in the use of traditional varieties of crops as well as endemic plants, due to the tendency to 
cross-hybridise local species with introduced varieties, and represents a major threat to medicinal 
plants as well (Tatayah, 2007). 

Other threats include change in land use pattern which impacts on the ecosystems. Invasive alien 
species such as the “piquant loulou’, jamrosa, bois d’oiseau, vieille fille, ravernale” constitute 
another major threat to terrestrial biodiversity and threaten the native vegetation, even in the 
“well-intended management measures of the reforestation programme in view of protecting 
watersheds and prevent soil erosion”(Tatayah 2007). Overgrazing, indiscriminate collection of 
plants for handicrafts and medicinal use also threaten the survival  local species. The increasing 
globalisation of consumption patterns is also leading to the gradual replacement of diverse crop and 
medicinal varieties. 

The importance of medicinal and artisanal plants in the lives of Rodriguans can be gauged from 
projects such as the one on sustainable use of endemic plants awarded to UNDP/GEF SGP. This 
project involved developing an area with plants used by villagers for medicinal and artisanal 
purposes, which aimed at propagating these plants which are inextricably linked with the 
livelihoods of the inhabitants 
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6. CONCLUSION   
In the early times, Rodrigues had the reputation of being a healthy island with a relief and 
topography that spared it of the epidemics that afflicted Mauritius in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
During the French Administration, the island was sparsely populated and not much interest was 
shown for settlement and development, except for exploitation (plundering) of the abundant 
tortoise population. The British began to take a keener interest of the island by the mid-19th 
century with the appointment of a magistrate. 
 
The plight of Rodrigues on public health matters started deteriorating with the influx of migrants 
between the two islands and visiting ships during the second half of the 19th century and early 20th 
century. Epidemic diseases (like leprosy, typhoid, measles, influenza, and poliomyelitis) were 
inadvertently introduced. Later, tuberculosis as well as water and faecal-borne diseases (like 
dysentery, enteritis, ascariasis, ankylostomiasis,etc.) became widespread as a result of poor 
housing and sanitation, and lack of safe drinking water, exacerbated by rapid population growth in 
the early 20th century. 
 
The staple foods of the Rodriguans were maize and manioc supplemented with beans, fish (fresh 
and salted) and livestock produce, with very little fruits and vegetables. They faced famine 
situations several times due to cyclones and droughts, when they survived on sweet potatoes, roots 
and wild fruits, while they have to wait for food supplies from Mauritius. In the latter part of the 
late 19th century, rice was introduced in the diet followed by wheat flour (for bread making). Rum 
and wine drinking was prevalent. The availability of safe drinking water was always a problem. 
 
Rodriguans have always relied on traditional medicine, namely medicinal plants. The availability of 
such plants is linked with the terrestrial biodiversity which plays a key role in the livelihoods of 
many people.  Perception of mistrust in the medical service provided by Mauritian doctors prevailed 
through lack of understanding or indifference to the population. A survey (1994) on the traditional 
pharmacopoeia in Rodrigues, has identified 193 medicinal plants currently used to treat some 93 
diseases, by the population of Rodrigues. 

 
During the first half of the 20th century, Infant Mortality Rates (IMR) in Rodrigues were generally 
lower than those in Mauritius due to the multiple epidemics (particularly malaria) that afflicted the 
latter. In those days, Rodrigues was relatively spared from the scourges, although water and 
sanitation problems perpetuated high morbidity and mortality affecting mostly children. This trend 
was reversed after the mid 1950s, when IMR in Mauritius decreased dramatically, mainly due to the 
eradication of malaria and other public health measures. IMRs, as well as the nutritional status of 
children on both islands, are now very close. 
 
During the last three decades, the aetiology of diseases has shifted from the typical infectious and 
parasitic origin to diseases more related to lifestyle as in Mauritius. The pattern now is 
predominantly that of heart diseases, hypertension, diabetes and obesity. This is linked to the 
changing lifestyle, such as overconsumption and dietary imbalance, decreasing physical exercise 
level and alcoholism, more or less reflecting the health situation in Mauritius. 
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 7. RECOMMENDATIONS   
As the present disease pattern of Rodriguans is more or less similar to that found in Mauritius, the 
same recommendations as for Mauritius apply to Rodrigues. 

However, the specific geographical, economic, social and cultural aspects of Rodrigues should be 
taken into consideration in the formulation of a Health Policy. 
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The ship came at intervals, bringing mail and supplies and collecting the coconut crop. The working 
and living conditions were generally acceptable. The workers received free housing, medical care, 
food rations, education and religious facilities. In Diego Garcia, each family had its own house and 
plot of land on which to grow fruit and vegetables and rear poultry. The men enjoyed traditional 
fishing and there was lobster in abundance.  

Gradually, the Chagossian people evolved their own culture in terms of food, music and religion and 
their own distinctive Creole language, based on a French-based Creole dialect.  The social system 
was matriarchal. The majority of the islanders were Christian. With the inevitable growth of the 
population, some of the other islands like Peros Banhos and the Salomon islands were also settled. 
Throughout their recorded history, the plantations in the Archipelago had a population of 
approximately 1,000 individuals, two-thirds of whom lived in Diego Garcia. A peak of 1,142 persons 
was recorded in 1953. Those workers, born in the Archipelago, were referred as ‘Ilois’, a French 
word meaning ‘Islanders’ but, in the 1990s, they adopted the name ‘Chagossians’. Visits from Diego 
Garcia to the islands were not easy as Diego Garcia was some 100 miles away. But it was thousands 
of miles away, in the metropolitan capital, that an unexpected and tragic decision was taken. The 
unique and peaceful way of life of the Chagossian community came to a dramatic end, following a 
decision taken in London in 8th November 1965 for the excision of Chagos Archipelago from 
Mauritius. That decision has had tremendous and serious consequences for the Chagossian 
community and these far-reaching consequences are still being felt today. 

The Strategic Importance of Diego Garcia 

During the Cold War, the United States decided to establish a military base in the Indian Ocean to 
keep the USSR and China from threatening the Arabian Gulf. The US opted for the uninhabited 
Aldabra Atoll, but the British Government preferred to avoid confrontation with ecologists, as 
Aldabra was home to a rare breed of giant turtles and so offered Diego Garcia, even though it was 
inhabited. Later, British politicians, diplomats and civil servants began a campaign “to maintain the 
pretence that there were no permanent inhabitants on Chagos.” 

As early as 1969, the French Naval Lieutenant La Fontaine made a thorough survey of the Chagos 
Bay and recorded a possible strategic value of Diego Garcia. From 1881 to 1888, Diego Garcia was 
the location of two coal stations for steamships crossing the Indian Ocean. The strategic situation 
of Diego Garcia, about 3,400 miles from the Cape of Good Hope, 2,600 miles from North West Cape, 
Australia, 2,200 miles from Berbera, Somalia, and its proximity with the Maldives and India was 
gradually recognised by the UK and US. During the World War II, Diego Garcia proved to be a 
valuable naval port of call and became more prominent after the war, especially after the 
withdrawal of the British forces from the region following the independence of India (1947) and 
other colonies. Later, the Gulf crisis, the Kuwait, Iraq and the Afghanistan wars contributed further 
to the strategic importance of Diego as a military base for the US.  Evidence laid out before the 
Select Committee on the Excision of the Chagos Archipelago, set up by the Mauritius Government in 
1982, shows that the UK and US were in close consultation over the choice of Diego Garcia as a 
joint naval base for more than a year before the excision order. 

Decision of the British Government on the Excision 

The long association of Chagos Archipelago with Mauritius came to an end on 8th November 1965, 
with the coming into force of the British Indian Ocean Territory. It originally included not only 
Chagos Archipelago, but also Farquhar Islands, Aldabra Group and Desroches Islands which formed 
part of the British colony of Seychelles. However, Seychelles carried out successful negotiations for 
its independence on 28th June 1976 and also for the return of the three groups of islands. 

Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam, the Prime Minister, appeared before the Select Committee on Chagos 
in 1982 and made the following statement which was recorded in the Select Committee’s Report: 

“He declared that the eventual excision of the Chagos Archipelago from Mauritius never 
appeared on the agenda of the Constitutional talks nor was it ever brought for discussion in 
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Mauritius prior to the conference. It was only, while the talks were on that he had two 
private meetings with the British Authorities; one, at 10, Downing Street where the British 
Government’s decision to grant independence to Mauritius was communicated to him by the 
then Prime Minister, and the second, on 23rd September,1965, in one of the committee 
rooms of Lancaster House where he was, for the first time, informed by the Secretary of 
State, Mr. Anthony Greenwood, of the United Kingdom’s intention of detaching the Chagos 
Archipelago from Mauritius. 

Sir Seewoosagur declared that he accepted the excision, in principle, as (i) he felt he had no 
legal instrument to prohibit the United Kingdom Government from exercising the powers 
conferred upon it by the Colonial Boundaries Act 1895, which powers could not be resisted 
even by India when the partition of this country took place before its independence (ii) he 
could not then assess the strategic importance of the archipelago which consisted of islands 
very remote from Mauritius and virtually unknown to most Mauritians and (iii) it was 
concretely expressed to him that the islands would be used as a communications centre and 
not as a military base.” 

The population in Mauritius was apprised officially of the excision on the 10th November 1965, when 
the British Secretary of State made the following statement in the House of Commons in reply to a 
Parliamentary Question: 

“With the agreement of the Governments of Mauritius and the Seychelles new arrangements 
for the administrations of certain islands were introduced by an Order in Council made on the 
8th November. The islands are the Chagos Archipelago, some 1,200 miles north-east of 
Mauritius, and Aldabra, Farquhar and Desroches in the Western Indian Ocean. Their 
population are approximately 1,000,100,172 and 112 respectively. The Chagos Archipelago 
was formerly administered by the Government of Mauritius and the other three islands by 
that of the Seychelles. The islands will be called the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT) and 
will be administered by a Commissioner. It is intended that the islands will be available for 
the construction of defence facilities by the British and the U.S. Governments, but no firm 
plans have yet been made by either Government. Compensation will be paid as appropriate.” 

Compensation 

The British Government excised the Chagos Archipelago, despite UN Resolution 2066 of 1965 which 
instructed Britain to take no action which would dismember the territory of Mauritius and violate 
its territorial integrity. The British Government undertook to provide to Mauritius, following the 
excision of the Chagos Archipelago, grants amounting to £3 million for expenditure on development 
projects in Mauritius. It also undertook to compensate the company ‘Moulinie Co.’ which could not 
exploit the copra plantations anymore and meet the resettlement costs of inhabitants who could no 
longer remain there. 

It is confirmed that an amount of £3 million was paid by the British Government in the financial 
year 1965/1966 and credited to Capital Revenue, item ‘Sale of Chagos Islands’. There is no 
information on the basis on which that sum was arrived at. Later, on the 28th October 1972 the 
British Government effected a second payment of £650,000 for the ‘Resettlement Scheme’. In 
1982, a full and final payment of £4 was made by UK. 

US/UK Agreement on Diego 

In 1966, the US and the UK signed an ‘Exchange of Notes’ which permitted the US to use the BIOT 
for defence purposes for 50 years (ending in December 2016), followed by a 20-year optional 
extension. The US did not pay any amount to the British Government. However, it gave the British a 
US $ 14 million discount on the acquisition of Polaris submarine nuclear missiles. 

In March 1971, the US Navy forces arrived in Diego Garcia to start the construction of a 
communication station and an airfield. They closed the plantation business in Diego. Plantation 
workers and their families were relocated to plantations in Peros Bahnos and Salomon islands. Some 
were transported to the Seychelles and Mauritius. In 1972, the UK decided to close the plantations 
throughout the Chagos and deported the workers and their families to Mauritius and Seychelles. No 
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exact figures are available for the number of Chagossians deported to Mauritius and Seychelles. 
However, in 1972/1973, the UK Government decided to grant £65,000 for resettlement purposes. 
The number of families was quoted as 426 i.e. 1,151 individuals who were due for compensation. 
However, in 1982, the Ilois Trust Fund Board arrived at a figure of 1,579 individuals. 

As a matter of fact, the process of eviction started in 1967, when the UK stopped the regular supply 
ship and the return and new inflow of workers. Plantation workers were forced to abandon their 
homes. Life became miserable for them, when they were uprooted and shipped to Mauritius on 
board the ‘M.V. Nordvoer’ in 1971/1972. They had very little belongings with them. The final 
voyage of ‘Nordvoer’ was effected on May 1973, transporting 8 men, 9 women and 29 children from 
Peros Banhos. The displacement from the Chagos was complete. 

Living Conditions in Mauritius - Prosser Report 

After a sea voyage of six days in traumatic and appalling conditions, the exiles, who travelled in 
batches, were left stranded at the quayside in Port-Louis. They were confused and frightened and 
had to fend for themselves by living in slums and huts. As Mauritius was facing a high rate of 
unemployment, it was extremely difficult for them to find work and earn a living. To make matters 
worse, they had no formal education and were not fluent in the local language. Life was hell to 
many. They experienced feelings of vulnerability, powerlessness, injustice and isolation, together 
with a social, cultural, psychological and economic marginalisation as a result of their expulsion. 
There were a number of suicide cases and some became alcoholics and drug addicts as their 
families suffered from malnutrition, but others benefitted from social welfare and were gradually 
integrated the local community. 

It was only in 1976 that the British Government decided to send Mr. A.R.G Prosser, Adviser on 
Social Development in the Ministry of Overseas Development, to propose a plan for the 
resettlement of the Ilois community. He acknowledged that the Ilois were living in deplorable 
conditions and called for urgent action. His main recommendations were: 

a) The immediate setting up of a Resettlement Committee with proper staffing; 

b) The setting up of an occupational training scheme for the unemployed; 

c) Employment of a full-time social worker to counsel the Ilois community; 

d) A housing scheme for all Ilois families.  

Cash Payments 

Unfortunately, the Ilois community was divided on the issue of housing, as shown in a survey by the 
Ministry of Social Security in 1977, and finally, the Government of Mauritius decided to effect cash 
compensation to all Ilois irrespective of their date of arrival. The following payments were made in 
March 1978: 

   Rs.   Total 

351 children under 5      1,000  351,000 

459 children between 5 and 11     1,200  550,800 

474 children between 11 and 18     1,500  711,000 

1081 adults       7,590          8,204,790  

109 old age pensioners (additional)        250    27,250 

71 females with children (additional)         250    17,750 

       TOTAL           9,862,590  

Amount available (including interest)            11,167,604 

Amount paid                 9,862,580 

      BALANCE           1,305,014 
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According to the survey of the Ministry of Social Security (1977), the following families were scattered in 
various localities: 

Locality No. of 
families 

Under 5 5-12 12-18 Adults Over 60 

Baie du Tombeau 5 3 7 3 7 - 

Bois Marchand 2 - 1 - 5 - 

Beau-Bassin 9 3 6 15 22 3 

Cassis 94 67 82 49 181 17 

Cité la Cure 22 24 27 14 64 3 

Docker’s Flat 40 31 48 30 107 4 

Grand River North West 5 1 2 5 10 - 

Le Hochet 5 1 6 8 10 - 

Les Salines 51 43 44 19 94 10 

Pointe aux Sables 31 24 38 22 72 7 

Pailles 16 14 8 8 22 3 

Port Louis 4 3 8 1 8 2 

Petite Rivière 26 14 22 28 55 5 

Roche Bois 225 130 210 117 370 45 

Ste. Croix 10 11 16 6 13 1 

Other Areas 12 9 18 9 28 1 

TOTAL 557 378 543 334 1068 102 

Note: The survey also indicated that there were 38 Ilois families in Agalega. 

The amounts paid were clearly insufficient. The British Government agreed in 1982 to allocate to 
the Chagossians, through the Ilois Trust Fund £4 million as ‘Full and Final Resettlement’, on the 
condition that they sign a document that they renounce their right to return to their homeland. 
They refused and, after further negotiations with the UK, most received some combination of land, 
housing and cash payments, totalling Rs. 55,000 for each adult. 

Legal Battle 

The living conditions of the Chagossians in the different suburbs of Port-Louis are still to be 
improved. The younger generation finds it easier than the older generation to adapt to the 
Mauritian way of life. The latest figures indicate they number approximately 4,700, with some 600 
living in Seychelles. Quite a number of Chagossians were given British passports and left for the UK. 
The single largest concentration is in Crawley, West Sussex. In 1983, some leading Chagossian 
members formed a group called ‘Chagos Refugee Group’ to defend the rights of the Chagossians to 
return to their homeland. The group started a national and international campaign to promote the 
Chagossian cause. The campaign gradually gained momentum as the international Press, Human 
Rights groups, academia, conservation groups, film-makers etc. stood up for the Chagossian cause. 

Under the dynamic leadership of Olivier Bancoult, a Chagossian, a case was lodged at the High 
Court in UK, arguing that the decision to expel the Chagossians from the Archipelago was unlawful. 
That was the start of a long-running legal battle. In November 2000, the High Court gave a 
landmark ruling in favour of the Chagossians. It ruled that the decision by the British Government 
to expel the Chagossians from their homeland was unlawful. During the following year, the British 
Government decided to carry out a feasibility study into human resettlement of the islands. It 
concluded, in June 2002, that it would be difficult, precarious and costly and evoked the possibility 
of natural disasters like floods, earthquakes, tsunamis etc. However, a US resettlement expert, Mr. 
Jonathan Jenness, qualified the conclusions as ‘erroneous’. 
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Unexpectedly, on the 10th June 2004, ‘Orders in Council’ were passed in London, banning anyone 
from setting foot on the Chagos Islands. Clearly, the ‘Orders in Council’ were issued to counteract 
the High Court ruling of 2000. 

The legal battle continued, with the High Court overturning, on the 11th of May 2006, the ‘Orders in 
Council’ of 2004. The British Government appealed to the Court of Appeal and lost a year later. It 
then took the appeal to the House of Lords where the Law Lords ruled in October 2008 by a 
majority of three-to-two to allow the Government’s appeal. 

The determination of the Chagos Refugee Group, backed by an ‘All Party Parliamentary Group on 
Chagos’, established in London in 2008, to fight against the injustice caused to the Chagossian 
community by the British Government, led them to file a case at the European Court of Human 
Rights. The British Government decided, in 2010, to contest the case, instead of seeking a friendly 
settlement. The case is still pending at the European Court of Human Rights. The Chagos Refugee 
Group also filed a case before a US Court in 2001 against the US Government. Not much came of it 
under the Bush Administration. There may be hope under the Obama Administration. 

Visit to Family Graves in 2006 

An emotional homecoming for some 100 elderly Chagossians, who had wanted for a long time to 
visit the graves of family members, took place in March 2006. They travelled on board the 
Mauritius Trochetia. Feelings of nostalgia ran very high, when the Chagossians set foot on the 
islands after their eviction some 33 years ago. The visit, which lasted ten days, was given extensive 
coverage in Mauritius and beyond. 

Marine Protected Area 

On 1st April 2010, the British Government went ahead with its proposal to declare the Chagos 
waters a ‘Marine Protected Area’ (MPA), hoping to prevent any form of human resettlement, fishing 
and extractive industry activities. The uniqueness of Chagos waters needs to be underlined. The 
reserve covers 545,000 sq. kms around the Archipelago. It is the world’s largest coral atoll, 
containing some of the world’s healthiest coral reefs and the cleanest seawater. It is one of the 
richest marine ecosystems in the world. 

The Mauritius Government has lodged a formal objection to the British Government on the MPA and 
considered its decision as illegal. The Government of Mauritius has decided to take up the matter 
before the UN International Tribunal on the Law of the sea. Proceedings will start shortly. 

Hope for the Future 

The dream of the Chagossian community is to go back to their homeland as soon as possible. The 
Government and people of Mauritius are very supportive of the difficult and long-drawn struggle 
undertaken by the Chagossian community who deserve the utmost respect and admiration of the 
entire international community. The unflinching determination of the Mauritius Government in this 
regard is reflected in the following extract from the Government Programme 2010-2015: 

“Government will intensify its action to defend the right to effectively exercise sovereignty 
over the Chagos Archipelago and explore all options available to ensure its early return to 
Mauritius and the resettlement of the Archipelago.” 

The fire of hope in the Chagossian community and, indeed, in the entire Mauritius population will 
continue to be kept burning until the final battle is won, thus paving the way for a new life and a 
new destiny for the Chagossian community, and for Mauritius to fully exercise its legitimate 
sovereignty over the Chagos Archipelago. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Chagos Archipelago is situated approximately 1,200 miles North East of the 
Republic of Mauritius and South of India. It is a group of seven atolls named: Diego Garcia 
the largest landmass, Peros Banhos, Salomon Islands, Egmont or Six Islands, Three Brothers 
including Eagle Islands, Danger Island and Nelsons Island.  

The Archipelago was formally administered by the British Crown Colony of Mauritius 
until 8th November 1965 when it was unlawfully excised by the United Kingdom from the 
Mauritian territory1 and was established as a British overseas territory.  

When Mauritius was granted self-governance in 1968, one year later, the 
Archipelago was officially part of the British Indian Ocean Territory, and since from 1971, 
Diego Garcia has been a United States Military Base. In 2010, the United Kingdom declared 
the Archipelago of approximately 54,400 sq km as a marine reserve.  
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The history of the Chagos Islanders, also named Chagossians and commonly known 
as Ilois (Eng. trans. Islanders) in Mauritius, has been under-researched. While colonialism 
and post-colonialism in Mauritius Island has been systematically researched, there is limited 
documentation on the history of the Chagossians that, until the beginning of the 21st 
century, has been overlooked.  

With the exception of a number of ethnographic writings, such as the narrations of 
Father Dussercle, anthropological works of Vine (2009) and Jeffery (2010) and a few official 
documents, research publications are limited.  

Since 2001, following the high coverage of the Chagossians’ litigation, much 
research from different perspectives (anthropological, international politics, human rights 
and historical) has been conducted on the Chagossian experience of exile to furnish 
documentation pertaining to the Chagossian court case.  

While many people, including Mauritians, ignored the detailed history of the Chagos 
Archipelago, contemporary researchers are now attempting to remedy this historical 
oversight by unravelling the intricacies of the excision of the Chagos and to place the 
Chagossian history within Colonial historiographies.   

This report aims at documenting the Chagossians’ experience of forced 
displacement and their resettlement in Mauritius focusing on the impact of forced 
relocation on the current social, cultural, material and economic situation of the Islanders. 
The document is divided into three chapters: 

The first chapter details the colonisation of the Chagos focusing on the settlement 
of the islands and on the living and working conditions of the islanders under British 
colonisation with emphasis being placed on cultural patterns, spatial organisation and 
occupation.  

The second chapter details the excision of the Chagos from Mauritius and their 
resettlement in Mauritius, focusing on the main historical events and underpinnings of this 
geo-political decision.  

The third chapter focuses on the social, cultural, material and economic impact of 
forced displacement and resettlement in Mauritian society, with special mention of their 
right to return.  

Methodology and Treatment of data 

This report is based on secondary sources exclusively, because the transcriptions of 
the interviews of the Chagossians, conducted in the context of the Oral History of the 
Descendants of Slaves, were not available at the time of data compilation. Consequently, 
the voices of the Chagos islanders are, unfortunately, not included in this document. 

The testimonies of the Chagos Islanders would have been a valuable source of 
information on their life-experiences, viewed from their own perspective and expressed in 
their own words. Moreover, their interviews would have provided insight into their feelings 
and perceptions of their life history and their experience of exile and resettlement.  

Given the short time for documentary research and to draft this report (two weeks 
only), I have not been able to do an in-depth archival research. I relied on the books and 
dissertations available in the Library of the University of Mauritius and on the articles 
accessed from online academic journals.  

In the document I recurrently refer to four main sources of information: the Report 
of the Selection Committee (1983); the ethnographic writing of Dussercle (1934); the report 
of D’Unienville (2002), and the anthropological article of Jeffery (2007).   

This report is not an in-depth analysis of the Chagossians’ experience but rather 
complements the information provided in the other reports, with the aim of building a 
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comprehensive picture of the impact of forced displacement and resettlement on the 
latter. Hence, it should be read in conjunction with the Oral History project and other TJC 
reports on the Chagos Archipelago, since topics covered in the these documents are not 
included in the present document.  

2. BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CHAGOS ARCHIPELAGO 

The history of the Chagos Archipelago and the Mascarenes islands are interrelated. 
In fact, their history forms an integral part of the history of colonialism. The geo-political 
history of the United States of America and of the United Kingdom greatly impacted on, and 
played a decisive role in, shaping the historical path of the Chagos and Mauritius as well. 
(For a historical account of French colonisation of the Chagos Archipelago, see other 
reports). 

British Colonisation 

The Chagos was a Crown colony administered by the Seychelles but in 1903, it was 
attached to Mauritius as a dependency, whilst the Seychelles Archipelago was detached 
from Mauritius. From that moment until the excision of the Chagos from Mauritius, a 
metropole-satellite relationship was established between the two islands.  

The Archipelago was a Mauritian dependency and, thus, was under the 
administration of the Mauritian Colonial Government. Under Farquhar’s governorship, more 
land concessions were granted on the atolls, such as in Peros Banhos, Trois Frères, Eagle 
and Salomon Islands, for the expansion of copra production. The establishment of more 
coconut plantations meant the introduction of more slaves on the island from Mauritius and 
the development of the Archipelago’s social, economic and infrastructural structures.  

Just as in Metropolitan Mauritius, the Chagossian population was a slave population 
in majority and they built the Archipelago and its economic sector and social fabric. The 
Free Coloureds and settlers were in a minority on the islands. The historians report that 
during the first half of the British colonisation, the copra production was prosperous and 
even though copra exportation was the main economic pillar, the economy diversified.  

During slavery and after the abolition of slavery in 1835, the coconut plantation and 
copra production including the manufacture of other by-products was the main employment 
sector. The slaves worked in the Fishing Industry and the production of guano, timber and 
tortoise as well.  

The Ilois Support Trust writes that in 1826, the Baron d’Unienville, Chief Archivist 
of Mauritius, reported that the Chagos was a bountiful Archipelago and he observed that: 

« …L’île produit beaucoup de cocos, elle ne manque pas non plus de bois, tels que 
[t]atamaka, bois blanc bon pour pirogues, bois à brûler; elle abonde en poisons, 
tortues, oiseaux de mer, poules sauvages…2 » 

(Eng. trans: the island produces many coconuts, wood was not scarce, such as 
Tatamaka, White wood good [in the construction] of boats, firewood; fishes, tortoises, 
water birds, wild hens are abundant). 

The slave census of 1826 estimates the slave population in the Chagos Archipelago 
to be approximately 351 people. Even though these figures are not accurate, yet, they give 
an estimation of the slave population at the beginning of the British colonisation3. 

In accordance with Valéran (1999), the application of the Code Noir stricto sensu in 
the Chagos failed. For example, she observes that the Christianisation of the slaves was not 
systematic. However, she writes that in 1838, after the visit of Charles Anderson to Chagos, 
the latter reported that the treatment of slaves was too harsh, but their workload in the 
coconut plantation was lighter than in the sugar plantocracy.  
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Since the colony was remote, approximately 15 days travel by sea in times of windy 
weather, the application of the Code was loose and was left to the discretion of the 
administrators of the coconut plantations who were the representatives of the Colonial 
Government as well. 

 

Table 1: 
Population Distribution in the Chagos Archipelago as at 1921 

Islands General Population Indo-Mauritian Other Indians 

Eagle 

Island 

86.26% 12.98%3 0.76% 

Diego 

Garcia 

89.66% 9.89% 0.45% 

Salomon 

Island 

93.01% 6.99% - 

Peros 

Banhos 

82.57% 17.14% 0.29% 

Sources: Census Enumeration made in the Colony of Mauritius and Dependencies, 31st 
March 1931.  

After the abolition of slavery, Indian indentured labourers were brought to the 
island as additional source of labour to work in the plantations, but the indentured 
population was not as substantial as in Metropolitan Mauritius. Thus, as at 1921, 
demographic distribution in the Archipelago was enumerated as such: 

None of the sources read documented the Apprenticeship period in the Archipelago 
with the exception of Vine (2009) who writes that the Apprenticeship System brought little 
change to the living and working conditions, with the exception of the daily work tasks and 
the introduction of Indian immigrants. Vine’s book entitled Island of Shame is a valuable 
source of ethnographic data on the Chagos Archipelago.  

Dussercle (1984, p.146) gives more information on the religio-ethnic profile of the 
local population composed of ‘Afro-Creoles’ and people of European origins who are Roman 
Catholics, Chagossians of Indian origins who abide to Hinduism and one of Islamic faith.  

The Roman Catholics were in majority but, with the exception of few anecdotes, he 
does not provide information on whether or not the Muslims and Indians practised their 
religion.  

« …car il m’est revenu qu’elle avait pris part ou tout du moins assisté à une danse sur 
le feu… »4 

(Eng. trans: Because I remembered that she had taken part or rather assisted to a fire 
dance) 

The Report of the Select Committee (1983) is a valuable source of information on 
the social and political evolution of the Chagos under the British colonisation, and 
especially on the main historical events during the pre-Independence period of Mauritius, 
uncovering that because of its strategic geographical location in the Indian Ocean, Diego 
Garcia was bound to play a pre-eminent role in modern Geo-politics.  

Living and working condition after the abolition of slavery 

The ethnographic writing of Dussercle (1934) is a rich source of information on the 
life of the Islanders.  
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However, his accounts as a priest and a settler should be read with a critical eye as 
they are permeated with negative racial representations at times. 

These value loaded representations document the racist prejudices that the 
colonisers cultivated against the locals who were considered as ‘uncivilised’ and on the 
racist imperialist underpinnings of the European missionaries in the colonies as reflected in 
the above extract:  

« …comme elles ont besoin, de cette vie, de ce salut, de ce sauvetage divin, nos âmes, 
mais […] leurs âmes, à ceux-là qui sont seuls […] le fait de l’isolement et de l’instinct 
d’indépendance surtout en matière de morale, pourraient bien replonger dans une 
moralité dégradante… »5 

(Eng. trans: As they need, of this life, this salvation, this divine rescue, our souls, 
but…their souls, to those who are alone…the fact of the isolation and of the instinct 
independence especially regarding morality, could indeed drive back into a degrading 
morality) 

He describes the islanders as being primitive, native, cultivating atavistic and 
endemic laziness 6 .These negative stereotypical observations from the writer provide 
evidence that the author describes the islands from a Eurocentric and imperialist matrix. 
He considers, as a priest, Christian Western value systems as superior to the inhabitants’ 
ancestral values and customs.  

The spatial distribution and population settlement pattern conjointly indicate an 
appropriation of the islands by the local population. There was no morcellement movement 
in the Archipelago and accommodation was somewhat similar to the plantation camps 
settlement in metropolitan Mauritius.  

In addition, although there was no urbanisation plan, Dussercle’s writings point to 
some degree of spatial planning and organisation with  

trois rangées de cases en feuilles de cocotier s’alignant sur deux semblants de rues entre la 
résidence et le cimetière7  

(Eng. trans: three rows of houses made of coconut leaves aligned along two semblance of 
streets between the residence and the cemetery) 

In keeping with D’Unienville (2002) and Vine (2009), accommodation was free and 
the plantation owners provided the labourers with free construction materials to build a 
shelter. The latter did not purchase land and were granted land to settle free of charge.  

The working conditions, as well, were somewhat similar to that of the estate 
workers in Mauritius, although the nature of the work was different. The planation owners 
provided their workers with basic food rations, clothing, free accommodation, minimum 
wages and free basic health services. Gender division of labour, hierarchical power 
relations and labour oppression were identified.  

To supplement their daily ration, the Islanders fished and cultivated vegetables. 
The local residents, therefore, were horticulturalists8 and lived, to some degree, a self-
sufficient lifestyle. 

Besides these similarities, the work of the coconut workers was different from the 
sugar cane workers, and it is described as ‘light work’ and the skills required were 
different.  

Based on the various writings (Valéran, 1999; Jeffery, 2007; Vine, 2009), the local 
residents’ occupations were diversified. They reared livestock, cultivated land and fished 
for subsistence. However, the presence of retail shops implies that they were not 
completely self-sufficient and relied on the market economy. They purchased commodities 
that were not produced locally and that were imported from Mauritius such as milk, sugar 
and clothing. 
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This self-sufficient lifestyle is one component of the local social organisation. Two 
other proofs that the Chagossian society was socially organised are the development of the 
local educational and health systems.  

In accordance with Valéran (1999) and Vine (2009), before 1953, schooling was 
made available by the Catholic Church and in 1953, the Government opened a school that 
was closed in 1959. Basic health care was available on Diego Garcia, but for more serious 
illnesses, Chagossians came to Mauritius. 

The inhabitants’ lives revolved around the coconut plantations that were the main 
source of employment. During their free time, it seems that they did not have much 
entertainment since, apparently, some games were not allowed on the islands like playing 
cards.  

Les cartes, défendues, mais qu’ils introduisent à l’insçu de l’administration9  

(Eng. trans. Cards were not allowed but they were introduced without the administration 
knowing). 

With the authorisation of the plantation owners, they organised Sega parties for 
various occasions to celebrate: 

…il y a le séga navire, c’est celui que l’on danse après le départ du bateau pour 
remercier le ciel, sans doute, de tous les bienfaits apportés. Il y a aussi le séga 
bananée ; celui la, c’est pour le jour de l’an, que l’on fait suivre de danser français…10 

(Eng. trans: there is sega ship, it is the one that we dance after the departure of the 
boat to thank Heaven, doubtless, for all the goods brought. There is also a new-year 
sega; this one is for the new eve, that is followed French dance.) 

In keeping with Dussercle (1934), partying without the authorities’ approval was 
illegal and was perceived as debauchery because people abused alcohol and misbehaved: 

« …Mais de leur avoir dit qu’ils ne savaient pas s’amuser ‘comme du monde’, comme 
des personnes convenables et qui se respectent, cela leur a donné un coup de fouet…Ce 
qu’il y a de mauvais, c’est que d’abord cela se passe toujours le soir, dans les bois…De 
plus il faut boire ; en temps ordinaire, on boit du vin qui fait faire la tête virer, et 
quand la tête n’y est plus…on peut s’imaginer ce que cela devient. C’est alors que 
Satan conduit le bal…”11 

(Eng. trans: But to have told them that they did not know how to have fun 'like 
everyone', as suitable persons and who show self-respect, it lashed them…What is of 
bad, is first that it is always in the evening, in woods…Furthermore it is necessary to 
drink; under normal circumstances, we drink wine that makes them dizzy and when 
they lose their heads…we can imagine what it is like. It is then that Satan enjoys) 

They were allowed to organise Sega nights under the supervision of the 
administrator and until eight o’clock in the evening only, which implies that they were not 
free and were subjugated. 

It corroborates the public narratives of the Islanders who remained in the 
Archipelago after deportations and that are reproduced in Jeffery (2007) work. These oral 
narratives picture life in their homeland as harsh, and they were dominated by the Colonial 
Power and were oppressed.  

The priest’s description also provides information on the local social and cultural 
life. It informs us, firstly, that alcohol was available on the islands that caused social 
disorder.  

As in Metropolitan Mauritius, alcohol was inherent to plantation life. Secondly, that 
the Islanders developed their own insular culture consisting of their distinctive artistic 
assets, culinary traditions and folk healing and spiritual practices. 
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Dussercle (1934) also writes that on the Archipelago there were healers and 
sorcerers that were a threat to Catholicism and social order. Even if Islanders were Roman 
Catholics, in parallel, they practised their folk religion born from a syncretism of Animism, 
Catholicism and Hinduism. The local administration disapproved of these folk beliefs and 
through proselytism and preaching, they tried to fight these practices but the local 
inhabitants perpetuated and transmitted these traditional knowledge to the younger 
generations:  

« …Le Rosaire, le chapelet…n’est ce pas là l’occasion toute trouvée de leur administrer 
une petite causerie sur leur tabiz et leurs gris-gris…ce sont des sachets content des 
clous de girofle enveloppés dans de la poussière de tabac ; des dents de rat ; du poil 
d’ânon pris sur le dos de la bête à l’endroit où se dessine la croix est appelé pour cette 
raison la croix bourrique…ce que l’on appelle corde la fouche, un talisman quelconque 
que l’on attache au bras pour conserver ou obtenir la santé ; et puis, des bouts de 
papier graisseux sur lesquels s’effacent dans l’huile odorabonde et qui generis des 
signes cabalistiques extrait du livre de petit ou de grand Albert des formules du Coran 
écrit en Arabe, des prières baroques à la sainte croix… »12 

(Eng. trans: The Rosary, the rosary…is it not there the opportunity to administer them a 
small talk on their talisman and their amulets…they are bags containing cloves wrapped 
in some tobacco dust; teeth of rats; hairs of ass foal taken on the back of the animal 
where a cross is outlined named, for that reason the ass cross…what we call thread la 
fouche, a talisman that we wrap around to the arm to preserve or obtain health; and 
then, greasy scraps of paper on which fade in smelly oil…cabalistic signs extracts from 
the book Petit and Grand Albert, formulae from the Koran written in Arabic, baroque 
prayers to the holy cross) 

His description illustrates the complex belief system impregnated with supernatural 
and spiritual practices that are often pejoratively perceived and rationalised as 
superstitions.  

The local social dysfunctions and problems were often put down to the sorcerer and 
to these folk systems. The presence of a sorcerer is also sustained by Jeffrey (2007, p.959) 
who publishes, in her article, the testimony of a Chagossians testifying the practice of 
voodoo on the islands.  

In fact, the ethnographic writings (Dussercle, 1934 & Jeffrey 2007) reveal that the 
Islanders constructed a rich culture from Diasporic cultural cross- fertilisation and diffusion 
to form what is now designated as Chagossian Creole culture.  

They developed a rich oral tradition which took the form of folktales and songs as 
medium of transmission of knowledge and as ‘a means of making history’13. It seems that 
the Chagossian society did not develop a structured written system, and thus oral 
narratives were a means of communication and transmission of their life-experiences and 
individual life histories.  

A collective memory was created out of these oral narratives that, through a 
Eurocentric matrix, were conceived as gossips. For example, Dussercle (1934, p.37) 
narrates his encounter with a local resident who sung his sadness of being separated from 
his wife and family: 

« …et pour me montrer combien son chagrin était grand à cause de l’absence de ses 
enfants il s’en va décrocher sous la toiture de la case un bobre africain avec lequel il 
s’accompagne pour me dire ses malheurs… » 

(Eng. trans: And to show me how much his sorrow was great because of the absence of 
his children he takes down from under the roof of his house an African bobre that he 
uses to tell me his misfortunes). 

This anecdote exemplifies the existence of a musical tradition that is inherent to 
oral tradition and that had a psycho-emotional function as well. Singing had a therapeutic 
effect. What the author calls palabres (Eng. trans. gossips) that is a belittling term in the 
Western cultural world, in the African culture palabres is part of their custom and serves 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA AND ST. BRANDON – COLONIAL TORT: THE 
CHAGOS ISLANDERS’ EXPERIENCE OF FORCED DISPLACEMENT 

Truth and Justice Commission  644 

social functions; they maintain social cohesion and order and are a mean of socialising in a 
culture where collectivism primes over individualism.  

For example, they make it possible to settle disputes and encourage debates. The 
delimitations between private/individual space and the public/collective space were thus 
blurred in the Chagossian society.  

Another evidence of social organisation is the development of a form of retributive 
justice in which groups of islanders developed their own punishments for deviants14. It 
implies the existence of some customary Law, in parallel with Constitutional Civil and 
Statutory Laws, that regulated the lives of the Islanders.  

However, these customary laws need to be researched to investigate whether there 
are similarities with African customary Laws such as Tribal Laws and to identify whether 
they are legacies of the slaves.  

In addition, the Chagossian society is commonly described as being a matriarchal 
society because women outnumbered men. This normative essentialisation of the Chagos as 
matriarchal based on, solely, on demographic data can be considered as reductionist and a 
misnomer. Moreover, even though at the beginning of settlement, women were in a 
majority, according to the 1931 Census, it seems that by the mid-twentieth century, the 
gender differential equalised. 

Furthermore, although women numerically formed a majority, it does not 
necessarily imply that the Chagossian society was matriarchal and that women had a 
dominant status and role. Other social traits have to be considered to classify Chagos as a 
matriarchal society, such as, non-hierarchical social organisation, consensus, balanced 
gender relations, non-violence, sexual freedom and other traits.  

The gender distribution and other social traits, usually prevailing in patriarchal 
societies, prompt us to question to what extent the Chagossian society was matriarchal.  

For example, based on the Dussercle’s (1934) observations, concubinage, 
extramarital relationships and serial monogamy were widespread social practices.  
 

Table 2: 
Sex Distribution in the Chagos Archipelago as at 1921 

Islands Males French 

Eagle Island 56.49% 43.51% 

Diego Garcia 57.30% 42.70% 

Salomon Island 56.64% 43.36% 

Peros Banhos 55.43% 44.57% 

Sources: Census Enumeration made in the Colony of Mauritius and Dependencies, 31st March 
1931.  

They were main social problems for the priest as it was unacceptable social 
behaviour, that is against Catholic precepts. In addition, historical writings (Vine 2009) 
report gender differentials in wage pay and promotional prospects (women were underpaid 
and had a lower job status), incidences of violence, the socio-economic powerlessness of 
women, and it seems that power resided with men rather than with women.  

Further research needs to be conducted on the Chagossian society to collect 
empirical data on, for example, gender relations, gender roles, social hierarchy and to 
identify how far women were autonomous agents, rather than dependents or subordinates 
of men to ascertain that the Chagos was a matriarchal society.  
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3. EXCISION OF THE CHAGOS ARCHIPELAGO FROM MAURITIUS 

 

The process of decolonisation started in the 19th century and in the African region 
as from post second World War that correlates with the end of the British Empire15. The 
decision to give freedom and independence to colonial territories was not an altruist choice 
motivated by human rights considerations, but rather a political and economic decision.  

The Government’s policy to decolonise the dependent territories did not exist in a 
vacuum but was an outcome of national and international political ventures. According to 
Green (1989) and Heilein (2002), there were a number of factors: the rise in political 
consciousness and ‘nationalism’ in the colonies lobbying for self-governance and statehood, 
overexpansion of British territories and mis-management that led to tension and conflict in 
some colonies, pressure from emerging Europe and superpower rivalries led to a transfer of 
power to the ex-colonies.  

In view of that, the Independence of Mauritius should not be considered in isolation 
but should be placed into a regional African context and a broader international politico-
economic perspective. It appears: 

Firstly, that “colonialism prevents the development of international economic co-
operation, impedes the social, cultural and economic development of dependent peoples.”  

Secondly, that “people may, for their own ends, freely dispose of their natural 
wealth and resources without prejudice to any obligations arising out of international 
economic co-operation, based upon the principle of mutual benefit, and international law.”  

Thirdly, that “the process of liberation is irresistible and irreversible and that, in 
order to avoid serious crises, an end must be put to colonialism and all practices of 
segregation and discrimination associated therewith”, the United Nations welcomed the de-
colonisation and independence of territories.  

In this respect, the United Nations Declaration on the Granting of Independence to 
Colonial Counties and Peoples was adopted on 14th December 1960. This declaration sets 
out a series of principles, intended to guide the progressive stable and peaceful 
independence of the colonies “based on respect for the principles of equal rights and self-
determination of all peoples, and of universal respect for, and observance of, human rights 
and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.” 

Yet, the Report of the Select Committee (1983) and other publications expound 
that the British Indian Ocean Order of 1965 was not in accordance with the UN Declaration. 
As per the Order, British Indian Ocean Territory is a separate colony that was initially 
composed of the Chagos Archipelago, the Farquhar Islands, the Aldabra Group and the 
Islands of Desroches. From the 28th June 1976, only the Chagos Archipelago remains British 
territory.  

This documentation details how the excision of the Chagos from Mauritius was a 
violation of Resolution 6 of the above-mentioned UN Declaration, of the African Union 
Resolution on Diego Garcia of 1980 and of the UN General Assembly Resolution 2066 of 16th 
December 1965. 

For example, the Resolution 2066 “notes with deep concerns that any steps taken 
by the administering Power to detach certain islands from the Territory of Mauritius for the 
purpose of establishing of a military base was in contravention of the Declaration’ and 
‘invites administering Power to take no action that would dismember the Territory of 
Mauritius and violate its territorial integrity16.”  

However, it should be noted that the United Nations Declarations and Resolutions 
are not legally binding documents and that the countries considered the Great Powers, 
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including the U.S.A and the British, run the United Nations and thus have power to overrule 
the United Nations’ findings.  

As the organisation points out, the resolutions and declarations “represent the 
dynamic development of international legal norms and reflect the commitment of states to 
move in certain directions, abiding by certain principles.” Hence, the above-mentioned 
declarations were only instruments for providing effective means of implementing these 
international principles and recommendations.  

Furthermore, the UN General Assembly had no power to compel the administering 
powers, both the British Colonial Government and the Mauritian Labour Party to respect 
these agreements. 

Even if the role of the 1963 Mauritian Government in the excision and deportation 
of the Chagossians is minimised, the Select Committee of 1983 and recent publications, 
uncover how, the Government of that time colluded with the British. Researchers such as 
Vine (2006) and Chauvek (2006) detail how, for years, the truth on the forced displacement 
of the Chagossians was strategically concealed and a politics of silencing prevailed.  

Fortunately, in 1998, after some British Foreign Office documents were de-
classified and made public, and subsequently when the secrecy was removed, it became 
clear that the decision to dislocate and relocate the Islanders was an elaborate scheme17.  

These recent findings confirm the conclusion of the Select Committee of 1983 that 
the Meade Commission of November 1959 were intent on the omission of the dependencies’ 
socio-economic contributions including Rodrigues, Chagos, Agalega and St. Brando in the 
framing of the national social and economic development policy. This was a strategic 
decision and heralded the excision of the Chagos Archipelago.  

The labelling of these dependencies, as ‘lesser dependencies’, is a symbolical 
representation of the marginalisation of these territories and the subsequent 
undervaluation of their economic potentialities. Their outright ostracism on the eve of 
Independence negatively affected the long-term social, economic and material 
development of the dependencies that were, and are until now, maintained in relative 
poverty.  

In this testimonial to the Select Committee, Sir Seewosagur Ramgoolam, the 
Mauritian Prime Minister at that time, Sir Gaetan Duval, the Leader of the Opposition and 
other Parliamentarians who were present at the Mauritius Constitutional Conference of the 
1965, reported that one of the reasons why they accepted the excision was that the British 
concretely expressed the view that the island would be used as a communication centre, 
and not as a military base, and that at no time, during the various meetings with the 
Secretary of State, after the constitutional talks, were they made aware of the joint 
British/American defence venture18.  

However, these unclassified official documents reveal that, in fact, the Mauritian 
Government of that time and the Parliamentarians were informed of the plans of the British 
and United States of America, but the latter closed their eyes and ‘buried their heads in 
the sand’.  

It is evident that the Mauritian Government and delegates did not have in mind the 
Chagossians’ welfare, but rather they were eager to defend the Mauritian interests, and 
especially local economic and political interests, to the detriment of its dependencies and 
their native population. Furthermore, the latter did not have power to negotiate with these 
‘Big Counties.’  

Sir Seewosagur’s statements are evidence enough that the sole political and 
economic interests of the Mauritian Government were to gain Independence and to 
guarantee preferential trading terms and, in this perspective, they bartered the Chagos  
Archipelago.  
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His testimony is obvious that the Government undermined the economic potential 
of its dependencies including Agalega and Rodrigues islands.  

“...When Sir Harold Walter questioned Sir Seewoosagur on the excision of the island 
the latter revealed to him that he had to make some concessions on that score as he 
felt that at one time at the conference, the British tended to agree to the claim of the 
PMSD for a referendum…the delegates wanted to excise Chagos against preferential 
trading terms especially sugar quota at a more remunerative terms and rice and flour 
from America at subsidised prices…”19 

The report also uncovers that prior to Independence, Mr. Young, the Information 
Officer at the British High Commission either destroyed or took over valuable 
documentation including correspondence between the Governor of Mauritius and the 
Secretary of State for the Colonies pertaining to the period immediately preceding 
Independence.20 It seems that this deliberate or unconscious act was part of the strategy of 
concealment to the detriment of the reconstruction of our history, leaving sections of past 
undocumented.  

The deportation of the Chagos Islanders should not be seen as an isolated outcome 
of decolonisation, but should rather be placed within a broader international perspective as 
an American and British geo-political strategy to expand their military power worldwide 
and ultimately become a world military power.  

The inclusion of the Archipelago as a British Territory and the militarisation of 
Diego Garcia can be conceived as a perpetuation of colonialism, but under a different form. 
They essentialise politico-economic colonisation with these ‘Great powers’ maintaining and 
re-affirming their military and political influence. We are presently suffering from the 
after-effects of the American military colonisation with the current social and economic 
crisis and the war against terrorism. 

As Vine (2009, p. 25) commented, there are widespread speculations about 
‘terrorism suspects’ having transited through Diego Garcia. Furthermore, on the 
international political world, the coalition forces recalled the strategic importance of Diego 
Garcia in the fight against terrorism and in the Arabo-Islamic war. On 7th August 2011, 
Terrorism Watch published:  

“…One should bear in mind the fact that US and British bases located on the Chagos 
Archipelago in the Indian Ocean play the central role in the possible attack against the 
Islamic Republic. The army bases on the islands can accept sea vessels of all classes. In 
addition, there were arms systems, military hardware and commando troops deployed 
on the archipelago. The troops can be urgently dispatched to any location, which 
Washington picks. The territory of the archipelago is also used as a secret prison of the 
CIA. The US and British air base, one of the largest in the world, plays the most 
important role in the militarist plans of the two countries. The base accepts and 
provides technical servicing for aircraft of all types…including the 509th squadron, were 
deployed on the base last year for the military operation in Iraq and Afghanistan…The 
USA and Britain received a powerful outpost in the Indian Ocean for the struggle 
against the "Soviet influence"…The importance of Diego Garcia in USA's militarist plans 
has been demonstrated several times already. US pilots refer to the base as "aircraft 
carrier"…Afterwards, the base was used to lash Iraq and to conduct combat actions in 
Afghanistan. There are no doubts about the fact that the base will play one of the 
important roles in case of aggression against Iran…Alexander Mordovin, Major-General 
of the Russian Air Force, told Pravda.Ru that the air base on Diego-Garcia had not lost 
its significance after the end of the Cold War."It is really telling that the United States 
are strengthening their position there on the base. The base has a very important 
location from the point of view of strategic interests of the West - between Africa, 
India and Australia. The fly-in time to strike targets in the area of the Persian Gulf is 
minimal. From this point of view, this base is much more important than the bases in 
Western Europe…"It goes without saying that the neighboring states were extremely 
concerned about the deployment of such large military objects on Diego Garcia. Indian 
officials believed that the appearance of the base created a serious threat for peace in 
the Indian Ocean. Things have changed since then, and the base poses the largest 
threat to Iran as the country refuses to dance to the tunes of the West. Nearly 400 
powerful bombs were sent to the base on Diego Garcia in March 2010. The bombs are 
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capable of destroying large objects under the ground. It goes about 195 high-precision 
Blu-110 smart bombs, and 192 2000lb Blu-117 bombs. If the USA launches a military 
campaign against Iran, it will have to use its strategic planes to drop the bombs on the 
country…” 

In his article, Nauvel (2006) analyses the various courts’ rulings regarding the 
Chagossian litigation. In brief, the BIOT Ordinance No. 1 of 1971, also known as the 
Immigration Ordinance 1971, provides for the compulsory removal of the Islanders and 
denies them their right to return home. In 2000, British High Court of Justice quashed parts 
of the Ordinance and the British Government introduced an Immigration Ordinance that, on 
paper, allowed the Islanders to return home.  

However, in 2004, the Government used the Orders in Council to enact a new 
Immigration Ordinance preventing non-authorised persons from entering the whole 
territory. The promulgation of this Order coincides with the war in Afghanistan and the 
Second Gulf War that started in 2001 and 2003 respectively.  

Consequently, a second Judicial Review was launched in 2006 in the Divisional 
Court and, in 2007, in the Court of Appeal and both courts were in favour of Olivier 
Bancoult (the applicant). In 2008, the Foreign Commonwealth Office appealed to the House 
of Lords that ruled in favour of the Foreign Commonwealth Office judging that the 
Government had no obligation to consider the Chagossians’ interests as paramount.21 

Presently, the Chagossians are awaiting the ruling of the European Court of Justice 
for Human Rights. While the Islanders are fighting for their right to return and for 
compensation for their dislocation, territorial disputes and sovereignty claims underpin the 
Mauritian Government’s legal actions. In this respect, on 20th December 2010, Mauritius 
initiated proceedings against the United Kingdom under the dispute settlement provisions 
of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. 

In view of the recent political upheavals in the Arab-Islamic countries, the right of 
return of the Islanders is a delicate and sensitive human rights issue. We can question 
whether security and defence matters will not take precedence over the human rights of 
the Islanders again, as was the case in the ruling of the House of Lords that judged that 
“the Chagossians returning to the outer Chagos Islands could lawfully be displaced for the 
time being in the interest of defence but that there was no reason why the ban should not 
be lifted if circumstances changed22.” 

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the Great Powers are the main funders of the 
United Nations and most influential member states that dictate and make the laws and as 
such determine United Nations rulings and not the other way round.  

The National Support Front for the Ilois (1981) enumerates how the British 
breached the Islanders’ human and indigenous rights by using coercive, illegal and 
unscrupulous means to compel them to leave their home country. Firstly, the Chagossians, 
who were in Mauritius for personal reasons such as for medical treatment or on visit, were 
not allowed to go back. Before leaving the Chagos, they were not informed that would not 
be able to return. Secondly, in 1967, the British closed the coconut plantations and copra 
production and, thus, they were forced out of their jobs and had no food ration. Thirdly, 
the rulers stopped the supplying ship from entering the British territory. Hence, the local 
population relied solely on fishing and farming as means of subsistence. Fourthly, in 1971, 
the last inhabitants were informed that were no more entitled to remain on their land and 
were deported to Salomon and Peros Banhos islands. In 1972 and 1973 they were expelled 
from the two islands respectively to the Seychelles and Mauritius.  

They were progressively and strategically driven out of their homeland and were 
allowed to take with them only the bare minimum. Hence, they left behind their dwellings 
and most of their belongings. They were destitute of their belongings and thus when they 
arrived in Mauritius, they were economically and materially deprived.  
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The various research reveals how the British Government, played on the 
conceptualisation of indigeneity and the settlement of the islands arguing that the Chagos 
Islanders are not indigenous people of the Archipelago, but are Mauritian contract workers 
to justify the legality of their deportation. Whereas the Chagossians battle to have their 
expulsion declared illegal is based on their self-identification as being indigenous people of 
Chagos.  

This issue is still a space of a highly fraught constitutional and human rights debate. 
In fact, until now there is no universal fixed definition of ‘indigenous’. Even the United 
Nations have not adopted an official definition. It remains a flexible construction with 
legal, social, cultural and political conceptualisations diverging. Yet, in the context of 
human rights issues, the United Nations’ understanding of this term primes. They identify 
‘indigenous’ people on the following criteria: (i) self-identification as indigenous people at 
the individual level that is accepted at community level; (ii) historical continuity with pre-
colonial and/or pre-settler societies; (iii) a strong link to territories and surrounding natural 
resources; (iv) distinct social, economic or political systems; (v) distinct language, culture 
and beliefs; (vi) people forming non-dominant groups of society and (vii) people desire to 
maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive people and 
communities.  

For the United Nations, self-identification and group identification underpin the 
recognition of a local inhabitants as indigenous population. Hence, building on their 
approach, the Chagoassian population meets all these criteria to be considered as 
indigenous people of the Chagos Archipelago.  

At the end of colonisation, the local population was one mainly of Afro-Malagasy 
origins with a minority of people of South Indian origins. The labour force (composed of 
Freed slaves and Indian indentured labourers) outnumbered the plantation owners of 
European descent. In this closed insular society, it seems that population migratory 
movements were rather stable; the in-ward and out-ward migration of people was not as 
massive and diversified as in metropolitan Mauritius. Hence, it is most probable that ethnic 
cross-breeding was frequent and that the present Islanders were born out of miscegenation.  

As indigenous people of the Chagos, their rights, as spelt out in the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, adopted in 2007 should be respected and 
promoted. They also have the right to claim reparation for the discriminations, prejudices 
and sufferings which they are presently experiencing following historic and contemporary 
injustices as a result of, inter alia, their colonisation, forced displacement and 
dispossession of their lands, territories and resources, thus preventing them from 
exercising, in particular, their right to development and return to their homeland. 
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4. IMPACT OF DISPLACEMENT OF THE CHAGOS ISLANDERS 

The Chagossians were doubly victimised in that they were illegally dislocated from 
their homeland, and when they arrived in their host country, there was no resettlement 
strategy plan to accommodate them. Although the Mauritian Government received a 
financial compensation of £ 650,000 from the British Government for the resettlement of 
the displaced Chagossians, however, the Government did not have any resettlement 
strategy.  

When the Islanders landed on Mauritius, there was no infrastructure to receive 
them and no plan of social and economic integration such as no housing programme and 
employment ventures. Subsequently, they fell into gross poverty and since then, they were 
maintained in this spiral of impoverishment. In 1978, they received a financial 
compensation on condition that they should abandon their right to return to their 
homeland. However, the Chagossians in Seychelles did not receive any compensation.  

In actual fact, 1,500 to 2,000 resourceless and powerless Chagosians were dumped 
in Mauritius. They were socially, economically and materially disadvantaged and the recent 
research findings reveal that they have not been empowered to get out of poverty. For 
example, they do not secure an income, a safe job and social welfare. They constitute the 
‘working poor’ class.  

The present generations are still suffering from the negative aftermath of this 
unplanned resettlement, they live in absolute poverty and constitute the most vulnerable 
and deprived group. Vine (2006) confirms, most Chagossians received no resettlement 
assistance and quickly fell into poverty. Three decades later, most of these Chagossians, 
currently more than 5,000 individuals, remain impoverished in Mauritius and Seychelles23.  

In 1976, Prosser was despatched to Mauritius to carry a situational analysis of the 
Islanders and advised the Government on the resettlement of the latter. The National 
Support Front for the Ilois (1981) observes that Prosser was contradictory on the housing 
and living conditions of the Islanders, stating that they were ‘reasonably well settled’ and 
finally concluding that they ‘were living in deplorable conditions’ 24 . He advised the 
Mauritian Government on the resettlement of the Islanders but the Government ignored his 
recommendations.  

Instead of implementing the recommendations made in Prosser’s Report regarding 
housing, occupational, training and welfare schemes, the Government instead chose to give 
financial compensation to the Islanders. In 1978, each Chagossian received approximately £ 
550 but, following inflation, this sum was insignificant. Out of 557 families who registered, 
341 opted for housing rehabilitation and 213 for cash compensation. The Report of the 
National Support Front for the Ilois gives ample details on this matter. 

Furthermore, it seems that Prosser was not objective in that his observations were 
not representative of the Islanders’ voices, especially regarding their return to their 
homeland and their integration into Mauritian society. He interviewed the Chagossians’ 
leaders only and the latter might not necessarily be representative of all the voices, but 
rather of a sample of them. In addition, the leaders’ narratives might be politicised and 
thus biased.  

Actually, the current public narratives reveal that most Chagossians do not want to 
integrate with Mauritian society that belies Prosser’s stipulation that the latter wish to 
assimilate. Although the ‘Others’ (referring to the non-Chagossians), tend to integrate the 
Islanders with the Mauritian Creoles, especially the Afro-Mauritian Creoles, the Islanders 
claim to be a distinct socio-cultural entity and desire to preserve their distinctiveness. 
Besides, they are actively lobbying for their right to return and this again discredits 
Prosser’s assertion that the Chagossians do not wish to return to their islands.  

A study carried out by Francois Botte, a social worker (cited in National Support 
Front for the Ilois, 1981) dresses another and more authentic picture of the living and social 
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conditions of the Islanders based on empirical facts. She describes the harsh and inhumane 
living conditions, with limited employment opportunities because of lack of employable 
skills. They were, and still, are vulnerable to social exclusion and ailments, especially 
prostitution, alcoholism, high level of school dropouts and low academic achievement 
among the children and socio-cultural ostracism25.  

She uncovers that, firstly, the latter never integrated into Mauritian society and 
that the social, economic, cultural conditions in which they were living worsen. Secondly, 
consequent to displacement they experienced another trend of life that negatively affected 
the majority of the displaced. Thirdly, they were nostalgic of their homeland with 77% of 
them expressing their wish to return to the Chagos26.  

All the reports published centre on the social, economic and material conditions of 
the Chagossians for their integration. None focuses on the cultural impact of forced 
displacement and resettlement on the latter and on identity construction with the 
exception of Jeffery (2007) who studied the representation of homeland amongst the 
Chagossians.  

In his article, Vine (2006, p. 21) explains how researchers employed a model 
developed by scholars working with the World Bank for documenting the impact of 
involuntary displacement and calculate monetary compensation. This holistic model 
researched the negative economic, material, psychological, physical, social and cultural 
consequences of forced expulsion.  

In 2005, they published the research findings in a report entitled ‘Dérasiné: the 
expulsion and impoverishment of the Chagossian people’ and developed 10 dimensions to 
characterise the Chagossians’ impoverishment: (1) traumatic expulsion; (2) joblessness; (3) 
economic and social-psychological marginalisation; (4) homelessness; (5) landlessness and 
lost common property; (6) food insecurity and malnutrition; (7) increased morbidity and 
mortality; (8) socio-cultural fragmentation; (9) educational deprivation, and (10) ethnic 
discrimination.  

Given that the report provides a detailed analysis of their findings, I shall not 
expound on all these findings and shall briefly develop on some issues in line with the TJC 
scope of investigation. 

Land Dispossession  

The Chagossians forced dislocation and resettlement is a history of land, and 
property and resources dispossession. The latter were deprived of their rights to property 
ownership, physical integrity and decent living and housing conditions.  

The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights and on the Rights of Indigenous 
people unequivocally state that, firstly, everyone has the right to own property alone as 
well as in association with others and no-one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property. 
Secondly, indigenous people have the right to the lands, territories and resources that they 
have traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise used or acquired. They have the right to 
own, use, develop and control the lands, territories and resources that they possess by 
reason of traditional ownership or other traditional occupation or use, as well as those 
which they have otherwise acquired. 

Human rights were recognised to be inherent in a peoples’ dignity and as being 
equal, unalienable, universal and indivisible. Hence, it is the duty of States to ensure that 
the human rights of all people, both citizens and refugees, are respected and promoted.  

Dussercle (1934) and D’Unienville (2002) divulge that the administrators of the 
plantations were also representatives of the Colonial Government on the islands, and thus 
many duties were conferred upon them such as keeping birth, death and marriage records 
and land transactions. The Colonial Government was kept informed of the land occupations, 
natality and mortality rates for census records and for the good administration of the 
island.  
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D’Unienville (2002) provides valuable information on the property rights of the 
Chagossians. Regarding land acquisition, he states that people chose the land they wanted 
to occupy that the Administrator registered. Although they did not purchase the land (there 
was no money transaction), nonetheless they owned the land they acquired. Later the 
transaction was made public; it was publicly known that he/she was landowner. Islanders 
occupied land of approximately 75 toises on which the constructed their house and 
practised farming (they cultivated land and reared livestock).  

“…The lands, which were there to be taken and which were indeed so taken by 
the Chagossians, were not part of the domaine public (public domain) and were 
susceptible de possession (susceptible to ownership). They were never prevented 
from taking those lands nor did they have to obtain the permission of anyone 
to occupy same. The owners of the islands and in any event their 
representatives were, at all material times, fully aware that the Chagossians, 
either were occupying these lands as owners or were choosing these lands to 
occupy as owners…because the chagossians were at all material times owners 
of the said lands and never renounced any of their rights thereon…”27 

Once they were landowners, the property was transmitted to other generations 
through inheritance and when the Chagossians were deported to Mauritius, they did not 
voluntarily renounced their rights on their land. They were illegally stripped of their land, 
houses, belongings and resources.   

The lawyer further stressed that until its excision from Mauritius (from 1965 to 
1971), the Chagos Archipelago was subject to the Civil Code of 1894 and Constitution of 
1964 that governed the Mauritian territory. Hence, in 1965, Mauritian Law on property was 
still applicable in the Chagos. In keeping with the Law, the Islanders’ property rights were 
transferred in three ways: by obligation and/or prescription and/or succession.  

He identifies one main difficulty in proving their landownership since they have no 
title-deeds for the land they occupy. Without these deeds, it impossible to prove their 
ownership ‘by way of effect of obligations’. Hence, it is essential: 

“…to analyse whether the conditions for acquisition by prescription are met, 
which would in turn determine whether or not the Chagossians were full 
owners (with the prerogatives of usus, fructus and abusus) of the lands they 
occupied or just mere occupiers (with the prerogatives of usus and fructus). 
This would also determine the nature and extent of the property rights 
transmitted from generation to generation of Chagossians by way of 
succession…”28 

He concludes that the Chagossians were fully-fledged property-owners that were 
forcefully removed from their land and thus were deprived of the three prerogatives of 
their property rights listed above and also of their right to have a domicile.  

Based on his conclusion, when the Chagossians were exiled to Mauritius, they were 
deprived of their ownership prerogatives and of a decent household. From property owners, 
they became tenants and even homeless. In Mauritius, they fell into poverty and were 
ghettoised in the slums of Port Louis. They even experienced multiple dislocations, such as 
when they were moved to the Dockers Flats, and were then moved to the North and South 
ends of the District of Port Louis.  

Their lives were disrupted and their dislocation impacted negatively on their 
lifestyle and ways of living that changed drastically. For example, in Chagos it was 
spacious, and in Mauritius they were dumped in overpopulated slums where presently, 
there is a lack of space. The regions where they live were identified as forming the poorest 
areas of the island facing various social problems as collateral consequences of poverty.   
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Social and Economic Impoverishment  

When the Islanders were relocated to Mauritius, the British promised a house and 
employment to the latter. However, in fact, when they arrived in the land, Mauritius was at 
a stage of social and economic restructuration. Hence, the social and economic integration 
of the Islanders was not a Government’s priority, and it can even be said that the Islanders 
added to the Government’s burden.  

Furthermore, given that the Chagossians worked in the coconut plantations and 
production, their skills did not meet the Mauritian skills demand. They did not possess 
employable skills for neither the textile production nor the Sugar Industry nor the Tourism 
sector that were the three main economic pillars. Thus, they were classified as unskilled 
workers and there was no training programme to recycle the Islanders for them to be 
employable.  

The 1970s was a period of economic transformations and upheavals. At the 
beginning of the 1970s, the Mauritian Government adopted a diversification programme, 
with the setting up of the Export Processing Zone and the development of the Tourism 
sector. Mauritius was a mono-crop economy but following the down turn in sugar 
exportation, demographic explosion (high population growth) and economic downturn, the 
Government had to diversify its economy. However, by the end of the 1970s, the economic 
situation worsened following the rise in petroleum prices and the end of the sugar boom. 
Consequently, the balance of payment deficit steadily rose, and this led Government to 
approach the International Monetary Fund and adopt the structural adjustment.  

Jeffery (2007) wrote that:  

“…When the Chagos islanders arrived in Mauritius during the 1960s and early 
1970s, Mauritius was already experiencing high unemployment, high 
population growth, and over-reliance on the sugarcane industry (Bowman 
1991: 112-13), an industry in which Chagossians had no prior experience. In 
addition, the Mauritian economy was characterized by domination by 
Mauritians of European and Asian descent, preferential employment of 
members of one’s own family or ethnic group, and negative racial stereotypes 
of Afro-Creoles (Boswell 2006; Eriksen 1998: 62-7; Mauritius Research Council 
1999: 10, 60). No resettlement or employment programmes were put in place 
to assist the Chagossians’ integration in Mauritius, and many Chagossian 
families subsequently faced chronic homelessness, unemployment, and 
poverty” (see Botte 1980; Walker 1986). 

Building on her analysis, when the Islanders landed in Mauritius, they were 
unemployed, and only in 1978 and 1982, and they receive financial compensation. It seems 
that in 1982, some received a plot of land in Pointe aux Sables and Baie du Tombeau and 
each adult and child was granted 56,000 rupees and 28,000 rupees respectively. The 
compensation they received was insignificant, as it was not enough for them to settle and 
start building a decent life. Under pressure, the Government chose the easy way to deal 
with the Chagossians’ situation, instead of developing a programme of integration and 
resettlement. In a way, they bought the latter’s silence.  

In fact, it can be said that the Islanders were coerced into accepting this 
compensation, since they were made to sign a pledge whereby they give up their right to 
return to their homeland in exchange for the compensation. The Government acted in a 
dubious, illegal and unethical way since the Islanders were not informed of the implications 
of their actions and were deceived into signing the document. We can even question 
whether they were illiterate and understood the conditions of the pledge.   

In the Chagos, they lived a self-sufficient life and they did not rely on the capitalist 
market to sustain a living. Hence, they did not suffer fromf starvation and were able to 
meet their family’s basic needs. They lived a simple life and were not familiar with the 
implications of living in a complex Consumer society. Mauritius is a modern economy that 
relies essentially on the market economy, whereas Chagos was a post-modern country 
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where, that relied on a semi-capitalist and semi-subsistence economy. Hence, the 
Mauritian lifestyle, and especially the urban life, differed greatly from that in the Chagos.  

Accordingly, the deportation of the Islanders negatively affected their living 
standard, since when they arrived on the island, they relied completely on the market 
economy to meet their family needs and secure food. They lacked financial means to afford 
a proper and decent living standard and to meet their basic needs. Furthermore, they were 
socially and economically marginalised and constituted a class of lumpenproletariat (lowest 
and most degrading social stratum). Unemployment and poor living conditions conjointly 
resulted in the Chagossian impoverishment and socio-economic exclusion.  

The Islanders are still experiencing poor living and working conditions and socio-
economic marginalisation. The new generations are disadvantaged from birth, and thus we 
can say that there is a generational transmission of impoverishment and marginalisation. 
Vine (2006) describes the Islanders situation in Mauritius as ‘sever and chronic 
impoverishment’ that “has extended beyond economic poverty to include material, 
physical, psychological, social and cultural impoverishment.”   

Cultural Stock  

The Chagossians were also deprived of their indigenous identity and their cultural 
rights when they were deported to Mauritius and forced to assimilate to the Mauritian 
Creole social group (General Population demographic category). They are integrated into 
the Afro-Creole Mauritians because of their biophysical appearance and, consequently, they 
are doubly victimised. They are doubly discriminated against because of their origins, and 
they experience discriminations because of their group categorisation.  

Although ‘Others’ (non-Chagossians) catalogue them as Creoles, they identify 
themselves as a distinct group with their own specificities that act as group descriptor. 
These descriptors contribute to portray the Chagossians as a separate social and cultural 
entity. For example, they have distinct customs, traditions, mores and values that differ 
from the Mauritians.  

Building on Jeffery’s (2007) study, it can be propounded that the displaced 
Chagossians romanticised and standardised collective historical narratives, and their 
constructions and representations of their homeland and return to their home country29 
form part of their cultural stock. Their culture is a legacy of their experience of 
displacement and resettlement in that their right of return and the romaticisation of their 
homeland are the result of their exile, impoverishment, marginalisation and oppression in 
their host country.  

The researcher also expounds on the politicisation of the displaced Chagossian oral 
narratives and songs that are instruments of their political and legal struggles. They have 
socio-political functions and thus should not convey public representations that could 
hamper, and have detrimental impacts on, their legal actions.  

“…Romanticized portrayals of life on the Chagos Archipelago have been used 
effectively to elicit political, legal, financial, institutional, and moral support 
from diverse outsiders…How Chagos is remembered and represented by public 
representatives such as singer-songwriters and community leaders is 
politically important for the Chagossian struggle in exile. Critical engagement 
with the problems of the colonial Chagos Archipelago, which used to find an 
outlet through a vibrant tradition of musical composition, is no longer 
appropriate because of the detrimental effects such negative portrayals of 
Chagos could have on the Chagossian struggle for the right to return and on 
Chagossian unity, optimism, and activism….”30 

The displaced Chagossians share some cultural traits with the Mauritians but also 
show distinct cultural traits that are symbolically represented in their oral narratives. Their 
collective identification, longing for the home country and a desire to return to their 
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homeland as well, constitute their distinctiveness and are inherent to their group and self-
identity construction.  

This ‘mythico-historical’ and longing for the homeland are peculiar to Disaporic and 
displaced population groups. Their relocation in Mauritius led to cultural loss and cultural 
mutation, leading, in turn, to differences between the displaced Chagossians’ culture and 
the homeland culture. Jeffery (2007) reveals how the representations of the displaced 
Islanders and those who remained in the Chagos differ. These discrepancies can be 
conceived as an enrichment of the Chagossian culture.  

The Islanders’ collective memory is a social construction based on their 
interpretation and reconstruction of their past; with the present influencing their 
reminiscences and reconstructions of their past. Their experience of displacement and 
resettlement is perceived as a shared experience with ‘others’ (other Islanders) experience 
being conceived as ‘my’ experience (personal experience) as well. The distinction between 
the ‘others’ (other Chagossians) and ‘me’ (personal) are blurred as the collective 
experience primes over the individual experiences.  

Romantisation of homeland and ‘collective memory of loss’ are inherent in the 
displaced cultural identity construction and this self-identification can be considered as a 
surviving mechanism. Their longing and desire to return help them to face their present 
reality of impoverishment. For them life in the Chagos will be better than their current life 
in Mauritius. For example, in Mauritius they are ostracised whereas in the Chagos, they will 
be at home. This longing has psycho-emotional underpinnings and social functions in that it 
maintains strong group cohesion and helps the Islanders to face their harsh reality.  

Culture is not bounded within country boundaries and is not fixed. The Islanders 
arrived in Mauritius with their cultural assets such as a strong musical culture that they 
transformed though their encounters, experiences and power relationships to develop what 
can be named the displaced Chagossian culture. This displaced culture plays a central role 
in their struggles for their rights to be respected and for reparation for breach of rights.  

In fact, as Jeffery (2007) exposed, that their public narratives and especially 
chansons engagés (Eng. trans. engaged song) have helped to secure international 
mobilisation and sensitise the world about their plight and their experience. They have 
adapted their cultural assets to their current displaced situation and ensured the survival of 
some of their cultural traits. Their use of their cultural assets and their oral narratives are 
a means to pass on their message to create awareness and to make their voices heard.  

5. CONCLUSION 

The Chagossians are a population in exile. They are descendants of slaves and 
Indian indentured labourers that were sent to the Chagos Archipelago as plantation workers 
under colonialism. The successive generations native of the islands peopled the Chagos and 
evolved into an insular society with distinct social and cultural systems, including a 
distinctive Creole language and valuable cultural system born from cultural diffusion.  

At the end of Colonialism, the British rulers forced them to leave their homeland. 
They experienced multiple historical victimisations and discriminations. Firstly, they 
experienced forced and involuntary dislocation and, secondly, they were stripped of their 
right to return in a coercive way.  

The Chagos Islanders are fighting for their right to return to their homeland, 
professing they are indigenous of Chagos, based on their self and collective identification to 
the Archipelago, their attachment to their islands and claiming their cultural 
distinctiveness as Ilois. Their attachment to their land is inherent in their collective 
memory and is passed on through public narratives across generations.  

The Chagossian population is a discrete socio-cultural unit, constructed through 
successive settlement movements during Colonialism and common living and working 
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conditions. Their shared the experience of deportation, and resettlement and 
impoverishment in their host country led to the Islanders forming a close and distinct socio-
cultural group with intrinsic and distinct customs, traditions and dialect. They forge a 
collective identity and a group consciousness based on these experiences.  

All the research conducted discloses that in 21st-century Mauritius, this population 
continues to be an underclass and vulnerable citizens who bear the burden of their forced 
and illegal displacement and resettlement. They live in relative poverty and experience 
multiple impoverishments and multiple victimisations. The latter continue to endure the 
negative aftermath of historical patterns of socio-economic exclusion and discriminations 
and of the denial of their human rights.  
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INTRODUCTION 
In January 2011, the Truth and Justice Commission, through Mr. Jacques David, 

Commissioner, and Mrs. Colette Le Chartier, Research Coordinator, entrusted me with a study on 
Agalega. The Aims and Objectives and Terms of Reference were: 

 
“PROPOSED PROJECT PROPOSAL: AGALEGA 
Aims and Objective: 
To make a historical, social, economic, cultural, and land use study of Agalega from the end 
of slavery to date. 
Terms of Reference: 
To study the historical, social, cultural, economic, land situation of Agalega. 
To study the conditions of living of the inhabitants. 
To make an assessment of the present situation. 
To propose recommendations in connection with Section C above.” 

 

Given that I was sent by the Roman Catholic Education Authority in 1971, to found Agalega primary 
schools, nominated by the Government of Mauritius as Resident Manager in 1983 and Chairman of 
Outer Islands Development Corporation Board in 1992, Agalega is not unfamiliar to me. I was not 
reluctant to accept the proposal, as a service to the Commission, and specially to the people of this 
territory of Mauritius.  

Luckily, Mr. Dwarkapersad Jawaheer, who was employed by the Outer Islands Development 
Corporation, as Purchasing and Marketing Officer, and who was also a member of Outer Islands 
Development Corporation Board, willingly accepted to join me in this project. 

The remoteness of Agalega, the restricted availability of transport to visit the Islands, the limited 
accessibility of documents and the time constraint to complete the study, were our principal 
difficulties. Fortunately, I had a chance to spend 3 days in Agalega from 2nd to 5th March 2011. The 
bad weather did not help much in my observations but did not prevent me to note the 
infrastructural development on both islands and the material progress of the inhabitants. However, 
much has to be done in the field of human development. 

The Collective Agreement between the Corporation and the Employees of the OIDC residing at 
Agalega, effective since 1st July 2008 (Doc. II attached) is a reference to the significant progress 
made by the authorities, to put Agalegans in line with their Mauritian counterparts regarding 
conditions of work. Still Agalega is different to Mauritius in many respects. The environment and 
living conditions are specific. Money does not make a man happy. There is a feeling of 
unsatisfaction among the small population of 300 inhabitants. Nevertheless, they are passionate 
about their Islands and leaving it is not easy. An in-depth social study should be carried out to 
analyse the feelings of the inhabitants, as there is much to be done in the field of social events, 
and this present study is far from exhaustive. To carry out a more thorough study, one will have to 
spend at least three months on both islands, the interval between the visits of two ships, using this 
report as a base.  
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1. GEOGRAPHY AND HISTORY 

1.1 Agalega, an atoll situated at about 1,100 Kms North of Mauritius and 563 Kms South of 
Seychelles, latitude 10o 25� South and longitude 56o 35 East (Appendix II), is made up of two small 
islands, the North and the South, Tamarind and Avocado-shaped respectively. Separated by a 
narrow stretch of about 2 Kms channel formed by reefs on two sides, it is crossed by foot, with 
ankle deep of water, and occasionally by a trailer drawn by tractor at low tide; by boat at high 
tide, and it is impracticable when the sea is rough. (Appendix 1)  Formerly, the channel was 
crossed by carriage/cart pulled by horses, or by boat equipped with oars or sails. 

Photo 1 Today, Crossing the channel (La Passe) by an outboard, from one island to another 

 

 

1.2 The bravest of Captains has always feared to approach the coast due to the unpredictable 
change of the wind and waves. On the other hand, the coral barrier, acting as a close 
protection belt to the islands, was so feared by sailors, because of the surf and swells that 
they considered Agalega a pitfall to avoid. Furthermore, it lies in the region of the Inter 
Tropical Convergence Zone and is not spared by cyclones. (Document I;  Agalega The Way 
Ahead, by D.Burranchobay 4.4).   

 

Photo 2  ‘SS. Wajao’ engulfed by the waves in 1933 at Port Ste. Rita in the South 

 

1.3   However, Man likes challenges; he will eventually achieve his aim. Thus, following the 
wreckage of SS. Wajao in 1933, Port Sainte Rita, in the South, was transferred to the North during 
the same year. This port was blessed by Mgr. James Leen in 1936, and is named Port St. James. The 
channel, in the coral reef, was enlarged to ferry passengers and for embarkation and 
disembarkation manoeuvres. 
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Photo 3 Jetty of Port St. James 

 

 

1.4 Only privileged witnesses like birds can tell the story of ancient visitors. Nevertheless, they 
cannot disclose whether the Malays, the Arabs or the Portuguese were lucky enough to set foot on 
one of the islands before the 16th century.   

1.5   In spite of some speculations, it is commonly accepted that in 1501, the famous navigator, 
Juan de Nova, nicknamed Gallego, who was employed by the Portuguese, discovered the islands 
and dedicated them to his homeland, Galicia (Galice in French). This is why Father Dussercle, in his 
famous book Agalega Petite Île, named its inhabitants “Agaliciens”. The local people accepted it 
and made reference to this appellation publicly (Appendix IIIA, IIIB). By a decision, in Parliament, 
of the late James Burty David, former Minister of Local Government and Outer Islands, the 
inhabitants of Agalega are now called Agaléens/ Agaleans.   

Photo 4 A fresco at Lafourche made in 2010, by Mr. Felix, a Secondary school teacher 
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2. EARLY SETTLEMENT IN AGALEGA 

2.1 Two centuries after its discovery, there were some unsuccessful attempts by the French to 
settle in Agalega. The approach to the islands, with the encircling reef barrier, was too hazardous 
and the distance from Mauritius too far. 

2.2 In 1799, Dr. Carosin obtained the permission to open an establishment in Agalega. He sent a 
European sailor accompanied by a “Black” to prospect the Islands, but they were left there on their 
own, without any support. Three years later, Dr. Carosin returned to France and he managed to 
repatriate his European prospector, completely depressed, to Isle de France. No mention was made 
of his companion, the first slave, sent there.  

2.3 On 19 August 1808, ’Sieur Laurent Barbé obtained a provisional authority from General 
Decaen to found a settlement on the island (Appendix IVa). The concession was ratified on 28th 

October 1820 by the English Governor Farquhar (Appendix IVb). 

2.4 On 26 September of same year, Mr. Caillou de Rosemond, as first Manager of Agalega 
Islands, and thirty slaves originating from Madagascar, Mozambique and Isle de France, left Port-
Louis on board Le Tailvent bound for Agalega. They reached their destination after eight days of 
navigation, but landed six days later, due to the difficulties which they encountered to negotiate 
their way through the reefs in an inclement sea. As soon as they settled, the thirty slaves started to 
toil in the coconut field for the production of oil, with much satisfaction, under the supervision of 
Mr. Lefranc. 

Mr. C. de Rosemond died on 2 November 1814. Later in 1835, Mr. Leduc, the then Manager, found a 
skull in North Island which he associated with Mr. Rosemond. He erected a monument in South 
Island in memory of the first Manager and founder of the colony, died on Agalega (Appendix V). 
Other administrative staffs who died on the Islands were also buried in this area. This place is 
called “Cimetière Blanc” and by tradition, is reserved for administrative staff only or for 
“mistresses and/or natural children” of staff. Before the death of Mr. Caillou de Rosemond, a 
cemetery, “Cimetière Noir”, was created, formerly for slaves, and it is today the common burial 
place for all workers. 

Both cemeteries are found in the South island. There is also one in the North, open to all. 

During that period, the Islands have known three Administrators who maintained discipline, with 
the help of their “Commandeurs” (foremen, also acting as disciplinary force) and controlled the 
slaves according to the set rules. The Code Noir was applied. Consequently, the whole population 
was baptised as Catholic and was given a Christian name.  

2.4.1 As in all societies, some people are prone to transgress the Law or to disobey orders given 
by administrators; a few, at that time, who vindicated their rights and were considered as activists, 
were punished. Their punishment was perceived as a deterrent to their peers. Depending on their 
offence, they either were sent to prison or they received twenty-five lashes, or both concurrently 
(Ref. 3, for a picture of a Whip).  

This is why the village where the public punishment was inflicted is still called ‘Vingt-Cinq’ 
(twenty-five). Some people want to change this name in order to blot out the unhappy memories of 
slavery.  Others insist that it is important to keep history alive. Most inhabitants have no opinion. A 
consensus thereon is needed (Doc III TJC 99- 102 Créole Version). 
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                 Photo 5 Old prison with 6 cells                         

 

Photo  6  Actual Police station equipped with police cells 

                

 

2.5 In 1832, Mr. L. Barbé entered into partnership with Le Comte de St. Aulaire and others. 
Agalega became “Société d’Agaléga Limited”. At that time, some 100 slaves were attached to the 
coconut establishment, and later 200 were. The Administration had already been entrusted to Mr. 
Auguste Leduc since 1827.  

Under the administration of Leduc, the slaves and their children were happy, healthy and well fed; 
this was officially reported on  21st   October  1828, by Captain Greville, Commanding Officer of 
Corvette L’Espoir to H.E the Governor of Mauritius, witnessed by Dr. John, travelling on board the 
same vessel. Law and order were well maintained (Agaléga Petite Île, Livre II). The reports of 
different visiting Magistrates corroborated with the observations of the Captains of different vessels 
(Appendix VI). 

2.6  The acquired rights of the slaves were respected. They gave full satisfaction in the 
production of coconuts and its by-products, in spite of hard and primitive work. The copra crusher 
presented here was used to extract oil and was turned with a transversal pole pushed by five 
men/women, in place of donkeys. 
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2.7  

Photo 7 Part of Oil extractor still found in the South 

 

 

3. ABOLITION OF SLAVERY 

3.1 The Emancipation Bill, passed in the House of Commons in July 1833, led to the abolition of 
slavery, in February 1835.  

3.2 As soon as Mr. Leduc, the Administrator/Manager (Régisseur), received the “Bill”, he 
gathered the whole population and communicated the historical event to each and every one. From 
then on, there were no slaves and no one belonged to a master.  He explained to the working 
population their rights and duties, stipulated by the Bill, as free men and women. No whip would 
be used but discipline would be maintained. Same punishment (except the whip), would be 
maintained for those who were found guilty of severe breach of the Law. The case and punishment 
would be registered in a book and presented to the visiting Magistrate for control.  

3.3 The liberated slaves were told that they were not forced to work for the establishment. As 
against other parts of the world, Agalega has no other source of earning money; so no work, no pay. 
Before becoming fully-fledged workers, as carpenters, blacksmiths..., they were considered as 
apprentices. All workers, men and women, would have to enter into a contract with the 
establishment and would be allowed to return to Mauritius at the end of their contract, if they so 
wished.  However, these men and women knew little of working conditions elsewhere, apart from 
Agalega, which they considered as their homeland by adoption, their children being born on these 
islands. The land remained the property of the establishment.  

3.4 They were so well considered by Mr. Leduc, who had a really humane approach to them, 
that they welcomed their new status and did not want to leave the islands. They were free to work 
and grow their own vegetables on a plot of land allocated to them. Fish was abundant. Rations of 
rice, pulses, oil and salt were maintained, and they were paid according to their work. They all 
decided to stay (Appendix VI; also 4.3). 
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Photo 8 Monument in memory of the slaves Photo 9 Plate unveiled by late Hon. Min. James Burty 
David 

  
 
4. TRANSITION PERIOD 

4.1 Freedom was liberty for some and unconditioned liberation for others. At the beginning of 
emancipation in Agalega, abuses were more frequent than self-control.  It took the Manager much 
tact and patience to educate the workers, to bring them to upgrade their living condition and to 
devote more time to their families. For some, the freedom of movement during weekends from one 
island to another was the main source of abuse. As corrective measures, after consultation with the 
working population, a working week of 45 hours, divided into five days, was reconsidered, and the 
hours redistributed over 6 working days.  On Saturdays (half-day) and Sundays, Mr. Leduc 
encouraged the couples to devote themselves to their families and embellish their environment, as 
well as take care of their homes and children. They were allowed to do extra duties, such as 
planting maize, after working hours, in order to better their new social and economical situations. 
All workers agreed, with enthusiasm, to the Manager’s proposals. The Manager also explained to 
them that they could strictly abide by the articles set by the Bill and refuse all other advantages. 
To alleviate their burden, donkeys were introduced to turn the oil extractor. A new mode of living 
thus started on the islands. Men and women were no longer attached to their masters, but to their 
families. Mr. Leduc taught moral values through Catechism, in the absence of priest, organised an 
infirmary, built houses with block of corals for his administration,  thatched huts for labourers and 
other workers, workshop for skilled workers; a real establishment village was created with religious 
and social life. It was the dawn of a new culture. 

The ‘Camp’ for labourers and other workers/apprentices, called ‘Camp Noir’ (Appendix VII: Le 
Mauricien June 1982) was separated from that of administrative staff, called ‘Camp Blanc’. Up to 
the late 1990’s, Camp Blanc was a restricted zone after 6.00 p.m.  

4.2 On a special mission to Agalega in June 1838, Judge Anderson gave an excellent report on 
how the Islands were administered by Auguste Leduc. He confirmed that discipline was well 
administered and adhered to. Unwarranted punishment was not inflicted on the workers. The 
houses were in good condition. Moreover, Management gave proper clothes to the children.  

4.3 The visiting Judge found it important to explain again to the workers their rights, in detail, 
but they wanted no change in their weekly rations of food, as part of their wages and their working 
conditions as agreed with the Manager. In such conditions, concluded Judge Anderson, there was no 
way that the workers would apply to leave Agalega, after the end of their contracts, and this was 
to the credit of the Management (Appendix VI). The whole population was then 230, including 73 
children born on the Islands. 
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5. MISMANAGEMENT LEADS TO SOCIAL CONFLICT 

5.1  Unfortunately, in April 1839, Auguste Leduc, who was considered by his workers, as a 
father, had to leave Agalega to visit his family in France. He recommended Eugène Pallière, 
one of his assistants, to replace him temporarily. The proprietors approved the proposition, 
given that Eugène Pallière knew the workers and was acquainted with the administration of 
Leduc. 

5.2 Change of a Manager often brings a change in administration and a subordinate wants to 
prove that he can give a better performance than his former Chief. This principle works 
when the one who steps in, masters his job perfectly, is loyal to his job and knows how to 
manage a society by putting the people first. Thus, the choice of a Manager is a 
determining factor for the welfare and prosperity of workers, especially in remote Agalega. 

5.3  Eugène Pallière asked the help of his brother Pierre, Administrator (Régisseur) of Agalega 
from 1819 to 1827, (before the abolition of slavery). The arrival of the brother changed the 
social atmosphere completely. Pierre Pallière refused to stay in the North in the role of a 
Commandeur and joined his brother Eugène in the South. Both took advantage of the 
situation, as in the time of slavery. The result was catastrophic. The workers felt oppressed. 
The production suffered much and North Island was badly neglected. 

5.4  Eugène Pallière acted as a tyrant, ordered all the workers with their families, to move to 
South Island, with their belongings, including their hens and pigs. The population, just 
freed from slavery, was reluctant to work under pressure. Most of them wanted to leave 
the islands in order to free themselves from what they considered as a reintroduction of 
slavery. 

5.5 To recover the confidence and sympathy of his men, Eugène Pallière, without any plan or 
consultation with the proprietors, increased considerably the wages of all the workers, as a 
bribe. However, the production remained unchanged to the detriment of the establishment. 

5.6 Young and inexperienced workers were privileged and were given posts of responsibility as 
team leaders (Commandeurs). Management, on credit and without control, sold alcoholic 
drinks, thus leading to a lack of discipline and morality and social unrest was installed.  

5.7 Repression is not a method to maintain Law and Order. Everything turned topsy-turvy. 
Eugène Pallière kept a pistol on him to protect himself. The inhabitants grew weary of the 
life they had. In unison, they claimed their right to go to Mauritius on the first arriving ship. 
All the rehabilitation work done by the former Manager was lost. 

5.8  By that time, August Leduc had become a shareholder of Agaléga Société Ltd.  He set foot 
again on the Islands on 30 January 1841. His former workers, who found in him much hope 
to redress the awkward situation, greeted him with much enthusiasm, except the two 
Pallières. 

5.8  The situation was not clear for Mr. Leduc.  While Mr. Aullaire, a shareholder in the 
Company, entrusted him with the Management of the Islands in writing, Mr. Barbé, another 
shareholder, asked him in another letter to support Mr. Pallière, whom he maintained in his 
post as Manager. 

5.9  This confusing situation and the stubbornness of Laurent Barbé led his partners Leduc and 
St. Aullaire to sell their shares. With no more interests in Agalega, Leduc sailed to Mauritius 
on 15 December 1841, to the great dismay of his former workers. They begged him to send 
a ship from Mauritius on, or about, August 1841, at the end of their engagement. But Leduc 
had no more say in the chaotic situation on Agalega, and his representations in Mauritius, to 
the concerned authorities, in favour of the labourers, were of no avail. The emancipated 
population organized itself and took the serious decision to vacate the land, to which it was 
attached.  
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6.  INDENTURED LABOURERS 

6.1 The products of the islands were no longer flourishing. Felix Barbé, the son of Laurent 
Barbé, and other partners of the Company had no alternative but to sack the Pallières 
brothers. They were replaced by Mr. Gonard in 1842. 

6.2 Meanwhile, the movement towards Mauritius continued. Only a few families, mostly those 
with children born in Agalega, were left behind. 

6.3 The constant movement of workers to and from Agalega was a source of concern to 
Management. A shortage of workers was felt. Indian immigrants who had arrived in 
Mauritius, as indentured labourers, were recruited to work in Agalega, on the same 
contractual basis as their counterparts there. They received their rations of rice, pulse, oil, 
salt as part of their wages. They bought other necessities in the only shop of the 
establishment, owned by the company. 

6.4  Those Indo-Mauritians adapted themselves on the Islands. They contributed much in the 
production of copra.  A few were married, or cohabited with, the local women. They 
adopted the Catholic religion for their children, and some died in Agalega.   

Today we come across such names as Meness Mootoo, Marday, Petchaye Poulay, Sababady, 
Soopramanien etc. In the South, there is a place called “kas gounn”, where workers of 
Muslim faith used to celebrate their feast-days and there is still a family bearing the name 
of Mamode in the North (Ref. Names in Doc. III of TJC).  
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7. FROM PRIVATE COMPANY TO CORPORATION 

7.1 Before and after the British occupation of Mauritius, Agalega was under a grant of 
“Jouissance” made to Mr. Eugène Laurent Barbé (Appendix IVb: La Gazette des Iles, No. 17, 
décembre 1987). The responsibility for the administration of the settlement was vested in 
him. He, in turn, delegated his rights and duties to the different Managers 
(Administrateurs/Régisseurs) on the spot.  

7.2  In 1865, the owner of the jouissance was given the option of changing his holdings into 
grants in perpetuity or making cash payments on certain conditions. 

Agalega thus passed on for perpetuity to the heirs of Mr. Laurent Barbé claimed by his 
daughter-in-law and her three grand children.  

7.3  1n 1934 ‘La Compagnie d’Agaléga’ was formed. It is obvious that, as a Company, the land 
belonged to a group of persons, and not to an individual. 

7.4 In 1961, the Company was sold to ‘Diego Co. Ltd.’  

7.5 In 1962, the Islands were sold and became ‘Chagos Agalega Co. Ltd’. A third of the 
Company belonged to a Seychellois, Paul Moulinié, another third to Rogers Co., together 
with the Colonial Steamship Co. Ltd., and the remaining third was owned by a group of 
Seychellois. Thus, the Company was registered in Mauritius as a foreign company and 
administered by a Seychellois Manager under the Mauritian jurisdiction (Doc. I, Agalega The 
Way Ahead by D. Burrenchobhay 4.7 – 4.9). 

7.6 In 1976, with the acquisition of the Islands by the Government, Agalega Corporation was 
formed and managed by Mauritians. 

7.7  Since 1983, Agalega became OUTER ISLANDS DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION (OIDC) and is 
governed by a Board, the OUTER ISLANDS DEVELOPMENT BOARD (OIDB), now under the aegis 
of the Ministry of Local Government and Outer Islands. No individual or group of persons is 
proprietor of land on Agalega. The whole Island is actually a State land. 
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8.  LAW AND ORDER 

8.1 Law and Order 

 Before Mauritius became independent, Agalega was considered as a lesser dependency. A 
Magistrate, who had the power not only to see if the population observed Law and Order, 
but also to verify if it was correctly administered, visited it on an annual basis. He went 
through the perusal of all administrative books, checked the accuracy of weighs and 
measures, and even inflicted fines on the Manager, if needs be. The Manager was also 
reprimanded for arbitrary or excessively severe punishment inflicted on workers. In the 
absence of a magistrate, a maximum of three days imprisonment, by the Resident Manager, 
was allowed. Insolence and insubordination were considered as serious in order to secure 
respect for the Manager (to be compared as a Contempt of Court). On the other hand, 
inadequate punishment was rectified and those who were found guilty of severe faults were 
sent in prison to Mauritius. It is to be noted that no legal assistance was available on the 
islands for the accused.  

 In 1904, Administrative arrangements were reviewed by the Colonial Government and the 
“Administrateur” (Manager) was allowed “to impose a sentence of imprisonment of not 
more than six days for insolence and insubordination. He could detain disturbers of peace, 
and those whose conduct was likely to lead to that, until the danger of disturbance was 
over. He could hear cases of ‘praedial’ larceny and impose fines not exceeding ten rupees. 
Particulars of all cases must be entered in a register, which must be submitted to the 
magistrate on his next visit”.   (Doc I, Agalega The Way Ahead by D. Burrenchobay 5.8 
Document I)  

8.1.2 Most offenses were due to theft, family squabbles, drunkenness, wounds and blows and 
some rare disputes led to serious fight. Cases of rape were most often reported as 
elopements.  It was considered as breaking news and the talk of the village that gave rise 
to suddens row between parents of both parties and then was heard no more. When it 
involved a member of administrative staff or other outstanding officers, the case was never 
reported as such, as if ‘droit de cuissage’ was implicitly accepted or imposed.  

8.1.3 Before the arrival of the Police, the Resident Manager was responsible for Law and Order 
with the help of his ‘Commandeurs’ who often acted as bouncers. The community on the 
islands was used to that practice. Very often, cases of family affair were brought before 
the Manager for conciliation.  

8.1.4 It happened, not so long ago, that when a woman wanted to express her grudge against 
someone else, she vented her aggressiveness on dogs. Thus, she gave her dog strange 
names such as: Zamiodan (ami aux dents/ friend only by smiling), foupamal (Je m’en fou / 
careless), volersavon (voleur de savon/ soap theft), Veillerzaction (curieux ou 
espion/curious or spy) zalou, (jaloux/jealous). Pabliémoi (fais toi attention à moi/mind 
you), zolirob (jolie robe/nice dress), grogra (gros et gras/big and fat), etc... Dogs were 
considered as members of the family. Males were castrated to control reproduction. 

8.1.5 With Independence, Agalega is no more a lesser dependency, but part of Mauritius.  

8.1.6 The police arrived in Agalega in the early 1980’s and all criminal and civil cases are now 
taken charge of by them. “Commandeurs” became officially foremen in June 2006, 
following the signature of the Collective Agreement between Outer Isalnds Development 
Corporation and the employees of the OIDC residing at Agalega. 

8.1.7 Unfortunately, cases of brutality, involving Police Officers against inhabitants, did happen 
(Appendices VIII & IX). In such a small community, the Resident Manager should represent 
the highest authority on the Island, and a modus operandi be found to protect the 
inhabitants and the interests of the Republic in certain cases.  

8.1.8 With a population of 302 inhabitants (Ref.N0.9; Appendix XVI) including 10 police, 6 SMF, 6 
Coast Guards, the ratio of police to inhabitants is 1:19 (Including the Coast Guard as 
inhabitants). 
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Photo 10  ‘Vingt-Cing’ Village North                  Photo 11 ‘La Fourche’  Village North       

  

Photo 12  ‘Ste. Rita’ Village South 
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SOCIAL, CULTURAL, ECONOMIC SITUATION IN AGALEGA AFTER ABOLITION OF 
SLAVERY 
 
There are three distinct villages on the two islands of Agalega, which cover a total area of about 26 
Km2. 

8.2.1 The main village, with the largest population is ‘Vingt-Cinq,’ in the North, where the 
principal administration and the airstrip are found. ‘La Fourche’ village is also situated in 
the North and is important for its Port (Port St. James). The third village is ‘Ste. Rita’ in 
the South. Life is influenced by the environmental activities in each village.          

8.2.2 From the very beginning, Mr. Leduc taught moral values through Catechism, in the absence 
of priest, set up an infirmary, built houses with blocks of corals for administration, 
workshops for skilled workers, thatched houses as camp for labourers. With the oil-
extracting machine, the calorifer (barn to dry coconut for copra) an establishment village 
was created with its activities and social life (Ref. 4.1). His good Management brought 
peace, harmony and social justice to the establishment. However, a soft kind of semi-
slavery was maintained, with an Administrator as the only Master after God, because of the 
remoteness of the islands. (Ref. 4.1 to 4.3). His social and religious work was, however, 
interrupted by his immediate successors (Ref. 5.1 to 5.7). 

8.2.3 Coming from different cultures, Madagascar, Africa, Mauritius, India, the Seychelles 
(workers/labourers since 1925), and France, the people use as their language of 
communication Creole as in most French colonies. Agaleans use a few particular words, 
which are not in use in Mauritian Creole, picked by their proximity with Seychellois and old 
French masters, ( enkuri for direction, abou for succeeded, bosoir for a single man/woman 
without steady family life, ranmafan for hot sweet drink made of hot water and grilled rice, 
gobergé for  eating  and drinking merrily etc...) Today, the ‘Kreol Morisien’ language is 
strengthening through the constant visit of the Agaleans to Mauritius and the presence of 
different Departments of Government employees on the Island (Education, Health, 
Meteorological officers, Post Office and Police). With this new generation, there is 
practically no difference between Mauritian Kreol and the Agalean dialect.  

8.2.4 Influenced by the Seychellois on the Islands and by Seychelles Radio, the Sega sung by the 
parents has a typical beat and is accompanied with the harmonica, triangle, guitar and 
ravanne, whereas the new generation is influenced by the modern trends such as Rap, 
Reggae and Seggae. Programmes of MBC Radio and TV are now received on both Islands. 
Almost all families possess a Radio, a TV and a video set. 

8.2.5 In March 2011, some Mauritian artists gave a concert in Agalega. They were accompanied by 
a group named “Zenfan locéan”, a few young Agalean descendants residing in Mauritius.  
Some musical instruments and audio-sets are left in the Community Hall of North Island, 
built as a refugee centre in case of natural calamities. There is no qualified technician to 
maintain these instruments.   

8.2.6 Culture and tradition are also found in traditional meals. The typical Agalean food is called 
“Seraz”, cooked with coconut juice, as in some Indian regions, Seychelles, Diego Garcia and 
other coconut islands. Fish and/or other sea products accompanied their daily plates of rice. 
Turtles, birds and their eggs, which were much appreciated in the past, are banned today 
for the preservation of the species. Local drinks “Bacca” made from fruit or pulse 
fermentation, often prepared in spite of prohibition by Law. 
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Photo 13 Mauritian and Agalean artists performing in Agalega  May 2011 

 
Photo 14 Refugee centre, (Arche de Noé) in the North, in case of natural calamities 

 
 

  

8.2.7 Alcohol is on the rise on both islands, regardless of age and sex. The youth’s exposure to it 
is extremely worrying. All private selling points should be regulated. Dependence on alcohol 
is another form of insidious voluntary slavery (Ref.8.4.9). 

8.2.8 Agalega had a matriarchal community not long ago, because polyandry was tacitly accepted, 
due to the fact that the male population exceeded the female one. The mother was the 
only one who could ascertain, without confusion, that all the children belonged to her. 
Therefore, she had the full control of her family. It was a common discreet practice that, 
with the consent of the husband, a second man (noir bosoir Ref 8.24) was accepted in the 
family. This additional man contributed considerably by fishing and with his weekly ration 
of food. In return, the woman attended to his daily chores and other intimate needs. 
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Up to late nineteen seventies, apart from the Manager, his assistants and the outstanding 
staff (Meteorological officers, nurses) only a few men were educated, especially those 
coming from Mauritius or Seychelles. Even the ‘Commandeurs’ had a basic notion of 
counting and reading. However, during the administration of Leduc, he started what he 
called a school for children. It was simply private tuition on a part-time basis. During the 
administration of Mr. Volcy Monier (1922- 1949), he opened a small school and some basic 
reading and counting were taught to the children. Mr. V. Monier was also instrumental in 
introducing a nursery for babies in the three villages during working hours, while the 
mothers were at work (Agalega Petite Île p.192). He favoured social, Christian and family 
life (Agaléga Petite Île pp.186, 187) and he managed to keep his community happy and 
contented.   

8.2.9 A fully-fledged RCA teacher, helped by his wife, and recruited by the Catholic Church, 
founded the South and the North school on a solid basis, in January 1972 (Appendix X). 
Apart from dispensing full-time education, both acted as social workers and organised 
religious, social and cultural activities.  As from 1978 at least one pupil, each year, with a 
good pass in Primary School Leaving Certificate attended a Secondary school in Mauritius. 
This project was supported by the Catholic Church and later, based on CPE results, the 
OIDC offered a scholarship to the best boy and the best girl. In 1976 and 1978, the Agalega 
school had a result of 100% passes in Primary School Leaving Certificate.  In 2001, 13 
students were attending Secondary Schools in Mauritius. Unfortunately, some left well 
before the completion of the secondary cycle for want of means, difficulties to integrate 
the school environment, homesickness, among other reasons” (Ref. Appendix XI Report on 
mission to Agalega April 2001, by Mr. Judex Viramalay, Assistant Director and Mr. Balakrisna 
Nirsimloo, Primary School Inspector). 

8.2.10 Today there are a Pre-Primary school in the North 

A Primary School on each Island; 

A Medco Secondary School in the North covering Forms I to III and catering for three years 
Prevocational classes. 

Some 13 students are actually attending Secondary School in Mauritius. They are partly 
subsidised by the OIDC and live with foster parents. 

 
Photo 15 Nursery North        

Photo 16  Jacques Le Chartier 
Primary School       

Photo 17 MEDCO Secondary School 

  
 

 

8.2.11 Some pupils who have attended Agalega Primary School and who have successfully 
completed secondary classes in Mauritius are today Administrative Staff of OIDC in Agalega. 

8.2.12 The cultural life of a population is linked, to a large extent, to religion. The population is 
Christian by tradition. The inhabitants have always celebrated Christian festivities such as 
Christmas, Pentecost, Ascension, Assumption etc. 

8.2.13 Father Malaval, a Jesuit, was the first missionary to visit the island in 1837. The visit of the 
priests, at that time, was not regular due to transport difficulties and the remoteness of 
the islands. However, the administrators and / or other members of the administrative 
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staff organised the Sunday Assembly in chapels on both islands and took charge of basic 
religious instruction and traditions (Ref. TJC Hearing of Mr. Soopramanien N0. 579 to 596).  

8.2.14 Today, we have two nuns to assist the community. A Catholic Priest visits the population at 
least once yearly on special occasions. A couple belonging to the Pentcostal sect “Mission” 
canvassed the population through their neophytes. There is a Church on each island and a 
grotto at ‘La Fourche’. This Grotto serves as a bearing to incoming ships. Furthermore, the 
outstanding Mauritian staff, which is almost non-Christian, has a “Mandir”(Hindu temple) in 
the North (Ref. TJC hearing N0.602) 

Photo 18 Sacré Coeur  
North Chapel               

Photo 19 Mission ‘Voix de la 
délivrance’                 

Photo 20 Voice of Hindu temple 

   

 

8.2.15 There was much ado among the population about the decoration of the temple with the 
Voice of Hindu buntings on Maha Shivaratree Day in 2011 and the wearing of VOH T-shirts by 
some of the devotees present. That celebration coincided with the arrival of SS. Mauritius 
Pride, on 2nd March 2011 and a team of Indian workers to place a radar system at ‘La 
Fourche’ for coast and sea watch, especially in connection with pirates.  

 

Services in Agalega 

8.3.1 Communication: Agalega has a particular variable Population Census, because the 
inhabitants used to work on contract and at its completion, they returned to Mauritius for 
various reasons. The main ones work in health, especially in maternity, and shopping 
especially for shoes and clothes. A few send their children to Mauritius for Secondary 
Studies and try to place them under the guardianship of close relatives.  OIDC provides free 
passages to these students, when available. Thus, the school population fluctuates with the 
arrival of each ships or planes visiting the Islands. 
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8.3.2  

Photo 21 Tristan Carver, Resident Manager and Emmanuel Jasmin, OIDC employee 
busy preparing for disembarkation of passengers from SS. Mauritius Pride (2nd March 2011) 

 

  

From hold to saloon (8.3.3). 

 

8.3.3 Free passage by ship is provided to workers and their families. A full chapter on passage 
facilities is present in 2008 Collective Agreement .(Doc. II, Art. 4.4) 

8.3.4 In the past, labourers travelled in the hold of the ship reserved for animals or guano on 
their way to Mauritius. They even slept on guano coming from Farquhar Is. Today, a 
comfortable saloon or cabin is offered to them.  

8.3.5 On each island, there is a mini bus for the transportation of workers and the inhabitants to 
attend other activities.  

8.3.6 A boat ferrying passengers between the two islands is available on a schedule of times, 
depending on tides. 

8.3.7 Recently, the firm Emtel donated a cell phone to each adult and a bicycle to each child 
under 18. Prams were also given to babies and wheel-chairs to handicapped. 

Photo 22 Child on bicycle 

 

 



VOL 4: PART IX – RODRIGUES, CHAGOS, AGALEGA AND ST. BRANDON – AGALEGA, NO MORE A LESSER DEPENDENCY 

Truth and Justice Commission  679 

8.3.8 Health: There is a dispensary operated by a nurse on South Island and a hospital in the 
North with a charge nurse, a nurse and a doctor. In cases of emergencies patients are sent 
to Mauritius by the Police plane, Dornier. 

8.3.9 For approximately ten years, only one case of death was registered on the island. He was 
an Agalean on a visit to his native land. He drowned at ‘La Passe’. Patients are sent to 
Mauritius for in-depth treatment and those who were seriously ill, passed away there.  

 
Photo 23 Air strip in North Island 

 

 

8.3.10 Since 2005 only one woman has given birth to a baby girl in North Island Hospital, whereas, 
during this same lapse of time, 16 males and 8 females were born in Mauritius (Ref. XVIa). 
This is viewed with much concern by the population, as in future there will be no real 
Agalean born. 

The residents, through the ‘Island Council’ and the group ‘Amis d’Agaléga’ have made 
representations to remedy the situation. On the one hand, there is a real risk of exposing 
the expected mother to deliver in the local hospital, without the same pre-natal treatment 
and facilities this exist in Mauritius, on the other hand a solution should be found to equip 
the hospital accordingly. On several occasions, the Agaleans have raised their voices 
publicly to protest against the situation of Health, among others, in Agalega (Annex XII A, B, 
press cuttings). The General Manager of OIDC has recently applied to the Ministry of Local 
Government & Outer Islands to find a solution to this social problem (Appendix XIII Letter 
from GM. OIDC).  

Photo 24 North Hospital 
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Photo 25 Young disabled children 
Three cases of handicapped children existed on the island. The three boys under 12 (two brothers in 
the South and one boy in the North) cannot stand on their feet, due to genetic disorders most 
probably caused by consanguinity.  On the extreme left is one of the two brothers at Ste. Rita Village 
in the South. 
 

 

8.3.11 Education. (Ref. 8.2.8/ 8.2.9). The children of Agalega do not benefit from the same 
facilities as exist in Rodrigues and Mauritius. Their insularity does not mean that they 
cannot adapt to normal education (8.2.10). They have the same potential which needs to 
be developed, as other children of the Republic. Good examination results in the nineteen 
seventies prove this. Special attention, according to their environment and their needs, 
should be given to them and support from the Ministry of Education in Mauritius (Ref. 
Appendix XI Report of visiting inspectors).  

8.3.12 A Post Office exists on the Island and was inaugurated on 10 July 2002. It is de facto an 
agent of MPCB Bank. At the same time, Mauritian currency has reappeared in Agalega. 

8.3.13 The shop of each island, which is an essential service, is now operating on a five-day basis, 
instead of one or two days weekly.  

 
Photo 26  Post Office North Island         

Photo 27 Shop North Island 
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8.3.14 A bakery at ‘Vingt Cinq’ provides bread for both islands. 

          Photo 28  Bakery at ‘Vingt-Cinq’             Photo 29  Daily bread 

  

8.3.15. Police was introduced in early 1980’s and there is a Police Station on each island. The Coast 
Guards are posted at ‘La Fourche’ Village and will be equipped soon by a radar (Coastal 
Surveillance Radar System) installed by Indian Engineers for Coast and Sea watching, 
especially to track pirates (Ref. 8.1.6 to 8.1.8)  

 

Economic situation in Agalega 

8.4.1 Much is being done these days to alleviate the sufferings of the residents. Even recently 
(1990s), rations of food were distributed weekly to workers on contract,  as stipulated as 
far back in the 1877 regulations to govern the employment of labourers. Normal weekly 
rations for a worker on the establishment list, irrespective of whether it is a man, woman 
or child was as follow: 

(i) 101/2 lbs of rice and or flour. (To be delivered in the proportion of available stock)  

(ii) Salt at the rate of 125 grams; 

(iii) 1 pound of lentils or dhal or peas as available; 

(iv) 2 bottles of edible oil per month. 

(Appendix XIV: Agreement between OIDC as Employer and the recruit as Employer)   

8.4.2 All workers were considered as labourers. In 1975, in addition to the weekly rations, their 
monthly salary was: 

 Men:   Rs. 50 against Rs. 25 in 1973 

 Women: Rs. 32 against Rs. 13 in 1973  

 Children (Both sex above 10 years old): 

   Rs. 15 to Rs. 18 against Rs. 7 to Rs. 10 in 1973. 

(Doc. 1: Agalega The Way Ahead by D. Burrenchobay, 3.30)  

8.4.3 At that time life on the Islands suited the needs of permanent residents, who depended on 
only basic things to live. Fish was abundant and they lived on the weekly rations received, 
and shopping was not a big issue (Ref.8.2.7). They were completely detached from material 
things. They possessed nothing except some rustic furniture, which accompanied them in 
their trips to and from Mauritius.  
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 During same period, unemployment in Mauritius attracted workers to Agalega, regardless of 
the primitive living conditions. But after some time of observation and compliance, on 3rd 
February 1981, while the Seychellois Manager was on leave in the Seychelles, a petition 
with 28 signatures and 113 finger prints, was sent to the Prime Minister of Mauritius and 
copied to the Commissioner of Police and to the Chairman of the then Agalega Corporation, 
through the Director of Meteorological Services. The petitioners asked the Mauritian 
authorities to consider the security, working conditions and salaries, and the social, 
cultural and welfare situation of the inhabitants of the Island. They also asked that the 
Minister of Rodrigues be their reprentative in Parliament and that, in future, they could 
have the right to vote. (Appendix XV; Copy of petition) This was a historical event. It 
backed up the recommendations of Burrenchobay Report of 1975, Agalega: the Way Ahead 
(Copy of document I attached for ease of reference). It was the first time that the 
oppressed people of Agalega, as a team, helped by Mauritian workers, dared to face 
administration, and petitioned the authorities in Mauritius. The Prime Minister’s Office 
replied favorably on most issues through the Director of Meteo (Appendix XV). 

8.4.4 In 1995, there was a revision of their salaries and workers, from General Purpose workers to 
drivers, were considered to form part of the establishment on Agalega Islands. Their 
salaries ranged from Rs. 2,530 to Rs. 5,300 (Ref. Appendix XVb). Then, later, cash was 
given in lieu of ration (Ref. Addendum of Appendix XIV) and the right to vote was acquired. 
Concrete houses have been built on both islands. Primary and secondary schools are made 
available with more teachers (Ref. 8.2.9).  

 Today, helped by some social groups and organizations, especially the Syndicate Jack Bizlall 
and the Lawyer Dev Ramano, the young generation have become aware of their rights. 
Following a representation made by the Employees of the OIDC residing at Agalega to the 
Outer Islands Development Corporation, a Collective Agreement was reached on the whole 
question of work on the islands, with details. A giant step forward was thus made. At last, 
Agalean workers are on a par with their counterparts in Mauritius, in line with PRB. The 
basic salary now ranges from Rs 6,300 to Rs 19,500. (Ref. Art 3 of Agreement Doc. II) They 
are even allowed to apply for transfer to other parastatal corporations, whenever 
opportunities exist (Ag. 2.28).The Classification of employees and their job specifications 
are inserted (p 2-3) and salary scales listed accordingly (p. 5-6). Job description is also 
attached. (Document II; A complete copy of award attached for ease of reference). 

8.4.5 In March 2011, 60 families signed a lease for land and houses. (For conditions, cf. Art. 4.3; 
Page 12 of Award). The land remains a State property. The lease is for 20 years. This was 
long overdue. (Ref.TJC Hearing N0 645 – 685). 
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Photo 30  Signature of a lease for housing 

 

 

8.4.6 Apart from bicycles donated to children by Emtel, many motor cycles can be seen on both 
Islands. As employee of a Parastatal body or a worker is allowed a grant through the Civil 
Service Mutual Aid Bank. Workers take advantage of this offer, but most of them spend 
their money blindly. 

 

Photo 31  Brand new motor cycle 
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8.4.7 As there is no unemployment, there is no real problem of money, except for those who 
have contacted loans. 

8.4.8 There are small shops ‘Tabagie-like’ to sell cakes, sweets and other candies coming from 
Mauritius. Even sandwiches (pain fourré) and noodles can be found in some places.  

8.4.9 Alcoholic drinks can also be obtained, at late hours, outside the shops. This practice leads 
to many social problems. Police and Management should remedy it (Ref. 8.2.8). 

8.4.10 Fishing for sale and for export to Mauritius by the residents and some outstanding staff, is 
becoming a common feature. This is a second source of income for Agaleans. However, 
exploitation of the local people mostly by Mauritians, should be avoided. A barter system is 
in practice through this method. OIDC should devise ways and means to regulate this 
situation. Furthermore, the lagoon is being depleted by over exploitation. Octopus is the 
first to suffer.  
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9. POPULATION CENSUS ON AGALEGA APRIL 2011  

  Particulars  Male   Female 

 0 – 5 yrs  21  17 

 5- 10   19  18 

 10 -15   28  14 

 15-18   09  05 

 18 – Above  115  56 

 Total   192  110 G.Total= 302*  

*312 including 37 males and 06 females Mauritian officers working in Agalega. 

(Annex XVIa; XVIb) 
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10. RECOMMENDATIONS  

10.1.1 Human promotion and community development rehabilitate the individual and his family in 
his dignity and upgrade the status of the population. To reach this goal, Integral Education, 
training, communication, information and participation in the development are the Key 
Concepts. 

10.1.2 The Ministry of Local Government and Outer Islands, OIDC, Island Council, ‘Les Amis 
d’Agalega’ and ‘Mouvement Diocésain, 1er février’ and/or other interested 
parties/stakeholders (Civil Aviation, Education, Health,  Meteorological Officers, the Police, 
Telecom Officers and others) should coordinate their efforts for an integrated development 
in Agalega.  

The Resident Manager has a prominent role to play and should be referred to as the 
Representative of the Government on the Islands. His participation and that of the 
representative of the inhabitants are important to motivate action. A workshop or a round 
table thereon, with all stakeholders in situ, would help. 

 

10.2 Incentive for a comeback 

10.2.1 Agaleans have never possessed any land or houses on Agalega, so dispossession does not 
apply. In his statement in front of the TJC, on 18 August 2010, Mr. Soopramanien said that 
the Agaleans are not in search of money as compensation but of social services as 
Mauritians (TJC Hearing N0.381 - 396). However, Agalean descendants, who have been 
deported, and want to come back to be reinstated and recover their rights of earning their 
living on what they consider their mother land, or the land of their ancestors, should be 
given priority in contractual work according to their competence especially in the field of 
fishing, construction, agriculture, cultural and social activities etc. (Ref statement of Gino 
Alfred & Co. on 18/08/10. No.126, 155, 166, 252, 353, 391). An addendum can be made to 
the note on Article 3.10, p. 8 of Collective Agreement (Document II) as follow: This is not 
an agreement to exclude employees residing in the islands of Mauritius and Rodrigues. It 
should be applied on the basis of priority of consideration to interested and eventually 
qualified Agaleans and/ or Agalean descent residing outside Agalega.  

10.2.2  4.3.2 of C.A (Doc. II) will automatically apply:  

“ In the event any employee who has not been issued with a residence 
would wish to construct his house, he shall be  entitled to a lease of 
residential plot of land, a housing loan deductible from his loan account 
for the construction of his house, and the cost price for the purchase of 
building materials”. 

10.2.3 As there is no Home for elders in Agalega, housing should be made available, on a 
humanitarian basis, to old and faithful retired workers of the Corporation, who are not 
entitled to a lease, to have a residence in Agalega close to their children. One or two are, 
indeed, in a destitute condition in Mauritius. The Ministry of Social Security, through their 
representative in the Legislative Assembly, could attend to this issue. 

10.3 Education and Training 

10.3.1 The basis of all development is Education. Pre-Primary, Primary and Secondary Schools 
exist on the Islands (Ref.8.2.9). A proper screening should be made before sending teachers 
to Agalega. Even if they receive re-location allowance, as do other Government officers, 
they should be properly briefed before assuming their duties, equipped and sustained by 
the Ministry of Education. On the islands, they should meet on a regular basis to support 
each other in their duties and socially. They are the artisans of the progress of Agalega. 
Much could be done through them. Some are doing very well. Frequent visits of Officials of 
Parent Ministry would be appreciated. A special case should be made to recruit Teaching 
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Assistants among Agaleans (Doc. II 3.9), with special training in Mauritius, as it was the case 
in the past for Rodrigues.  

10.3.2 A common Parent Teachers Association of the three institutions combined would be 
beneficial. As it is actually the case, motivation must come from the schools’ 
administration. 

10.3.3 Scholarships for students in further studies in Mauritius and for upgrading the capacities of 
the employees in Agalega, should be envisaged. Beneficiaries should be strictly Agaleans or 
of Agalean descent. A proviso to serve Agalega for a given period should be inserted in an 
agreement between the provider and the beneficiaries.  

 The Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Local Government and Outer Islands, OIDC should 
look into it for the provision of an annual budget. 

10.3.4. Training in related fields should be given to interested candidates to implement 
recommendations of the C.A.  Award 2009 (Art. 3.9, Doc. II):  

“Efforts should be made to create added value polyvalent jobs to cater for 
environment protection, meteorological surveillance, fire fighting, the 
conservation of fish, birds and other animals, food protection, energy 
alternatives, leisure activities, training on the job, agricultural development, 
social activities, human rights, protection of historical sites, land allocations, 
engineering works, etc. Note: employees who show interest in these particular 
fields shall be given facilities to learn and to perform additional duties in the 
above relevant fields...”  

Furthermore, training in handicraft (coconut shells, fibre...), Home Economics, Leadership 
(formation of formators) and in all other fields aimed at boosting up the progress of the 
persons and the community, would be of the utmost importance and restore the dignity and 
confidence of the Agaleans.  

10.3.5 To facilitate visits to both Islands, training in basic Hospitality Management would be an 
important contribution to the host families and to the island. This will facilitate local visits 
from one island to another for those who have no family or relatives on the visited island 
and will provide great support to visitors and officers on official visits to Agalega. At 
present, the Resident Manager caters for all visiting officials during the hectic time when 
the ship is in Port. In March /April 2011, the Resident Manager had to cater for some 40 
visitors, and provide board and lodging for them, as there is no hotel or hostel on both 
Islands.  

10.3.6 Training in Hospitality Management is a prelude to Table d’hôte, Bed and Breakfast Hostels, 
Restaurants on a small scale basis. (Ref.10.9.3) 

An in-depth study must be carried out before introducing Tourism on a large scale, because 
of the sensitive ecosystem of the islands. A fishing stopover station is preferable. 
Consultation with the inhabitants, prior to any project, is fundamental.  

10.3.7 In relation to 10.3.4, Organisations such as EWF, NEF, CSR, Women Entrepreneurs, etc. 
should be tapped. OIDC should be fully involved. The OIDB, the Island Council, ‘Les Amis 
d’Agaléga’ and the ‘Comité Diocésain, 1er février’ and all stakeholders, should work 
together for its implementation and monitoring, pending a Master Plan. 

10.3.8 History of Agalega should be taught from Primary level onwards. The book of Father 
Dussercle Agaléga Petite Île is an excellent manual for secondary students.  

 

10.3.9 A museum, with what is left of the ancient establishment and families, will be a living 
memory of traditions and culture, and an open book of history.  
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(Ex. ‘marmite quinze’, measures and scales for weekly food ration, ‘la cloche l’appel’, 
Radio “Sailor”, anchors of ancient ships wrecked on the coast of Agalega, Blackmith tools 
etc.). 

Ancient buildings should also be repaired and furniture refurbished. 

 

Photo 32  Ancient Teacher’s house              Photo 33  Ancient Administration building. 
 

  

                         

In the near future, Education and Training should introduce a Village Council in each 
village, elected by the residents for the residents. 

10.4.  Health 

10.4.1 Modernity is not exempt from difficulties. Not long ago, daily work performed in the 
coconut fields, as at home, was enough to replace physical exercise. The population was 
kept healthy. Today, with modern trends, physical exercises is necessary in all lifestyles. 

10.4.2 The sophisticated apparatus for physical exercise, in the Tsunami Centre (‘Arche de Noé’. 
Ref picture 8.2.6) is under-utilised. No qualified physical instructor is available on both 
Islands. An Officer of the Police/ SMF/Coast Guard and or any outstanding staff with a good 
knowledge in the concerned fields, can certainly help, pending the arrival of an official 
instructor. It is important to train two Agaleans in this field and later, they can become 
Physical Instructors at schools during school hours and attend to others in the afternoon, on 
a roster basis.  

10.4.3 Medical care is an important issue in Agalega and much has been said thereon. It is true 
that the population on the islands amount to some 300 persons only. Investment in human 
resources should not be exaggerated. However, where life is concerned, in order to 
preserve it, all facilities should available, regardless of money. The question of maternity is 
a complex one (Ref statement of Mr. Gino Alfred & Co. on 18/08/10. N0.189) An in-depth 
study is imperative to see to it. An incentive to increase the birth-rate in Agalega is 
recommended in the Collective Agreement of November 2009 (Doc. II 4.7.4/5) (Ref. 8.3.9). 

10.4.4  Support from the ‘Society for Aid to Children Inoperable in Mauritius’ (SACIM) could be 
sought for the three handicapped children (Ref. 8.3.9).  

10.4.5 Water tanks, to collect rainwater, have been installed, especially for kitchen purposes. 
Pigeons soil the roofs of the houses and are sources of streptococci. They should be 
eradicated, especially where they flocked in the South. In case of drought, water pumped 
from wells is utilised.  Poultry-keeping on large scale should be kept away from this source 
of water. 
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 Both islands are infested with mosquitoes and rats (Appendix V 8.4.3). With the help of the 
Medical Staff, a proper sustainable campaign to keep the environment clean is urgently 
required. There is a close interaction between Health and the environment. 

 

10.5 Agriculture 

10.5.1 Vegetables must be selected very carefully in Agalega, because of the poor sandy soil and 
climatic conditions prevailing. Actually, pests have spread all over the islands, and 
chemicals should not be used because of the fragility of the eco-system.  

 However, pumpkin, greens, lettuces, creepers etc. can be grown in particular conditions.  
An Agricultural Officer of AREU is setting up a Food Program in Agalega 

An intensive training program, adapted to the island conditions, and starting at school level, 
could be launched. Very often, experts learn through the experience of local people. The 
contribution and advice of elders, with their experience of Agalega, should thus be sought, 
and plots of land, on a symbolic rental basis, could be allocated to interested families, for 
gardening and/or farming.   

 

Photo 34  Plant covered with pests 

 

 

10.5.2 Bassin Capucin, the only pool in the North, can be exploited for farming, especially the 
breeding of ducks. A place in the South called tranche, can also be exploited.  Training in 
this connection is needed. 
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Photo 35  Bassin Capucin in the North (also Appendix N0. I; 3) 

 

 

10.5.3  Seychelles expertise could be sought in farming. Sharing between Agaleans and Seychellois 
in different fields would be beneficial. 

 

10.6  Environment 

 People are usually moody, living with a dull environment, whereas a good environment 
makes the inhabitants cheerful and enthusiastic. With intense cleaning and planning, 
Agalega could become a natural garden. 

10.6.1 Empty bottles, plastic, rusting iron sheets, old vehicles and thick bushes where mosquitoes 
and rodents nest can be seen here and there, on both islands, in spite of the goodwill of 
the administration (Appendix XII A). 

A proper campaign to preserve the environment is imperative. 

A cleaning campaign for a better Agalega may bring the inhabitants together and arouse 
their sense of civics duty and patriotism.  

10.6.2 An ‘Agalega Day/Week’ involving all Departments on the islands, can be organised to clean 
up Agalega, as a form of social activity. It can culminate with Independence Day and end 
with a Sports day and a Public performance by local artists. 

10.6.3 There are different coconut fields with different names. Their delimitation, with their 
proper names, will be a practical exercise in pedagogy to teach the History of Agalega to all 
the population, particularly young students. Names of streets and avenues should also be 
marked. This measure will reinstate the dignity of the people: from Camp Noir to Avenue, 
from hut to bungalow.  
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Photo 36  A bungalow in the South 

 

 

10.6.4 Motor cycles, vehicles and the supply of power on the islands are sources of pollution. To 
reduce the high consumption of FUEL and thus emission of CO2, wind-powered energy and 
photovoltaic would help. Coconut oil, as FUEL, helps to reduce the importation of petrol in 
Agalega, but further studies should be done on how to control pollution.  

Photo 37  Photovoltaic system at Civil Aviation, Metereological Station and Telecom  

 

 

!0.6.5  Relatively speaking, Agalega should have the same privileges, in relevant fields, as 
Mauritius and Rodrigues (Ref. Gino Alfred Statement on 18/08/2010 N0.108 to 115; and 
Soopramanien No.310 - 313).  This is why Gino Alfred in his hearing of 18/08/2011, claimed 
to name Mauritius as an Archipelago (Ref. Gino Statement on 18/08/2010 N0.697 to 703). 
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10.7    Security 

10.7.1 A Refugee Centre has been constructed in the North. Another in South island will be 
constructed soon. The population should be briefed from time to time, on how Management 
will proceed and what is expected from them, in the event of a tsunami, a cyclone or other 
calamities. The contribution of the Police and Coast Guard should be guaranteed well in 
advance. 

10.7.2 Jetty at Port St. James is important. A study should be undertaken to devise safety 
measures for disembarking and embarking passengers. It is a blood-curdling manoeuvre for 
new visitors, especially when sea is rough.   There must be an alternative disembarking 
point somewhere in the South, in case of an emergency. Consultation with the locals is 
essential. 

10.7.3 As there are no traffic signs on the island, all drivers, including motorcyclists, should follow 
a Code of Conduct. Police should take its role seriously to prevent accidents. With the 
increasing number of motorcycles, the establishment of this Code of Conduct in the 
absence of road signs, is very important. All owners of motorcycles should be obliged to 
follow these instructions.  

 

10.8 Sport and Culture 

10.8.1 (Ref. 10.3.1-2) Sport is one of the best means to fight anti-social habits. Drinking is on the 
rise. Boys and girls are prone to early sexuality. Idleness and lack of education are the main 
causes of this. 

10.8.2 All facilities should be given to outdoor and indoor activities. The Ministry of Sport and 
Culture should extend its activities on Agalega, a territory of Mauritius. Agaleans could 
represent Mauritius in some athletic fields and in swimming, if given proper training.   

10.8.3 With the help of the Coast Guard and the elders, regatta should be introduced. This will 
allow youngsters to develop their skills in canoeing, sailing, rowing, as their elders did. This 
practice will also help to develop skill in case of shortage of fuel or any breakdown or 
shortages on the island.  

10.8.4 There are many talented artists in Agalega. Like diamond, they need polishing. Training in 
all fields is needed.  

10.8.5 Musical and sound system instruments are available in the Refugee Centre. Training to 
operate and maintain these instruments is needed.  

10.8.6 Singing, Slam, sketches, Drama, Theatre are new avenues to exploit. This will contribute to 
fight against social ills and boost up the personalities and discipline of many young people. 

10.8.7 Police Officers could provide important help in the field of indoor and outdoor games.  The 
fitness apparatus in the Tsunami Centre could be then best utilised under their guidance.    

 

10.9. Services 

10.9.1 During the dry season, bush fire is frequent in Agalega. The local male workers used to 
control fires in an archaic method, which is dangerous and time-consuming.  With the 
increased storage of gas and fuel on the islands for different services, especially Jet Fuel 
for Civil Aviation and petrol and gas for Meteorological Station, and the local Management, 
security measures should be reinforced.   

 It is highly recommended that qualified Fire Officers from Mauritius should train young 
volunteers on Agalega. Discipline, drill and maintenance of equipment, sanctioned by a test, 
should be included. Successful candidates could wear uniforms. This would not give them 
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the right to neglect or abandon their employment with the OIDC. A roster system and a 
work arrangement should be established between the OIDC and those concerned (Doc. II 
3.9).  

10.9.2 At present, in Agalega, there is only one qualified skipper, trained in Mauritius. With the 
development of the Islands and the promotion of the self-esteem of the workers, more 
skilled boatmen/skippers are needed, especially to work on the embarkation and 
disembarkation exercises. Training is given at Naval School of Mauritius. Interested 
candidates could be sent there for training. Working arrangements, as indicated above, 
could be negotiated with Management.  

10.9.3 Facilities should be available, in Polytechnic School, Ecole hôtellière etc., to follow courses 
in fields likely to help Agalega.  

10.9.4 More and more visitors from Mauritius are keen to visit this remote Mauritian territory. No 
hotel, restaurant or Table d’Hôte exist because this was thought to be of no avail. With 
modern communication and access facilities, a system of restaurants or Bed and Breakfast 
will soon become necessary. This will also be useful for residents on visits to another island 
or to Officers on duty. Training courses should be made available to interested parties 
(Ref.10.3.4). 

 

10.10 Religion and social 

10.10.1 Religion is not only a question of spirituality, but it also helps in the promotion of Integral 
Human Development.  

10.10.2 Since the very beginning of the development of Agalega, the Catholic Church was present, 
and it has helped to introduce religious and moral values to the people (Soopramanien 
statement of 18/08/2010 N0,579 to 603).  The remoteness of the island did not allow the 
Diocese to send a permanent priest, but Missionaries were sent, as and when possible.  

In 1972, the two schools on Agalega were set upon a permanent basis by the Roman 
Catholic Education Authority, with the help of the Mauritian Government. The couple of 
teachers, who were sent, and their successors also catered for upgrading the social life, 
sporting and cultural activities. Today, the presence of two nuns is vital to family 
counseling and house-keeping.  

10.10.3  As 100% of the Agaleans are Christians the presence of the Church should play an important 
roll in the development of the population. As it has a long experience in the field of 
training and in Human Development, facilities should be given to the Church to assist in the 
development of the islanders and their islands. On application, the Bishop of Port-Louis can 
send couples or qualified trainers for a certain period, in agreement with the OIDC to 
conduct training courses on Leadership and Community Development. All projects should be 
done in consultation with the residents. The PRO of the OIDC has a prominent role to play 
in the field of diffusing information about, and in the monitoring of projects. 

10.11 Discipline 

10.11.1  The implementation of a good Code of Conduct is a sign of good Management. A whole 
detailed chapter (Doc II; N0.5 P. 20-24), referring to Disciplinary Procedures, is inserted in 
the Collective Agreement signed on 24 November 2009 between the OIDC and the 
Employees of the OIDC residing at Agalega. But still, the inhabitants would like to have a 
visiting Magistrate occasionally on Agalega to hear Police Cases, instead of transferring the 
presumed accused to Mauritius for trial (TJC hearing; Soopramanien No. 354 – 376). 

10.12 Economy 

10.12.1  With the sudden and unexpected rise in salaries, due to a long struggle since February 1981 
(Ref. Pétition des habitants d’Agaléga ,Appendix XV), some families have entered into a 
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spiral of uncontrolled consumption. As employees of the Corporation, they are now entitled 
to obtain loans from the Mutual Aid. Motorcycles, TV and Video sets, Refrigerators, Washing 
Machines and other domestic appliances, are bought on hire purchase at any cost. Some 
families have even their own generators, in case of power cuts. A Counselor in Consumer’s 
Protection is needed, to advise the population properly. 

10.12.2 In the event of producing handicrafts with local materials, and other by-products derived 
from coconut trees, and/or sea shells, a Cooperative Craft Industry could be opened and 
articles sent to Mauritius for sale. The OIDC can open a shop for Agalega craft products. 
SMIDO can sustain such projects. A OIDC Public Relations Officer, together with the 
Purchasing and Marketing Officer, should be put to work.   

10.12.3 Selling cakes, sandwiches and drinks are sold here and there on both islands. The setting up 
of small businesses is of interest to some families. The shops, run by the OIDC, can later 
become a cooperative shop run by Agaleans. Training of the whole population in a Credit 
Union Society is very important. 

10.12.4  Now that currency is present on the island and that modern trends are not a secret 
through TV, hairdressing, dressmaking, shoemaking courses could be run by resource 
persons found on the islands.  Those interested can also follow courses in Mauritius (Doc. II 
3.9; 4.4.7). These issues are important for the construction of a stable society. 

10.12.5  Those coming events will certainly bring more students to Mauritius. The OIDC should 
continue to make provision for them and for those who come on medical grounds. The PRO 
will have much to do.  

10.12.6  It is the dream of some Agaleans to find, one day, one of theirs occupying a permanent 
posts in the Office of the OIDC in Port Louis. With proper training and qualifications, it is 
obvious that this dream will, eventually, become reality. The Collective Agreement of 2009 
stipulates:  

“The Corporation shall set down an employment application list. Any resident 
interested to work for the OIDC shall submit his application accordingly. This 
registration unit will serve the purpose of an employment bureau. Recruitment on the 
OIDC establishment shall be made from that list. Otherwise the names of the applicants 
may be communicated to other employers” (Doc. II; 2.2.5). 

 The term ‘any resident’ should be extended to ‘any Agaleans or Agalean descendants’. 
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CONCLUSION 

Agalega has a bright future ahead. The residents may hold the key to their own success, but 
alone, they will never succeed. All stakeholders, including the elected Members of 
Constituency No. 3, Ministry of Local Government and Outer Islands, the OIDC/OIDB, the 
Island Council, ‘L’Association Les Amis d’Agaléga’, the Church (‘Mouvement Diocésain 1er 

février’), and all  other groups or individuals who have an interest in Agalega, should join 
together to work towards a Master Plan for a modern Agalega (Ref,10.1.2). 

The award, taking effect from 1 July 2008, has brought a new impetus to the working 
population. A material change has occurred in the life of every family. It is now an 
excellent opportunity to start a new style of living with moral values, work discipline, focus 
on training and Education for the promotion of each and every individual, the family and 
the community. It is therefore imperative that training be given at all levels and that all 
avenues in Mauritius be explored. It is possible to achieve great progress in consultation 
with the residents. All developments and projects on both islands should be made known to 
the population, and their participation encouraged, wherever possible, in order to avoid 
any doubt or confusion and even retaliation.  The time will come when the residents will 
take in hand the development of their own islands through a Village Council System.  Until 
then, support from stakeholders is necessary.   

To preserve the memory of a community, I would be appreciated if a Museum could be 
initiated on the island, showing the ancient ways of living in Agalega, including, old tools, 
cooking utensils, fishing implements, ancient means of transport etc. and archival 
documents pertaining to establishments, and others aspects, since settlement. 
Genealogical research is also highly recommended. 

It should be remembered that a Report on OIDC in January 1996 stipulated that:  

“Agalega has a fragile eco-system that requires a balanced development that would 
not bear undue stress on the environment. Development should, therefore, be 
strictly controlled, the more so that in the long term, the two islands would be at 
risk because of the universal effect of global warming resulting from the depletion 
of the ozone layer. 

The island should be envisaged as an outpost, with activities limited to agriculture, 
forestry, livestock and fishing. There is, however, some scope for a minimum level 
of tourism on the islands.”  
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1 MISSION DE LA TRUTH AND JUSTICE COMMISSION 

1.1 Question posée 

La mission qui nous a été confiée par le Pr Alex BORAINE, Président de la Truth and Justice Commis-
sion, le 17/2/20111 portait les attendus suivants: 

1. To undertake a survey of the state of conservation of documents at selected institu-
tions as per ANNEX 12 and make proposals for conservation and digitalization of doc-
uments in appropriate building. 

2. To submit a report on the nature and type of documents involved, the dangers facing 
the documents and the long term and short term preventive measures to be consi-
dered. 

3. From the above assessment, to devise the functions of a future Conservation Insti-
tute. 

1.2 Compréhension de la mission 

1.2.1 Approche globale 

1.2.1.1 Objets concernés 

Notre lettre de mission ne précise ni à quels types, ni à quelle période chronologique de documents 
elle s'applique. Il s'agit donc, selon notre compréhension, d'une enquête archivistique globale s'ap-
pliquant aux documents conservés par les administrations et organismes apparentés, les entreprises 
privées ou les particuliers du pays. 

A - Qu'est-ce qu'un «document»? 

La définition du «document» dans la norme internationale ISAD(G),3 référence en matière d'archi-
vistique, est très large et oriente vers la gestion de l'information plutôt que vers celle du support 
qui la contient: 

Information portée sur un support, indépendamment de la nature de celui-ci. 

La définition du «document d'archives», qui complète la précédente dans la norme, fait intervenir 
une personne morale ou physique dans l'exercice de son activité: 

Information portée sur un support, indépendamment de la nature de celui-ci, et créée 
ou reçue par une personne physique ou morale dans l’exercice de son activité. 

Cette norme, édictée notamment pour prendre en compte les documents électroniques, d'appari-
tion récente et par essence dématérialisés,4 s'applique aux archives privées (on ne précise pas de 
quel type de «personne» il s'agit ni du cadre dans lequel elle émet et reçoit le document). Elle se 
place, au terme d'une longue évolution, en rupture avec l'archivistique traditionnelle, telle qu'elle 
affleure encore dans les législations nationales dont KETELAAR a fait l'inventaire:5 cet auteur re-
commandait alors de se dégager des définitions reposant sur la valeur de témoignage historique, 
sur la forme adoptée par les documents d'archives et sur leur support. 

Si l'on pousse cette définition à son terme logique, tout objet finit par devenir archive, y compris 
les objets du quotidien appartenant à des particuliers.6 Ce cadre conceptuel serait évidemment 
trop large pour la mission de trois mois qui nous était assignée, d'autant qu'il convient également 
d'y ajouter: 

 les imprimés (livres, périodiques,7 etc.) 
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 et les documents sonores et audiovisuels conservés dans les bibliothèques.8 

Par ailleurs, il s'agissait de travailler en complémentarité avec Corinne FOREST, dont la mission pour 
la Truth and Justice Commission concerne les musées de Maurice et les artefacts qu'ils conservent. 

Nous proposons donc de prendre en compte pour notre mission: 

 les documents écrits ou figurés, sur un support papier ou électronique; 

 les documents sonores ou audiovisuels. 

Cette approche large des documents nous amène à parler de «patrimoine documentaire» plutôt que 
de «patrimoine écrit» que nous jugeons trop restrictif. 

B - Bornes chronologiques 

L'histoire documentaire de Maurice commence avec l'arrivée des colonisateurs européens et sa date 
de «démarrage» est aisément déterminée. 

Comment définir le terme de notre étude sur les documents «anciens»? 

 Les règles bibliographiques internationales recommandent de parler de «livres anciens» 
pour un pays jusqu'à l'apparition de sa première bibliographie nationale; pour la France, par 
exemple, on retient la date de 1811. 

La première bibliographie mauricienne de qualité scientifique est celle de TOUSSAINT,9 éditée en 
1956, et qui couvre la période 1502-1954. 

 Par ailleurs, la loi sur les archives à Maurice10 prévoit un délai de communication au public, 
unique de 30 ans. 

La mise en corrélation de ces deux dates nous oriente vers une approche «large» des bornes chro-
nologiques à adopter: 

 Pour les archives, le début du 18e s. avec les premiers documents coloniaux censément con-
servés aux Archives nationales; le début des années 1980 pour les archives contemporaines 
communicables au public. 

 Pour les livres et imprimés, des tous débuts de l'imprimerie mauricienne en 176711 à la date 
butoir de 1954. 

1.2.1.2 Élargir le cercle des institutions visitées 

A - Visites prévues 

 
Munis de ce nouvel encadrement conceptuel, il fallait en arriver à la pratique et en tester la validi-
té sur les institutions de conservation mauriciennes. 

À l'issue de discussions avec Mmes Vijaya TEELOCK (Vice-Présidente de la Truth and Justice Commis-
sion) et Colette LE CHARTIER (Directrice de la Recherche de la Truth and Justice Commission), nous 
avons demandé à étendre le cadre général de la mission, en augmentant le nombre d'institutions 
visitées. Cela nous fut accordé: les institutions visitées se montant désormais à quatorze, pour cha-
cune desquelles des lettres de créance nominatives nous furent confiées, à remettre en mains 
propres au responsable(s) désigné(s) du Service de conservation:12 
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 Visites effectuées 

◦ Archives nationales (Coromandel); 
◦ Bibliothèque Carnegie (Curepipe); 
◦ Bibliothèque nationale (Port-Louis); 
◦ Cour Suprême de la République de Maurice (Port-Louis); 
◦ Évêché de Port-Louis (Port-Louis); 
◦ Hôpital psychiatrique Brown-Séquard (Beau-Bassin); 
◦ Mahatma Gandhi Institute - MGI (Moka); 
◦ Mauritius  Museums Council (Port-Louis); 
◦ MSIRI (Réduit); 
◦ Musée de la Photographie (Port-Louis); 
◦ Registrar General (Port-Louis); 
◦ Registrar of Civil Status (Port-Louis). 

 Carences constatées 

◦ Chambre d'Agriculture (Port-Louis); 
◦ Mauritius Commercial Bank - MCB (Port-Louis). 

 

B - Visites omises 

 
Il avait été également évoqué avec la Truth and Justice Commission d'effectuer une visite aux ar-
chives du Prime Minister's Office. En dépit de l'intercession de M. Alain GORDON-GENTIL, Conseiller 
culturel auprès du Premier Ministre, il ne nous fut pas possible d'obtenir satisfaction.13 

Il aurait également pu être intéressant de visiter, si nous en avions eu le temps: 

 la Bibliothèque municipale de Port-Louis, qui détenait, à la fin des années 1960, un riche 
fonds14 de partitions musicales et de programmes de théâtre et de concerts anciens. 

 Des fonds d'érudits mauriciens qui sont en danger de dispersion, vu l'âge de leurs déten-
teurs : Mmes LY TIO FANE, M. Rivaltz QUENETTE, M. Guy ROUILLARD (SHIM), etc. 

 Des bibliothèques privées connues dans l'île pour leur richesse: Mme Lorraine LAGESSE, M. 
Roger LINCOLN, M. Raymond D'UNIENVILLE, etc. 

1.2.1.3 Sauver ce qui peut l'être 

 
Dès nos premières visites et prises de contact avec les responsables de Services de conservation, il 
nous est apparu que la mission initialement prévue ne cadrait pas exactement aux réalités et at-
tentes rencontrées des visités: 

 les questions de conservation préventive et d'analyse des risques étaient, certes, cruciales 
mais notre compétence et le temps qui nous était alloué (trois mois) ne nous permettaient 
guère d'approche ni d'inventaire exhaustifs. 

 Plus urgents nous sont apparus: 

 les défauts de versement aux Archives nationales pour la période britannique et post-
Indépendance, 

 le désintérêt pour les archives intermédiaires, même anciennes, constatation confirmée 
par la visite de deux dépôts d'archives en particulièrement mauvais état de conserva-
tion,15 

 les approximations constatées dans l'application du National Archive Act 2000. 
 Les «pertes» et disparitions de livres et de documents dans les bibliothèques patrimo-

niales. 

Dans ces conditions, en plein accord avec l'équipe scientifique de la Truth and Justice Commission, 
nous avons pris le parti d'aborder la question de la préservation des documents anciens de façon 
plus large que celle axée uniquement sur la conservation préventive ou curative, en nous posant les 
questions suivantes: 
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 l'utilité sociale de la conservation des documents, notamment des points de vue de la 
bonne gouvernance et de l'accès du Citoyen mauricien à l'information. 

 La reconstitution du patrimoine national dilapidé, par deux voies conjointes: les récupéra-
tions auprès de leurs propriétaires actuels, une fois retracés; les compléments apportés aux 
fonds existants grâce à la collaboration internationale. 

1.2.2 Sources et méthode 

1.2.2.1 Choix d'un questionnaire semi-ouvert 

 
Il nous est apparu, dès nos premières visites, qu'il était temps de procéder à une évaluation globale 
et homogène du mode de gestion, des aspirations et des objectifs des directeurs de lieux de con-
servation de documents anciens, fonds d'archives et livres imprimés confondus.16 

 

Cette approche avait les objectifs suivants: 

 Établir un arrêté à date de l'état des fonds, des méthodes de conservation et d'indexation, du 
degré de compétence des personnels, des moyens mis en œuvre par les services. 

 Évaluer les besoins, exprimés ou latents. 
 Comprendre les attentes des dirigeants des services. 

La technique du questionnaire semi-ouvert, déjà employée avec succès dans l'étude des politiques 
culturelles à Maurice,17 pouvait être ici utilisée avec profit: 

 période de temps resserrée, 
 unicité de l'enquêteur. 

Après validation de la forme et de la teneur du questionnaire18 par l'équipe scientifique de la Truth 
and Justice Commission, nous l'avons diffusé par courriel aux directeurs de services auxquels nous 
avions transmis nos lettres de créance nominatives. 

Nous recommandions, qu'une fois choisis, le ou les interlocuteurs de référence (qui n'étaient pas 
toujours le Directeur ou la Directrice de l'institution visitée), nous puissions présenter le question-
naire en personne. Cela garantissait une bonne compréhension des enjeux et du vocabulaire, sou-
vent assez techniques et la meilleure homogénéité des questions posées dans le temps et entre in-
terviewés. 

1.2.2.2 Étendre les sources d'information à la presse mauricienne 

Nous avons été surpris de l'importance accordée par la presse mauricienne à tout ce qui touche à la 
gestion du patrimoine documentaire (en comparaison, le patrimoine bâti et les musées y semblent 
bien moins traités). 

Cela tient sans doute aux «grandes manœuvres» qui eurent lieu dans le domaine du patrimoine do-
cumentaire lors de la création de la Bibliothèque nationale à la fin des années 1990 et aux abon-
dants relais médiatiques dont put alors bénéficier (et bénéficie toujours) Yves CHAN KAM LON, son 
directeur. 

Nous avons donc dépouillé un échantillon significatif de la presse mauricienne sur le sujet depuis 
les années 1990 jusqu'à aujourd'hui.19 Une fois les références complétées avec les textes intégraux, 
trouvés sur Internet (disponibles depuis 2000 seulement) et dans diverses publications,20 nous dispo-
sons de séries significatives pour les journaux: Le Mauricien, Weekend, L'Express et L'Express du 
Dimanche. 

1.2.2.3 Constituer une base de connaissances à jour 

Les recherches complémentaires effectuées pour cette mission ont mis en relief l'abondance de la 
littérature disponible et la vivacité des débats sur les questions de conservation, de numérisation, 
d'archives et de documents d'archives. 

Il faudrait, selon nous, revoir assez profondément la Législation mauricienne en la matière et cons-
tituer sans tarder un corps d'archivistes et de bibliothécaires mauriciens rompus aux nouvelles 
technologies de la conservation: il nous a donc paru indispensable de créer une bibliothèque numé-
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rique accessible à tous gracieusement sur le Web,21 dont tous les éléments seront librement réutili-
sables, et dans laquelle on trouvera: 

 les textes juridiques et réglementaires mauriciens, 
 les textes réglementaires et normatifs des principaux pays étrangers et des institutions de 

conservation internationales, 
 les articles et essais qui nous paraissent importants en matière de conservation, d'archives, 

de numérisation, d'informatique documentaire, etc. classés de façon thématique, par pays 
et par institutions, 

 une base de données des principales institutions mauriciennes et internationales (avec leurs 
coordonnées complètes et l'adresse URL de leur site Web) en matière d'archives, de conser-
vation, de normes, d'aide au développement et de politiques de préservation du patri-
moine, 

 une base de données libre de droits contenant les notices bibliographiques citées dans le 
présent rapport et dont nous autorisons la libre réutilisation. 

Cette base de données pourrait servir de noyau et point de départ à la documentation du cursus de 
conservation dont la création est prévue dans le cadre de notre mission. 

1.3 Déroulement de la mission 

1.3.1 Réception 

Nous avons reçu un accueil très positif et courtois de nos interlocuteurs, qui se sont volontiers sou-
mis au questionnaire, rempli avec notre aide en leur compagnie. La bibliothécaire du MSIRI, Mme 
Rosemay NG KEE KWONG, très occupée, a préféré compléter le questionnaire par ses propres 
moyens, puis nous l'adresser par courriel en requérant l'anonymat de ses réponses, ce qui était pré-
vu.  

Quant aux questions auxquelles notre première rencontre n'avait pu permettre de répondre, elles 
nous ont été transmises ultérieurement. Le taux de réponse à ces questions complémentaires a été 
cependant nettement moins bon.22 

1.3.2 Visite ne figurant pas dans ce rapport 

Une visite ne nous paraît pas cadrer avec les objectifs de notre mission et a donc été omise. 

1.3.2.1 Mauritius Museums Council 

Le Mauritius Museums Council est un organisme para-public créé en 200023 afin de développer les 
musées mauriciens et concevoir une politique muséale nationale. 

C'est sans doute la présence du Mauritius Museums Council dans les locaux du Mauritius Institute24 
à Port-Louis qui a incité la Truth and Justice Commission à placer cette institution muséale dans la 
liste de nos affectations; en effet, le Mauritius Institute fut le lieu d'une bibliothèque publique 
dont la presque totalité des fonds anciens fut transférée à la Bibliothèque nationale lors de son ins-
tallation,25 ce qui entraîna, après quelques hésitations,26 sa fermeture définitive au public. 

Les livres demeurés au Mauritius Institute sont d'un médiocre intérêt pour notre étude: 

 un fond de bibliothèque de prêt comprenant des romans, des essais, des ouvrages encyclo-
pédiques, etc. qui n'ont pas été considérés comme Mauritiana et n'ont donc pas été transfé-
rés à la Bibliothèque nationale. Selon Yves CHAN KAM LON, ces livres devraient prochaine-
ment être versés à diverses bibliothèques scolaires de l'île. 

 Un fonds relatif aux sciences naturelles, d'usage courant pour la recherche et la gestion des 
collections de sciences naturelles du National History Museum de Port-Louis. 

 Un fonds – que nous jugeons obsolète – d'ouvrages encyclopédiques d'histoire de l'art (dic-
tionnaires, «beaux-livres», etc.) d'usage courant pour quelques conservateurs des musées 
d'art et d'histoire de l'île. 

Nous ne prendrons donc en considération le Mauritius Institute que pour les années précédant 
2000, à propos de son ancienne collection de Mauritiana – et tout particulièrement des vols qui l'af-
fectèrent massivement.27  
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1.3.3 Deux carences constatées 

1.3.3.1 Chambre d'Agriculture 

L'importance des fonds de la Chambre d'Agriculture, association de droit privé créée en 1853, est à 
l'image exacte de la prééminence de la culture sucrière pour l'économie de l'île Maurice durant la 
seconde moitié du 19e s. et tout le 20e s. Il s'agit, pour ce que nous avons pu en apprendre, de do-
cuments d'administration (conseils d'administration, publications internes), d'ouvrages de bota-
nique, de courriers avec des sociétés savantes outre-mer, de photographies, etc. 

Les circonstances dans lesquelles les instances de la Chambre d’Agriculture ont refusé de nous re-
cevoir paraissent conjoncturelles. Ayant pris contact avec M. Jocelyn KWOK, Secrétaire Général de 
la Chambre, le 26/02/2011, alors même qu'il allait s'absenter de l'île pour une mission, nous n'avons 
pu, à son retour, obtenir de rendez-vous avec lui ni avec le Président de la Chambre d'Agriculture, 
M. Thierry MERVEN, malgré plusieurs appels téléphoniques et deux visites en personne auprès de 
son secrétariat. 

La raison invoquée de ces retards répétés, aboutissant au refus, était que l'archiviste de la 
Chambre d'Agriculture était absente en congé-maladie. La Chambre d'Agriculture n'a pas donné 
suite à notre demande et nous avons dû adresser un constat de carence à M. KWOK, le 
18/04/2011.28 

1.3.3.2 Mauritius Commercial Bank (MCB) 

Les archives de la MCB, principale banque de la République de Maurice et protagoniste majeur de 
l'économie régionale, sont de deux ordres: 

 des archives de gestion courante ou intermédiaires, dont nous avons appris qu'elles 
n'étaient conservées que pour le temps strictement prévu par la loi mauricienne29 puis dé-
truites – et cela depuis la fondation de la banque, en 1836. 

 des archives historiques, constituées principalement par M. Jean-Marie HURON, puis, dans 
une moindre mesure, par son successeur et actuel conservateur du Musée du Blue Penny, M. 
Emmanuel RICHON. 

Leur richesse paraît importante mais reste inconnue, vu que les visites se font au compte-goutte, 
au bon vouloir du Conservateur. 
Il semblerait que certaines d'entre elles sont exposées au Musée du Blue Penny, d'autres dans les 
couloirs et salles de réception de la banque (notamment la Salle du Conseil), d'autres enfin dans un 
dépôt d'archives situé au Caudan de Port-Louis (dont les équipements et les conditions de conserva-
tion nous restent également inconnus). 

Nous avions appris, au second semestre de 2010, l'achat par la MCB d'archives privées: le fonds LE-
CLÉZIO;30 nous souhaitions obtenir des précisions de la banque sur ses modalités d'acquisition, de 
conservation, de dépouillement, d'indexation et sur les motivations de son démembrement, survenu 
à l'occasion de cette acquisition. 

Sur la recommandation de la Truth and Justice Commission, dûment doté de lettres de créance 
nominatives, nous avons pris contact avec M. Philippe FORGET, Vice-Président de la MCB, le 
26/2/201131 et lui avons alors adressé notre questionnaire. Sur le point de s'absenter de l'île Mau-
rice, M. Philippe FORGET nous a fait savoir oralement qu'il recommandait, en son absence, de 
prendre contact avec M. Emmanuel RICHON, conservateur du Blue Penny Museum et archiviste des 
fonds anciens de la banque. Nous avons donc fait suivre notre questionnaire à ce dernier le 
03/03/2011.32 

Notre prise de contact téléphonique (environ vingt minutes, le 04/03/2011) avec M. Emmanuel RI-
CHON aboutit à un refus clair et net de recevoir toute visite de notre part. 

Dans ce contexte, nous avons préféré, en accord collégial avec nos supérieurs hiérarchiques de la 
Truth and Justice Commission, attendre le retour de M. Philippe FORGET. Nous avions, auparavant 
rédigé un compte-rendu de notre conversation avec M. Emmanuel RICHON33 que nous lui avons 
adressé, avec mise en copie à M. Philippe FORGET. 

Notre rencontre avec M. Philippe FORGET le 05/04/2011, brève mais courtoise, fut l'occasion de lui 
présenter notre mission et de lui remettre, comme prévu avec notre hiérarchie, les lettres de 
créance de la Truth and Justice Commission; cette visite ne fut malheureusement pas suivie d'effet 
et nous nous vîmes donc contraints de lui adresser un constat de carence, le 18/04/2011.34 
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Approche historique 

Sans minimiser l'importance des facteurs de détérioration externes35 (climat, facteurs biologiques, 
etc.), nous souhaitons avant tout préciser les facteurs fonctionnels et humains expliquant l'état 
actuel des documents anciens dans l'île. 
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2 ÉPOQUE COLONIALE 

L'enquête menée dans les principales institutions de conservation de documents anciens de la Ré-
publique de Maurice, ainsi que nos lectures sur l'histoire et la conservation des documents mauri-
ciens, mettent en relief le caractère précaire, car constamment menacé, du patrimoine documen-
taire mauricien, et ce dès ses origines. 

2.1 Archives: éclipses à répétition 

 
Auguste TOUSSAINT,36 l'archiviste infatigable de l'île Maurice entre 1941 et 1971, a retracé les vicis-
situdes des archives publiques de la colonie de façon aussi précise que possible, vu les dispersions 
auxquelles elles ont été soumises. 

La synthèse que nous pouvons tirer de son ouvrage,37 qui a le grand mérite d'associer les archives à 
leurs institutions d'origine,38 est la suivante. 

2.1.1 Période française 

2.1.1.1 Compagnie des Indes 

Des archives de la Seconde Compagnie des Indes Orientales (1719-1763), il ne reste quasiment rien 
et ce qui subsiste se trouve dans les archives françaises: les administrateurs repartaient souvent en 
Métropole avec des documents afin d'aider à leur avancement et de plaider leur action. L'archivage 
des documents d'administration locale ne faisait pas l'objet d'une fonction bien définie, étant assu-
ré par le Greffier du Conseil Provincial (1734 - devient Conseil Supérieur en 1734, déplacé à l’Île de 
France en 1735). 

2.1.1.2 Rétablissement de l'autorité du Roi de France 

Une fois l'autorité du Roi de France établie après la dissolution de la Seconde Compagnie des Indes 
Orientales, l’Île de France acquiert plus d'importance comme siège du pouvoir colonial dans les 
Mascareignes et au-delà (1775 - Administration des Comptoirs de l'Inde durant la Guerre d'Indépen-
dance américaine; 1785 - Chef-lieu de tous les établissements français au delà du Cap de Bonne 
Espérance, ce qu'elle demeure jusqu'en 1810). 

Parallèlement, par une Ordonnance sur le Gouvernement civil des Mascareignes de septembre 1766, 
son administration est partagée entre un Gouverneur, à la tête de l'administration militaire et un 
Intendant à la tête de l'administration civile et de la justice. Le principe de gestion constant des 
archives publiques est alors celui de la conservation dans les greffes de leurs administrations res-
pectives. 

Une administration locale se développe également à l'Île de France (1753 - La Commune, embryon 
d'administration locale; 1762 - Syndics de quartiers). 

Le création à Versailles (France) du Dépôt des Chartes des colonies39 auprès du bureau des Archives 
de la Marine et des Colonies (édit royal de juin 1766) modifie quelque peu la gestion et la conserva-
tion des actes officiels : l'administration locale a désormais l'obligation d'y faire déposer les actes 
civils et administratifs principaux (état-civil, arrêts et jugements des tribunaux coloniaux, actes 
notariés, hypothèques, etc.). Le Dépôt des Chartes des Colonies délivre des copies d'actes aux inté-
ressés, sur présentation de justificatifs. 

2.1.1.3 Révolution et Empire 

La période de la Révolution et de l'Empire fait entrer les archives publiques de l'île dans une défa-
veur dont elles ne sortiront réellement qu'à la fin du 19e s. Les facteurs de dissociation sont les sui-
vants: 

 L'établissement de l'Assemblée Coloniale aboutit à la nomination d'un Secrétaire-archiviste 
en son sein (avril 1790) : dorénavant, les archives publiques sont éclatées entre: le Secré-
taire-archiviste (administration intérieure), l'Intendance (administration extérieure) et les 
greffes des cours de justice (archives judiciaires et d'état-civil). 



VOL 4 : PART X – PRESERVING THE NATION’S MEMORY – SAUVEGARDE DU PATRIMOINE DOCUMENTAIRE 

 

Truth and Justice Commission  709 

 Le Consulat rétablit peu ou prou la situation antérieure et abolit les institutions républi-
caines (1803). Un Gouverneur est en charge de l'administration militaire, un Préfet colonial 
de l'administration intérieure et un Commissaire de Justice de la justice. Toutes les archives 
de l'Assemblée Coloniale sont versées en vrac dans les bureaux du Préfet colonial qui hérite 
également d'archives administratives disparates. 

 Au moment de la prise de l'île par les Britanniques, la division des fonds est à son comble: 
archives administratives et des assemblées auprès du Préfet colonial; archives judiciaires 
aux Greffes des cours; archives administratives locales auprès des Commissaires civils (qui 
ont succédé aux Municipalités). 

Cette dissociation administrative, les transferts répétés de fonds d'archives entre services très sou-
vent refondus, les difficultés de la navigation maritime (Blocus britannique) qui empêchent de fait 
la copie des actes en double et, donc, leur conservation en Métropole, les priorités du moment (la 
guerre contre les Britanniques) occasionnent de grands dommages. 

2.1.2 Période britannique 

La transition de l'administration française à celle du vainqueur britannique fut également domma-
geable aux archives publiques: 

 Lors de son départ de la colonie (1810), le Gouverneur français DECAEN avait extrait de 
nombreux documents des archives administratives pour pouvoir rendre des comptes à son 
administration de tutelle, la Marine. Ils sont désormais conservés dans un fonds privé de la 
Bibliothèque de Caen (France).40 

 DECAEN confie le reste des archives de son administration à un Commissaire à la Marine, M. 
MARROU, qui les entrepose sur sa propriété agricole de l'île Maurice. Cette situation déro-
gatoire dure près de cinq ans puisque les Britanniques ne nomment le Baron d'UNIENVILLE 
comme Archiviste colonial, qu'en mai 1815. Ce dernier n'a aucune compétence particulière 
en matière d'archives et sa fonction principale est de compiler les statistiques de la colo-
nie.41 Sa charge est abolie en 1833. 

 À son départ, en 1817, le Gouverneur britannique FARQUHAR démembre les archives de la 
colonie à des fins personnelles (défense de son action à Maurice) et géopolitiques (rensei-
gnements sur Madagascar de nature à faciliter sa conquête par les Britanniques). Ces fonds 
sont depuis conservés à la British Library (Londres).42 

 Auguste TOUSSAINT insiste sur la continuité administrative entre Français et Britanniques, 
notamment du point de vue des hommes en place et de la langue; on assiste pourtant, se-
lon lui, à partir de 1833, à un véritable désastre archivistique: il faudra attendre 1893 et la 
restauration de la charge d'Archiviste colonial pour que la tendance s'inverse quelque peu. 

Des déprédations irrémédiables ont alors été commises: la Commission des archives (établie en 
1880) a procédé à de nombreuses épurations dans les fonds de l'époque française; ce qui en subsis-
tait a été agrégé en collections arbitraires,43 moyennant de nouvelles épurations, puis dissocié de 
tout contexte et relié en volumes par les condamnés des Prisons de Port-Louis. 

À dater de la loi de 1893, les Archives recréées héritent de fonctions et de fonds supplémentaires, 
notamment, en 1893, du Dépôt légal des livres.44 

2.1.3 Œuvre d'Auguste TOUSSAINT (1941-1971) 

Le plus important travail d'inventaire sur les fonds des archives et des bibliothèques45 de l'île Mau-
rice a été accompli par Auguste TOUSSAINT (1911-1987), infatigable Directeur de la Bibliothèque 
Carnegie (1932-1941), puis des Archives nationales de Maurice de (1941-1971). Il en est de même de 
l'armature érudite ou scientifique en matière historique dans la région des Mascareignes (fondation 
de l'Association Historique Internationale de l’Océan Indien – AHIOI en 1960) et de son travail sur les 
routes maritimes à l'époque française. 

Nous sommes, pourtant, bien en peine de trouver sa biographie et le détail de l’œuvre qu'il a ac-
complie. Tentons donc, hors de sa bibliographie,46 une évaluation de son rôle pour le patrimoine 
documentaire mauricien. 
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Ce qui est clair, c'est qu'il envisagea toujours la protection du patrimoine documentaire comme un 
tout indissociable, ce qui était fonctionnellement conforme à sa charge: les Archives nationales 
étaient dépositaires du dépôt légal des livres depuis 1893 (donc de la plupart des Mauritiana), re-
cevaient des dons privés, conservaient de nombreux journaux anciens, etc. Dans un rapport47 rédigé 
en 1959 avec trois autres bibliothécaires, Auguste TOUSSAINT appelait à la création d'une Biblio-
thèque nationale à partir des fonds du Mauritius Institute, à l'établissement d'un organisme natio-
nal supervisant toutes les bibliothèques et au développement conjoint d'une association profession-
nelle assurant la formation de ses membres. Ce rapport resta lettre morte.48 

S'agissant des archives, voici le travail visionnaire dont nous pouvons créditer Auguste TOUSSAINT: 

 1942 – Dépôt des archives des Greffes des cours de justice. 
 1952 – Ordonnance sur les Archives nationales49 – Extension du dépôt légal aux périodiques. 

 1954 – En accord avec Yves PÉROTIN, alors Directeur des Archives Départementales de La 
Réunion, projet d'inventaires parallèles, selon un découpage chronologique synchrone. 

 1955 – Dépôt des fonds notariaux (minutes notariales et répertoires). 
 c. 1960 – Versement des premiers registres paroissiaux provenant de l'état-civil (Civil Status 

Office). 
 c. 1960 – Microfilmage, avec l'aide de la France, des fonds de la période française.50 Photo-

copies et photostats. 
 c. 1965 – Abandon du projet d'inventaires parallèles avec les Archives départementales de 

La Réunion, faute de crédits et de personnel;51 déliassage fastidieux des volumes constitués 
au cours du 19e s. par les prisonniers et tentative de reconstitution des fonds selon leur ad-
ministration émettrice. 

Le travail d'Auguste TOUSSAINT est toujours présent, bien qu’à l'état dégradé, dans l'organisation 
actuelle des Archives nationales de Maurice, en particulier dans le lettrage des séries (qui diffère 
du système de classification français en deux lettres) et dans la mise en valeur de la continuité 
entre les deux administrations coloniales française et britannique (alors qu'à La Réunion les inven-
taires sont différenciés selon le pouvoir colonial en exercice). 

Les critiques que l'on peut apporter à l’œuvre d'Auguste TOUSSAINT sont de plusieurs ordres: 

1. Une orientation idéologique, sensible dans certains de ses livres publiés à Maurice,52 au dé-
but de sa carrière du moins. 

2. La constitution d'un Musée des archives par extraction de certaines archives de l'époque 
française (ce qui, somme toute, n'est pas trop critiquable étant donné le caractère déjà 
démembré des fonds depuis le 19e s.). 

3. Surtout, étant donné la polarisation de ses intérêts d'historien pour la période française de 
l'île Maurice, un certaine désintérêt pour les archives de la colonie à l'époque britannique, 
conservées depuis son mandat dans un dépôt humide à Vacoas. 

2.2 Livres : Bibliothèques d'érudits locaux 

2.2.1 Une colonie de lettrés et d'érudits 

L'importance du patrimoine imprimé mauricien a été beaucoup et précocement vantée:53 l'île est 
équipée dès 1767 d'une imprimerie autonome54 et dotée dès la période française d'une presse pé-
riodique jugée exemplaire par sa précocité puis par sa liberté de ton à l'époque britannique.55 Elle 
est aussi le siège d'une certaine activité littéraire dès la fin de la période française, en Français 
puis en Créole.56 Les loisirs dont jouissent les élites francophones, une tradition frondeuse de socié-
tés savantes ou littéraires et leur ardent militantisme politico-linguistique57 expliquent l'importance 
des bibliothèques privées et des cabinets de lecture dans l'île. 

Nous avons pu étudier,58 grâce aux registres de comptes conservés dans les archives privées de l'Ha-
bitation Labourdonnais, quelques achats de livres reliés à une librairie française (1858). Malgré le 
caractère très partiel de cette commande du maître de céans, Christian William WIEHE, on est 
frappé par la variété de ses intérêts, par l'actualité de ses lectures et surtout par l'abondance des 
ouvrages commandés – et encore ne s'agit-il que de l'une des deux langues parlées par Christian 
WIEHE.59 
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En droite ligne de l'érudition historique européenne, on assiste à la constitution de recueils de 
textes historiques relatifs aux Mascareignes par des érudits locaux,60 qui profitent de leurs voyages 
pour compiler des documents se trouvant dans les archives et bibliothèques des Métropoles. Un 
mouvement d'érudits bibliographes est également constaté au tournant du 20e s. 

2.2.2 Bibliothèques patrimoniales issues de fonds privés 

2.2.2.1 Mauritius Institute (Port-Louis) 

Le Mauritius Institute, dont l'histoire est d'abord celle d'un Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle61 créé par 
quelques membres fondateurs de la Société des Arts et Sciences, Charles TELFAIR, Louis BOUTON et 
Julien DESJARDINS, reçut en héritage plusieurs collections et bibliothèques, dont celle d'Adrien 
D'EPINAY. Initialement ouverts au Collège Royal et uniquement réservés aux membres de la Société 
Royale des Arts et Sciences, le musée et sa bibliothèque vivotaient faute de moyens avant que le 
Gouverneur Sir Arthur PAYRE n'accède à une demande de la Société Royale (1878) d'étendre les ob-
jectifs du Musée et d'en faire une institution librement accessible au public. Une Ordonnance (1880) 
établit l'institution, le terrain est promptement réquisitionné à Port-Louis, le bâtiment inauguré 
(décembre 1884) et les ouvrages de la bibliothèque transférés en janvier 1885. La bibliothèque 
n'ouvrit cependant au public qu'en 1901, après avoir reçu en don les 9,000 ouvrages de la biblio-
thèque de l'avocat et politicien mauricien Sir Virgil NAZ. 

Anthony CHEKE62 raconte la triste décadence du Mauritius Institute à la fin du 20e s.: la cause prin-
cipale en fut que le Gouvernement Colonial déposséda63 le Conseil d'administration du Mauritius 
Institute, jusque-là indépendant, de la capacité de nommer le Directeur, le Bibliothécaire et le 
Conservateur de l'institution. 

2.2.2.2 Bibliothèque Carnegie (Curepipe) 

La Bibliothèque Carnegie64 de Curepipe, second véritable exemple de bibliothèque publique conser-
vant un riche patrimoine documentaire créé dans l'île,65 est le résultat d'un don de la Fondation An-
drew Carnegie.66 

Les conditions statutaires mises au développement d'une Bibliothèque Carnegie étaient que la Mu-
nicipalité démontre son utilité, fournisse gracieusement le site, procure annuellement au moins 
10% du coût de sa construction pour en assurer l'entretien et assure un service gratuit à tous ses 
lecteurs. Une pétition, initiative d'un simple citoyen, Ross BAIN, rallia 117 habitants de Curepipe, 
donnant lieu à un versement de 1,800 £ (soit $ 9,000 US) de la part de la Fondation Carnegie et au 
vote, par le Conseil Municipal de Curepipe, d'une dotation annuelle de 2,000 Rs; la première pierre 
fut posée en juin 1917 et la bibliothèque, bâtie selon un cahier des charges strictement codifié par 
la Fondation, fut inaugurée en janvier 1920. 

Curepipe, ville nouvelle peuplée de la population fortunée ayant fui Port-Louis après l'épidémie de 
malaria de 186767 recelait plusieurs gisements de bibliophilie et d'érudition. Les donations68 affluè-
rent, quelques achats furent accomplis69, base du fonds de Mauritiana de la Bibliothèque Carnegie 
(lui octroyant une spécialisation sur l'histoire de l'esclavage, de Maurice et de Madagascar). 

Malgré quelques hésitations sur le mode de catalogage des ouvrages et les ravages d'un cyclone70 
qui affectèrent le fonctionnement de la bibliothèque, l'essayiste et historien de la littérature Ca-
mille de RAUVILLE71 (en charge entre 1964 et 1974) lui donna une ampleur nouvelle, adopta la clas-
sification décimale Dewey et étendit les espaces de stockage disponibles. 
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3 APRES L'INDEPENDANCE (1968-) 

L'insularité de Maurice et la fierté d'avoir surmonté bien des obstacles dans l'histoire récente don-
nent lieu à un discours auto-louangeur: la liberté d'une presse périodique vantée pour son impartia-
lité, le niveau d'éducation, la qualité de l'accueil, la prospérité du pays sont souvent mis en avant. 
Maurice est ainsi «le bon élève de l'Afrique». 

En est-il de même pour la conservation de son patrimoine documentaire? 

Penchons-nous sur quelques exemples significatifs d'atteintes au patrimoine depuis l'Indépendance 
du pays. 

3.1 Archives privées démantelées 

Nous traiterons, dans un prochain chapitre,72 du cas des Archives nationales, que nous avons visi-
tées. Évoquons maintenant les mouvements qui affectent les archives en mains privées. 

Les archives privées de Maurice sont dans une situation critique: la polarisation de la plupart des 
«historiens»73 locaux pour la généalogie de leurs ancêtres d'origine française explique que, faute de 
véritable intérêt, des pans entiers de l'historiographie ne puissent dorénavant plus être étudiés à 
Maurice, une fois anéantis les fonds d'archives requis pour leur étude: registres d'esclaves ou d'en-
gagés, archives industrielles, archives des compagnies sucrières et des banques, archives photogra-
phiques, etc. 

La propension actuelle des familles mauriciennes à démembrer leurs fonds familiaux est, à ce titre, 
alarmante : ces derniers recèlent souvent des documents publics ou des exemplaires uniques de 
documents d'intérêt national.74 

Cette dilapidation est, semble-t-il, coutumière et a connu des précédents, notamment dans le do-
maine des archives photographiques, détruites en abondance dans les années 1980-2000.75 

3.1.1 Démembrement du Fonds LECLÉZIO (2010) 

Le cas tout récent (second semestre 2010) de la dispersion des archives LECLÉZIO nous paraît un 
exemple de ce qui devra être dorénavant évité. 

Plusieurs membres de la famille LECLÉZIO (notamment Mme Clotilde BAISSAC DE BOUCHERVILLE,76 
née LECLÉZIO), contactèrent Mme Nelly ARDILL, Présidente en exercice de SOS Patrimoine en Pé-
ril77, pour qu'elle les aide à vendre les archives de sa famille, dont elle était dépositaire.  

Les cinq boîtes, constituant un fonds d'archives cohérent et construit sur plusieurs générations, 
contenaient des documents de valeur historique et patrimoniale majeure, notamment sur la prise 
de l'île par les Britanniques en 1810: ce fonds incluait les papiers du Procureur Général Nicolas FOI-
SY, personnage ayant joué un rôle de premier plan dans la reddition de 1810.78 

Nous connaissons le contenu de la boîte acquise par M. Didier MERLE, qui nous en a aimablement 
communiqué l'inventaire.79 Tel que nous pouvons le reconstituer, le fonds d'archives complet com-
prenait: 

 les papiers du Procureur Général Nicolas FOISY : papiers personnels, histoire de l'île de 
France (manuscrit inédit); 

 la série, qui semble complète pour la fin du 18e s., des Annonces des îles;80 
 d'autres séries de périodiques rares de la période française; 
 les papiers de Sir Eugène LECLÉZIO, Chef-Juge; 
 les archives assez complètes de la sucrerie de Mapou avec notamment plusieurs registres 

d'engagisme, c. 1848;  
 des livres de tenue de compte relatifs au commerce maritime c. 1820;  
 des actes officiels de la Colonie sous la Révolution française. 

Ce fonds d'archives ne fut pas préalablement proposé aux Archives nationales de Maurice,81 ni sou-
mis aux services du Ministère des Arts et de la Culture qui auraient sans doute pu prendre des me-
sures conservatoires82 si des moyens financiers avaient été débloqués pour cela. 
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Mme Nelly ARDILL, Présidente de SOS Patrimoine en Péril, procéda aux médiations nécessaires et 
exposa ces archives à la vente à l'occasion d'au moins une «foire aux vieux papiers»: la MCB se mon-
tra intéressée et acquit quatre boîtes d'archives sur les cinq. 

Cette opération nous paraît singulièrement critiquable d'un double point de vue archivistique et 
patrimonial : 

 la règle essentielle de la conservation de l'unité du fonds d'archives83 ne fut pas respectée 
puisque les cinq boîtes, qui constituaient initialement un fonds homogène, furent démem-
brées (quatre à la MCB, une à M. Didier MERLE, divers documents extraits à d'autres acqué-
reurs institutionnels, dont l'Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund);84 à notre connaissance, aucun in-
ventaire global ne semble non plus avoir été réalisé, ni aucune numérisation de sauvetage, 
même partielle ; 

 la politique de la MCB en matière d'archives étant inconnue, rien ne s'oppose à ce que la 
part du fonds LECLÉZIO qu'elle a acquise soit à son tour revendue, en tout ou partie, donc 
de nouveau démembrée; 

 M. Didier MERLE, a acquis la cinquième boîte et l'a partagée avec un co-acquéreur, M. Da-
mien MAMET, selon un processus parfaitement aléatoire (de type «distribution de cartes à 
jouer»), aboutissant à la division de séries de périodiques anciens jusque-là cohérentes 
(d'où une nouvelle déperdition de la valeur historique et documentaire du fonds); 

 c'est Mme Nelly ARDILL, Présidente d'une association de défense du patrimoine mauricien 
qui s'est prêtée à l'opération, en tant qu'intermédiaire; cela dénote, a minima, de l'incom-
préhension quant aux enjeux essentiels de la protection du patrimoine. 

3.1.2 Dispersion d'une série de Vèle KADRESSEN85 (2011) 

Un brocanteur français installé en 2010 à l'île Maurice, M. Jean-Baptiste URBINI,86 nous a contactés 
en janvier 2011; lors de notre prise de contact, il nous a déclaré avoir acheté une série complète et 
constituant un fonds cohérent (négatifs et tirages), au photographe de presse mauricien Vèle KA-
DRESSEN87 (né en 1932). 

Il s'agissait de plusieurs séries de clichés «couvrant» les émeutes raciales survenues à Maurice en 
196888 avec notamment: l'intervention des troupes britanniques (hélicoptère, troupes, armes saisies 
aux manifestants), la présence de figures historiques de Maurice (Gaëtan DUVAL), les barricades, 
les manifestants, etc. 

M. URBINI nous a déclaré avoir cédé à un particulier britannique la plus grande partie du fonds et 
avoir gardé pour lui un certain nombre de clichés intéressants «pour leur valeur esthétique». Il 
semble avoir fait réaliser un tirage complet de la série, que nous avons vu exposé récemment (mars 
2011) chez un antiquaire de Curepipe. 

Il s'agit également d'un cas de démembrement de fonds d'intérêt historique national, ces événe-
ments restant méconnus et n'ayant reçu que fort peu d'échos dans la presse mauricienne, moins 
encore internationale. 

M. KADRESSEN déclarait, dans son interview au Matinal de 2007, détenir encore plus de 100,000 
négatifs. Il serait essentiel d'envisager leur conservation et leur indexation en compagnie de leur 
auteur en dégageant un financement suffisant pour ce faire. 

3.2 Bibliothèques : désastres et sauvetages 

 
Des bibliothèques privées évoquées ci-dessus, il ne reste aujourd'hui que des lambeaux épars: les 
détériorations du climat, de l'humidité et des insectes certes l'expliquent, mais plus encore le jeu 
des partages successoraux et le manque d'intérêt constant de leurs propriétaires, qu'il s'agisse de 
particuliers ou d'institutions. 
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3.2.1 Mauritius Institute 

3.2.1.1 Désastre patrimonial annoncé 

Depuis la veille de l'Indépendance,  la situation institutionnelle du Mauritius Institute était devenue 
intenable, le Gouvernement ayant retiré à la Société Royale des Arts et Sciences la nomination du 
Directeur et de ses deux Conservateurs spécialisés (musée et bibliothèque). Malgré les appels au 
secours du Directeur, le Botaniste sri-lankais, Deva D. TIRVENGADUM,89 avant son départ vers le Mu-
séum d'Histoire Naturelle de Paris, le board ne sut lui trouver de successeur. 

3.2.1.2 Transferts de sauvetage au MSIRI 

En 1982, constatant l'incurie des responsables de la bibliothèque et les vols qui y étaient  perpé-
trés, la Société Royale des Arts et Sciences décida de retirer de la garde du Mauritius Institute la 
totalité des ouvrages de sa collection pour les verser dans le fonds de la bibliothèque du MSIRI,90 à 
Réduit, dans de meilleures conditions de conservation. 

On y trouve notamment les papiers Doyen :91 ce fonds est issu de recherches dans les archives lo-
cales avant leur «réorganisation» en volumes arbitraires, ce qui en fait un témoignage archivistique 
crucial. Dans les dernières années, la Société Royale des Arts et Sciences, sous l'impulsion de Jean-
Alain LALOUETTE et de la bibliothécaire du MSIRI, Rosemay NG KEE KWONG, a achevé sa numérisa-
tion intégrale et a engagé sa retranscription. 

3.2.2 Vols à Carnegie 

 
Dans un article92 retentissant paru dans le journal Week-end en avril 2006, la romancière et journa-
liste Shenaz PATEL «mettait les pieds dans le plat» en dénonçant, comme principal obstacle à la 
défense du patrimoine des livres à Maurice, l'incurie du Gouvernement mauricien lui-même. 

Elle développait particulièrement le cas de la Bibliothèque Carnegie, dont les fonds anciens atti-
raient toujours les convoitises: 

«De nombreux collectionneurs peuvent en attester: on peut trouver, à l'étranger, des 
livres mauriciens que des collectionneurs de livres anciens s'arrachent à prix d'or. Des 
mines d'informations sur le passé et la vie de notre île, dont nous sommes, nous Mau-
riciens, privés.  

Des personnes travaillant pour des collectionneurs attestent par exemple avoir pu voir 
récemment, dans une bibliothèque publique à La Réunion, des ouvrages uniques por-
tant encore le sceau de la bibliothèque Carnegie de Curepipe.»  

La presse s'empara de l'affaire et mena son enquête93 avec l'aide bienveillante de Belinda RAM-
NAUTH, la bibliothécaire de Carnegie.94 En 1972, trois ouvrages disparus étaient de grande valeur 
historique et bibliophilique.95 Nous n'avons pas trouvé, dans la presse mauricienne, trace ultérieure 
de récupération de ces trois ouvrages. 

3.2.3 Mauritiana d'Outre-Mer 

La presse locale se fait souvent l'écho – bien piètre consolation à l'incurie régnant dans les orga-
nismes de conservation – de Mauriciens ou d'étrangers attentifs, outre-mer, à la sauvegarde du pa-
trimoine national mauricien. 

3.2.3.1 Exil des Mauritiana d'André de CHAPUISET LE MERLE 

Cas extrême de «sauvetage» puisqu’elle fut entièrement exportée hors de Maurice, la bibliothèque 
d'André de CHAPUISET LE MERLE (1898-1966) fut cédée à la National Library of Australia (NLA) en 
1968,96 où elle est maintenant conservée dans des conditions optimales, cataloguée97 et en voie de 
numérisation. 

Cette collection de 4,500 items environ fut constituée au cours de sa vie par cet érudit mauricien98 
et comprend des documents variés (livres, cartes, timbres, numismatique, etc.), des éditions rares 
(notamment des poètes Robert-Édward HART et Malcolm de CHAZAL) et quelques manuscrits té-
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moins des débuts de la littérature francophone dans l'Océan Indien (Barthélemy HUET DE FROBER-
VILLE). Le désir de ce collectionneur était que ce fonds lui survive en étant correctement conservé 
et même étendu; et, s'il devait être vendu, qu'il le soit de préférence à un membre de sa famille 
également bibliophile, aux Archives nationales de Maurice (alors dirigées par Auguste TOUSSAINT) 
ou à la Société Royale des Arts et Sciences (dont les collections alors déposées au Mauritius Insti-
tute contenaient des fonds érudits). 

Après sa mort, le fonds fut proposé à l'Université de Maurice alors naissante qui ne donna pas suite. 
C'est le marchand de livres anciens d'Oxford (Grande-Bretagne) EM LAWSON and Company99 qui se 
chargea de la transaction de vente à la NLA, à un moment où l'immigration mauricienne vers l'Aus-
tralie était importante.100 

3.2.3.2 Larry BOWMAN 

Un universitaire états-unien à la retraite, Larry BOWMAN,101 ancien Directeur du Département 
d'Études africaines contemporaines à l'Université du Connecticut, avait acquis, au cours de sa car-
rière, une belle bibliothèque sur la région de l'Océan Indien et particulièrement sur Maurice (1,300 
titres). 

Désireux de vendre sa collection, il l'avait inventoriée et présentée sur son propre site Web. 
L’université de New-York (NYU), acquit la totalité de la collection, moins 300 livres en doublon. 

Il était initialement dans l'intention de Larry BOWMAN de céder toute, ou partie, de sa bibliothèque 
à des institutions de conservation mauriciennes; mais des questions de logistique, la crainte de 
complications lors de la transaction et celle de voir ces ouvrages moins bien conservés l'en dissua-
dèrent.102 

3.2.3.3 Richard LESAGE 

Un bibliothécaire d'origine mauricienne travaillant à la Widener Library (Université de Harvard), 
Richard LESAGE,103 est particulièrement chargé de la numérisation des fonds de son établissement. 
Son espoir est de pouvoir numériser un jour les documents relatifs à Maurice (50 ouvrages de la col-
lection de sa bibliothèque l'ont déjà été par Google) mais surtout la totalité des archives du pays – 
ce qui serait impraticable sans l'aide d'organisations ou de grandes firmes internationales.104 
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4 VISITES 

Commençons par résumer les résultats de notre enquête pour chaque établissement visité, tentons-
en une première synthèse et décrivons leur évolution récente. 

4.1 Archives nationales (Coromandel) 

 

4.1.1 Compte-rendu de visite  

Nous avons été reçu par le Directeur intérimaire, M. CHUNG SAM WAN, et le personnel d'encadre-
ment des Archives nationales au complet et avons pu constater combien il était soucieux d'offrir, 
avec son équipe, un discours cohérent et sans aspérités à ses visiteurs. 

Malgré nos demandes, les personnes rencontrées n'ont pas désiré signer le questionnaire, comme 
cela est pourtant prévu; nous avons accepté de le leur photocopier, une fois rempli.105 Nous n'avons 
pas non plus reçu de réponse à nos demandes de renseignements complémentaires, malgré deux 
relances et un appel direct à Mme Diana BABLEE, qui nous a conseillé de nous en référer exclusive-
ment à M.CHUNG SAM WAN. 

4.1.1.1 Encadrement des Archives nationales – Qualifications 

Le corps de direction des Archives nationales est constitué d'un ‘Deputy Director’ intérimaire,106 et 
de trois cadres dont les postes correspondent à des secteurs différents:  

 Une conservatrice (depuis 2007), est en charge des fonds anciens; 

 Records Management, des fonds contemporains et des documents électroniques ; 

 Une archiviste en charge de la numérisation. 

4.1.1.2 Lieux de conservation 

Le bâtiment principal des Archives nationales, une ancienne usine, se trouve dans la zone indus-
trielle de Coromandel, en retrait d'une route très fréquentée, polluée et bruyante. Il est immédia-
tement environné: 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 01/03/2011, Bâtiment des Archives nationales (Zone industrielle de Coroman-
del) 

Personnes rencontrées  M. Roland CHUNG SAM WAN, Officer in charge 
 Mme Razeeah DOOKHAN, Conservatrice 
 Mme Diana BABLEE, Responsable de la numérisation 
 Mme Lata TEKA, Records Officer chargée de la numérisation 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui mais refus de le signer: à ce jour, le questionnaire, pourtant rempli 
collégialement et dans le respect des débats, n'est revêtu de la signature 
d'aucune des personnes interrogées. 

Documents complémentaires 
confiés? 

Non 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses apportées 

 Oui : 
◦ Lois sur les Archives (1893 et 1999); 
◦ Contrat de numérisation avec l'entreprise privée DCDM; 

documents techniques sur la numérisation; détail du matériel 
informatique; 

◦ Budgets, fréquentation du public; 
◦ Détail de la qualification du personnel; 

 Non: Aucune réponse malgré relances. 
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 d'une boîte de nuit (qui fait des essais de sonorisation en pleine journée et qui a déjà pris 
feu); 

 d'un entrepôt de matériaux de construction où sont conservés des produits inflammables 
(solvants, matériaux de revêtement, etc.); 

 d'une usine de peinture et, plus généralement, d'industries très polluantes,107 en sus de la 
pollution automobile ; 

 Récemment encore, des pétards et des feux d'artifice étaient entreposés à l'étage supé-
rieur de celui des Archives nationales. 

Les deux niveaux occupés par les Archives nationales, très hauts de plafond, ne sont pas climatisés, 
mais simplement ventilés par des claustras qui laissent passer la pollution, la poussière et une part 
de la lumière et de la chaleur extérieures. Les magasins, situés principalement au premier étage (la 
salle de lecture et les ateliers techniques se trouvent au rez-de-chaussée), sont donc en prise di-
recte avec les agressions extérieures; y sont conservés: 150,000 documents sur 3 km linéaires en 
2010, soit une situation de saturation puisque 98% des réserves sont occupés. Il est question que les 
Archives nationales louent le 2e étage du bâtiment, actuellement inoccupé. 

Les documents sont entreposés sur des rayonnages métalliques à claire-voie qui paraissent solides. 
Ils sont le plus souvent conditionnés dans des chemises ou des boîtes qui semblent en bon état. Les 
minutes notariales ont conservé, pour une part, leur emballage d'origine. 

Les experts étrangers successifs, notamment Claire DEKLE108 (États-Unis, octobre 2010) et Hervé 
CHÉRADAME109 (France, janvier 2011), ont mis en relief la progression des agents biologiques mena-
çant les documents des Archives nationales. 

 

Or, selon le ‘Deputy Director’, par interim, 1% seulement des documents est actuellement touché, 
notamment au Minutier des notaires, l'état de conservation des autres documents allant de «très 
bon» (timbres, monnaies, actes notariés du 20e s.) à «moyen» (la plus grande partie des fonds), en 
passant par «bon» (manuscrits, papiers désacidifiés). 

Les Archives nationales disposent également d'un autre magasin de plus petite taille à Port-Louis, 
rue Bissoondoyal; y sont conservés, sous la responsabilité particulière de Mme TEKA, les records 
contemporains, soit: 20,000 pièces et 1 km linéaire évoluant annuellement à raison de 5,000 pièces 
et 100 m. linéaires. La plus grande partie de ces records a été transférée d'un dépôt situé dans le 
périmètre de la Military Special Force à Vacoas dans lequel les conditions de conservation étaient 
déplorables, du fait de l'humidité notamment. 

4.1.1.3 Variété des documents conservés 

L'étendue des documents conservés aux Archives nationales est vaste. La diversité de ces types do-
cumentaires donne une complexité particulière à la mission des Archives nationales : 

 documents administratifs des époques coloniales française et britannique (18e - 20e s.), 
 documents administratifs contemporains, notamment des records sous forme de listings et 

de supports informatiques, 
 minutes et registres notariaux, 
 ouvrages imprimés entrés par dépôt légal, après 1999,110 
 cartes en plans (dépôt légal), 
 archives privées déposées à temps ou données, 
 documents figurés (estampes, photographies, etc.), sceaux et numismatique (timbres, bil-

lets de banque, pièces de monnaies), 
 documents audiovisuels (dépôt légal): films, enregistrements sonores. 
 Les Archives nationales ont également reçu pour mission de collecter et conserver la mé-

moire orale mauricienne et de la diffuser, sous la forme de documentaires notamment, 
(atelier de réalisation documentaire intégré dirigé, jusque récemment, par M.KOREEMUN). 

4.1.1.4 Missions prévues au National Archive Act 2000 

Le National Archives Act 2000 prévoit pour les Archives nationales un certain nombre de missions, 
notamment : 
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 La collecte et la conservation111 des archives publiques auprès des Ministères, services ad-
ministratifs et corps para-étatiques: cette mission, assignée à Mme Lata TEKA, est ardue 
car certains grands corps de l'État mauricien ne se sentent nullement contraints par cet ar-
ticle de la loi.  

Les archives publiques qui ont pu être collectées sont évaluées par un Appraisal Committee112 char-
gé de donner ses directives d'épuration pour chaque fonds. Il est constitué de représentants des 
archives, d'historiens professionnels  ou d'amateurs. 

 La communication des archives au public:113 selon la législation en vigueur, un délai de 
communication uniforme de 30 ans114 est d'emblée appliqué aux archives publiques, même 
celles qui mettent en jeu la vie privée des citoyens.115 Vu les difficultés à collecter les ar-
chives contemporaines, la question ne se pose, à dire vrai, même pas.116 Un pouvoir discré-
tionnaire permet au responsable des Archives nationales de décider de ne pas communiquer 
des documents à un citoyen en faisant la demande, s'il les juge trop sensibles (sensitive).117 

 L'inventaire118 général des documents conservés à des fins de communication au public : il 
existe, selon le Directeur intérimaire, des inventaires manuscrits, imprimés ou dactylogra-
phiés depuis 1815. Ils ne sont consultables que dans la salle de lecture et pas encore infor-
matisés (ni numérisés). 

Certains inventaires spécialisés sont également tenus à jour : cartes et plans, Special Materials ;119 
des index provenant des services versants peuvent également aider aux recherches: lois et règle-
ments, Blue Books (sous l'administration coloniale britannique), etc. 

 le dépôt légal des livres et périodiques,120 en un seul exemplaire depuis 1999 puisque la Bi-
bliothèque nationale a récupéré le plus clair de cette prérogative et a obtenu le transfert 
dans ses fonds de la totalité des livres et périodiques jusque-là conservés aux Archives na-
tionales au titre du dépôt légal: la collection conservée aux Archives nationales est donc 
complète depuis 1999 seulement. 

4.1.1.5 Restauration 

La préservation121 des documents conservés est une mission importante des Archives nationales : 
une Conservation Unit est prévue par la loi,122 supervisée par Mme DOOKHAN et chargée de la «con-
servation préventive, de la restauration et de la conservation des contenus»; elle est établie au 
rez-de-chaussée des Archives nationales avec trois employés.123 Elle dispose d'un matériel moderne 
que nous avons vu en état de marche: 

 deux appareils de lamination par film plastique en grande largeur (la plus récente est un 
don de la République de Chine qui a également formé le personnel à cette technique de fé-
vrier à mai 2001) ;124 

 une machine de comblage par repulpage (bain de cellulose permettant de reconstituer les 
lacunes du papier manquant) et ses claies de séchage ; 

 des bancs de reliure et le matériel associé (massicot, etc.). 

 

La lamination des documents anciens à chaud, que nous avons vu réaliser lors de notre visite est 
décriée dans la littérature spécialisée125 et rejetée dans les établissements de conservation d'Occi-
dent depuis plus de quinze ans : il est donc surprenant qu’une technique de restauration non réver-
sible et le plus souvent destructrice soit toujours employée aux Archives nationales de Maurice. 

Il ne semble pas exister de procédure et les documents choisis sont ceux qui ont été signalés par le 
public, des institutions, etc. 

4.1.1.6 Microfilmage 

La reproduction mécanique des documents, à laquelle un local est dédié au rez-de-chaussée du bâ-
timent (Reprographic Unit), fut entreprise dès l'époque d'Auguste TOUSSAINT (photostats dont la 
conservation est devenue précaire, clichés photographiques). 
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Le microfilmage, pour lequel un service particulier fut établi au début des années 1970, a notam-
ment donné lieu aux actions suivantes: 

 Dans les années 1960, première collaboration avec la France dans le microfilmage des fonds 
de la période coloniale. On ignore à Maurice où se trouvent les doubles offerts par la 
France. 

 En 1972, la société ONE (Organisation Normale des Entreprises, directeur: M. Joseph Lucien 
MAUJEAN) fut chargée du microfilmage des actes d'état-civil de l'époque française.126 

 Dans les années 1980, l'Église de Jésus-Christ des Saints des Derniers Jours (Mormons) a ob-
tenu de pouvoir microfilmer les registres paroissiaux.  

 En 1996, la France aide au microfilmage des documents de l'époque française;127 ils sont 
conservés au CAOM d'Aix-en-Provence et seront disponibles en ligne au premier semestre 
2012. On a perdu trace des doubles offerts à Maurice. 

 En 2001, le rapport de l'Audit128 pointait que, faute d'entretien et de local adéquat, le ma-
tériel de microfilmage était inopérant. 

Il en était alors de même avec le matériel de reprographie. 

Nous n'avons pu visiter le local de microfilmage ni constater l'état de fonctionnement des maté-
riels. 

4.1.1.7 Numérisation - Conservation des documents numériques 

A - Historique des numérisations 
L'historique de la numérisation aux Archives nationales s'établit ainsi: 

 Dès 2002, quelques essais de numérisation sont entrepris sur des cartes géographiques aux 
Archives nationales, provoquant l'intérêt de la presse locale129 qui s'en fait largement l'écho. 

 En 2008, à l'initiative d'un amateur mauricien de France féru de généalogie, Gérard-Yves 
HEERAMAN,130 une formation est dispensée, par ses soins, à ses frais et sur son matériel, au 
personnel des Archives nationales. A son départ, il fait également don de son banc de numé-
risation étalonné mais peine à trouver des successeurs bénévoles sur place: son action reste 
donc lettre morte et seule une petite partie de l'état-civil est numérisée par M.HEERAMAN, 
dans une qualité photographique insuffisante, semble-t-il. 

 En 2009, un service de numérisation a été établi aux Archives nationales, puis placé sous la 
responsabilité de Diana BABLEE. 

 En 2011, grâce à l'intercession d'Alain GORDON-GENTIL, Conseiller auprès du Premier Mi-
nistre, une association privée de généalogistes mauriciens, le Centre de Généalogie Mau-
rice-Rodrigues (CGMR), obtient le droit de procéder à des numérisations aux Archives natio-
nales.131 

B - Renseignements lacunaires 
Nous n'avons pu obtenir des Archives nationales, malgré nos demandes : 

 ni les spécifications techniques des opérations de numérisation en cours ; nous avons briè-
vement parlé avec l'opérateur de la Société TNT Document Services : la numérisation est ef-
fectuée sur un banc professionnel avec une définition de 300 DPI et donne lieu à des docu-
ments enregistrés au format JPEG. 

 Ni les spécifications techniques du logiciel de gestion des documents une fois numérisés. 
Nous avons appris qu'il s'agit d'une base de données spécifique, construite autour du logiciel 
bureautique Microsoft Access par la Société de services informatiques DCDM et qu'elle com-
prend, pour chaque item numérisé : la cote du document et trois champs alphanumériques 
d'indexation libres et sans vocabulaire contrôlé. 
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 Ni le détail du contrat passé avec les deux prestataires de services en charge de la numéri-
sation (DCDM et TNT Document Services), après appel d'offres, semble-t-il. 

C - Spécifications insuffisantes 
Nous sommes surpris de ces spécifications : 

 la définition de la prise de vue est inférieure d'un quart à ce qui est généralement recom-
mandé.132 

 L'indexation de la notice est pauvre et l'absence de vocabulaire contrôlé pour les mots-clés 
constitue une lacune; il existe pourtant pléthore de documentations sur le sujet, notam-
ment sur la norme de description des documents d'archives EAD,133 plébiscitée par les ser-
vices d'archives dans le monde et devenue le standard en la matière. 

 L'existence de logiciels Open Source et librement disponibles134 aurait dû dispenser les Ar-
chives nationales de faire réaliser un logiciel spécifique, dont le coût (développement – dé-
ploiement – maintenance) est prohibitif. 

 La notion d'interopérabilité des catalogues a paru inconnue de nos interlocuteurs; en l'état, 
les indexations de documents numérisés ne pourront être échangées avec d'autres services 
d'archives qu'au prix de transformations manuelles fastidieuses. Il en va de même de leur 
publication croisée sur les catalogues en ligne, ce qui compromet leur utilité à court terme. 

Nous avons évoqué auprès de nos interlocuteurs la conservation des archives numériques, que le 
projet d'e-administration (déployé et mis en place fin 2011) risque de faire affluer aux Archives 
nationales; ils ne semblent pas être conscients des enjeux techniques de cette situation inédite. 

D - L'audit national de 2011 
Le rapport de l'Audit national de la République de Maurice pour 2011135 nous donne plusieurs préci-
sions : 

 sur le montant de l'opération (près de 18 Millions de Rs. dont près de 10 Millions étaient dé-
jà engagés en décembre 2010 alors que le travail mis en regard est très insuffisant); 

 sur les irrégularités de livraison et les lacunes dans le suivi du projet de la part des respon-
sables des Archives nationales (notamment à propos du logiciel, livré avec 32 semaines de 
retard); 

 et sur le retard considérable de la numérisation elle-même qui aurait dû être achevée en 
mai 2012 et ne le sera de toute évidence pas: 26% seulement des pages ont été numérisées. 

Le rapport d'audit incite le Gouvernement à une action judiciaire contre la société attributaire du 
contrat et qui a, selon lui, failli à ses devoirs. La réponse du Ministre de la Culture semble aller 
dans le même sens. 

4.1.2 Quelques remarques 

4.1.2.1 Dégradation durable 

L'état actuel des Archives nationales est le résultat d'une évolution inexorable et les voix n'ont pas 
manqué, dès les années 1980, pour appeler à un meilleur traitement de la mémoire du pays dans la 
presse, chez les intellectuels ou à la tribune de l'Assemblée nationale.136 

A - L'audit national de 2001 
En 2001, le National Audit Office émettait un rapport137 cinglant sur les Archives nationales : il 
pointait les nombreux manquements à leur mission,138 aux normes de conservation139 et les retards 
mis à appliquer les règlements en vigueur.140 
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L'Audit décrivait lui aussi une situation préoccupante d'hémorragie du personnel, menaçant de 
rendre le service inefficient: 

13 posts, representing more than one-third of the establishment for the year 2000-01, were va-
cant as of December 2001. This could affect the smooth running of the NA. 

Depuis la dépossession d'une grande partie de leurs fonds (tous les imprimés et périodiques du dé-
pôt légal) par la Bibliothèque nationale, en 1999-2000, les Archives nationales avaient, en effet, 
perdu beaucoup du prestige dont elles jouissaient sous Auguste TOUSSAINT, même si ce dernier es-
timait déjà, dans les années 50 ne pouvoir vraiment mener son action faute de crédits suffisants.141 

B - Suites en politique 
Le rapport d'audit provoqua une prise de conscience nationale, avec un pic en 2001-2002 : dans une 
lettre-ouverte142 abondamment relayée par la presse,143 Lindsey COLLEN (membre du parti d'ex-
trême-gauche Lalit) s'adressait à Motee RAMDASS (Ministre de la Culture) et dénonçait l'évolution 
déplorable de l'état des fonds du 18e s. aux Archives nationales (notamment celles de l'esclavage) et 
l'impossibilité de pouvoir écrire l'histoire politique, sociale et syndicale du pays au 20e s. faute de 
versements des administrations aux Archives nationales. 

L'archiviste d'alors, M. Gheeandut SUNEECHUR, qui avait engagé dans la presse, dès sa nomination, 
une démarche pédagogique de longue haleine,144 entreprenait alors d'expliquer son action à la tête 
du service, mettait en avant ses avancées technologiques ; il rassurait ainsi la presse145 et le public. 

4.1.2.2 Itinérance 

L'histoire contemporaine des Archives nationales est marquée par l'itinérance, situation nocive pour 
tous les documents et signe, selon nous, d'un désintérêt persistant des autorités politiques. 

 Depuis le 19e s., les Archives nationales se trouvaient au Registrar Building (emplacement 
actuel de l'Emmanuel Anquetil Building) ; 

 Années 1970 : après la destruction de l'ancien Registrar Building, les Archives nationales 
sont éclatées en plusieurs localisations distinctes et leurs fonds dispersés selon leur date et 
leur origine : dans un bâtiment proche du Cinéma Vénus, dans un autre proche de Neetoo 
Industries (Coromandel), à l'Hôtel Sunray (Coromandel). 

Les archives de la Cour Suprême sont, pour leur part, déposées aux Prisons de Port-Louis et les ar-
chives contemporaines dans le bâtiment de Vacoas déjà évoqué. 

 1983: déménagement dans le bâtiment actuel de Coromandel, ancienne usine qui appar-
tient à la Development Bank of Mauritius (DBM). 

 1993: le Ministre de la Culture, Mookhesswur CHOONEE, annonce le déménagement immi-
nent des archives dans les locaux désaffectés de l'ancienne prison pour délinquants juvé-
niles de Borstal; 

 1999: le Ministre Joseph TSANG MAN KIN évoque leur déménagement prochain à Réduit, 
dans le même bâtiment (à construire) que la Bibliothèque nationale: c'est le lancement du 
grand projet de Culture House, inscrit au budget du Gouvernement pendant vingt ans,mais 
jamais commencé.146 

 2010: le Ministre de l’Éducation nationale, Vasant BUNWAREE, annonce147 que ses services 
ont trouvé un nouveau point de chute pour les Archives nationales, à Chebel (ancien bâti-
ment industriel de BeachWear propriété de la State Investment Corporation). Le déména-
gement serait imminent car le bail des locaux actuels de Coromandel arrive à expiration en 
avril 2010. 

 2011: le Directeur intérimaire des Archives nationales évoque devant nous l'extension pro-
bable de son service au 3e étage du bâtiment actuel. 
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 2011: Yves CHAN KAM LON, ancien Directeur de la Bibliothèque nationale, croit, quant à lui, 
à un déménagement prochain des Archives nationales et de la Bibliothèque nationale dans 
des locaux uniques, ceux de la Culture House, à construire à Moka, selon ses propres plans. 

4.1.2.3 Lacunes 

Une fois pointés la constance de ces mauvais traitements depuis quarante ans, nous restons aussi 
préoccupé de l'inexorable dégradation des compétences du personnel des Archives nationales : le 
savoir d'Auguste TOUSSAINT n'a guère fait souche dans son service et les Archives nationales, exal-
tées sous son mandat, sont ensuite passées au second plan derrière la Bibliothèque nationale (qui, 
beaucoup mieux médiatisée, attire les éléments les plus prometteurs et a constitué autour d'elle 
tout un «écosystème» de formations et d'organismes professionnels valorisants). 

Or, l'effritement des compétences compromet l'efficacité du travail et la capacité de l'encadrement 
à anticiper les évolutions à venir, particulièrement pour les nouvelles technologies. 

L'inadéquation du National Archive Act et la situation d'intérim prolongée à la tête des Archives na-
tionales alimentent l'impuissance de ce grand service à s'imposer face aux politiques afin de leur 
réclamer, comme cela est stipulé dans la loi, le versement des fonds de leurs administrations. 

Durable paraît donc la faiblesse de cette institution régalienne, pourtant garante du droit des ci-
toyens mauriciens à connaître leur passé et à mieux maîtriser la gestion de leur présent. 

 

Bibliothèque Carnegie (Curepipe) 

4.1.3 Compte-rendu de visite 

4.1.3.1 Efficace gestion des fonds contemporains 

La conservatrice de la Bibliothèque Carnegie de Curepipe, Mme Belinda RAMNAUTH, nous a très 
bien reçu et sa compétence en matière de bibliothéconomie,148 la ténacité qu'elle démontre à la 
tête de son établissement depuis 1991, malgré bien des vicissitudes,149 son humilité et son désir 
d'apprendre forcent le respect. 

De fait, sous sa direction, la Bibliothèque Carnegie a complété ses collections (50,000 items), con-
solidé son excellente fréquentation,150 obtenu l'appui des autorités locales (construction d'un dépôt 
additionnel à l'arrière du bâtiment, qui hébergera également les Archives municipales de Curepipe) 
et consolidé ses crédits à la hausse. 

 

Une politique de coédition permet de valoriser les fonds historiques de la bibliothèque, ainsi que 
des expositions périodiques151 ou diverses manifestations de «sports cérébraux» (quiz, concours 
d'élocution, etc.). De nouvelles sections ont été ouvertes: American Corner financé par l'Ambassade 
des États-Unis, Internet café, section Jeunes particulièrement bien fournie en ouvrages. 

 

L'informatisation (logiciel australien AMLIB152 depuis 2008, pas encore accessible aux lecteurs, ni sur 
Internet) et la numérisation (à partir de fin 2011, programme gouvernemental) paraissent en bonne 
voie. La sécurité des documents les plus précieux est assurée par des règlements internes153 bien 
appliqués et des dérogations accordées sur avis de la Directrice, par la Municipalité uniquement. 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 14/03/2011, Bibliothèque Carnegie (Curepipe): salle de lecture, bâti-
ments de la conservation, nouveau dépôt 

Personnes rencontrées Mme Belinda RAMNAUTH, Directrice et Conservatrice en chef 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents complémentaires con-
fiés? 

Oui:  Budget de la bibliothèque 
        Livret sur l'histoire des bibliothèques municipales à Maurice (1969) 

Questions complémentaires posées 
– Réponses apportées 

Aucune 
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4.1.3.2 Difficultés pour les fonds anciens 

La gestion des fonds anciens de la Bibliothèque Carnegie154 semble occasionner plus de difficultés: 
Mme RAMNAUTH se sent moins bien outillée en cette matière,155 évoque des conditions de conser-
vation médiocres (manque d'espace, climatisation insuffisante, pas de service de restauration for-
mé, humidité dans la salle de lecture) et appelle de ses vœux une institution centrale dispensatrice 
de compétences à Maurice («hôpital pour livres abîmés»). 

De fait, nous avons pu constater lors de notre visite: 

 que l'inventaire des collections patrimoniales de la bibliothèque n'a pas encore été informa-
tisé, alors qu'il existe sous forme de fiches d'époque et de registres d'entrée (Accession 
Book). 

 
 Que les conditions de conservation des livres anciens sont inadéquates: 

 beaucoup d'ouvrages anciens de grande valeur156 sont conservés à plat dans les armoires 
vitrées poussiéreuses de la coursive de la salle de lecture, sans climatisation ni dés-
humidification. 

 La collection des ouvrages concernant Madagascar a dû être déplacée pour permettre 
l'installation de l'American Corner: ils se trouvent maintenant en plein passage, dans la 
section enfantine de la bibliothèque. 

 Que la hiérarchie de valeurs entre documents anciens de valeur et documents plus récents 
semble inadaptée : 

 Des ouvrages tardifs, des transcriptions ou des compilations d'intérêt inégal (notam-
ment les manuscrits de Saint-Elme LE DUC) sont conservés en sécurité dans le bureau 
de la Directrice, alors que d'autres devraient y figurer de préférence. 

 Des reproductions de photographies anciennes sont confondues avec des originaux. 

 Que la nouvelle aile offre des conditions de conservation inadéquates pour les archives an-
ciennes de la Municipalité : 

 Trop forte luminosité. 
 Inondation quand la pluie est forte (c'était le cas lors de notre visite). 
 Espace trop étroit pour contenir les archives tout entières, avec une organisation de 

l'espace très biscornue. 

4.1.4 Quelques remarques 

Il est dommage de voir les capacités professionnelles et l'énergie de Mme RAMNAUTH achopper sur 
les points, somme toute techniques, de la préservation du patrimoine ancien de son établissement. 

Elle pourra s'y consacrer, une fois accomplis les efforts nécessaires157 pour sauver ce qui doit l'être 
et rétablir la Bibliothèque Carnegie à son ancien rôle de bibliothèque patrimoniale, puisque le 
fonctionnement courant de la bibliothèque est désormais bien rôdé. 
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4.2 Bibliothèque nationale (Port-Louis) 

4.2.1 Compte-rendu de visites 

Nous avons rencontré le Directeur de la Bibliothèque nationale, à trois reprises (25 février 2011; 7 
et 21 mars 2011): il nous a reçu avec la plus grande courtoisie, sans ménager son temps ni ses ef-
forts.158 Nous avons rencontré quelques membres du personnel de la Bibliothèque nationale de fa-
çon épisodique seulement. 

Partie-prenante du projet de Bibliothèque nationale dès ses prémices,159 œuvrant à sa naissance, il 
n'est nommé au poste de Directeur qu'en avril 1999, six mois à peine avant l'ouverture. Il fait alors 
preuve d'une intense activité afin que l'installation des locaux, l'acquisition des fonds (notamment 
les Mauritiana issus du Mauritius Institute et des Archives nationales), le recrutement des person-
nels soient prêts dans les temps.160 
 
La mission du Directeur ne s'arrête pas à la mise en place de la Bibliothèque nationale, à sa dota-
tion en ouvrages, à la publication de la bibliographie nationale mauricienne (en 2002, grâce à un 
réseau de bibliothèques interconnectées), à la lecture pour tous161 et à l'organisation optimale du 
fonctionnement de son établissement: soucieux de pérenniser son action, il contribue à mettre en 
place : 

 Des cursus de formation en bibliothéconomie à l'UoM162 qui ont porté leurs fruits puisque 
plusieurs doctorants y sont actuellement inscrits. La tentative d'y associer les archivistes a 
malheureusement échoué pour des raisons de rivalités professionnelles, semble-t-il. 

 
 La LIA, association des bibliothécaires mauriciens,163 qu'il préside plusieurs années de suite; 

elle vise notamment à rationaliser la profession, à la doter de statuts et d'une grille sala-
riale cohérents. 

4.2.1.1 Politique d'accession 

Malgré la faiblesse chronique des crédits alloués à la Bibliothèque nationale, la tache fut de consti-
tuer de toutes pièces sa collection puis de l'enrichir. 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite  25/02/2011, Bibliothèque Nationale (Port-Louis), Rencontre avec le Directeur 
 07/03/2011, Bibliothèque Nationale (Port-Louis), Visite en compagnie du Di-

recteur 
 21/03/2011, Bibliothèque Nationale (Port-Louis) 

◦ Brève rencontre avec le Directeur 
◦ Visite de la salle de conservation des périodiques 
◦ Évaluation de la saisie informatique dans le catalogue en ligne 

Personnes rencontrées  M.Yves CHAN KAM LON, Directeur 
 Appariteurs de la Salle de lecture 
 Opérateur de micrographie 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents complémentaires 
confiés ? 

Oui : 
 Textes réglementaires sur la Bibliothèque nationale et les Archives nationales 
 Rapports annuels de la bibliothèque de 1999 à 2009 
 Divers documents commémoratifs 
 Rapports d'experts internationaux 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses apportées 

Oui, à deux reprises : 
 8/03/2011 et 31/03/2011 

◦ Matériel et logiciels informatiques de catalogage; qualifications du per-
sonnel. 

◦ Réponses parfaitement satisfaisantes. 
 13/05/2011 

◦ Détails ponctuels sur la numérisation des journaux. 
◦ Aucune réponse. 



VOL 4 : PART X – PRESERVING THE NATION’S MEMORY – SAUVEGARDE DU PATRIMOINE DOCUMENTAIRE 

 

Truth and Justice Commission  725 

A - Mauritiana et dépôt légal 
Selon les directives de l'UNESCO, une des fonctions primordiales de toute bibliothèque nationale est 
de réaliser la bibliographie courante du pays164 et de conserver la production complète des ou-
vrages paraissant dans le pays et, secondairement, sur le pays. 

Cette tâche fut rapidement menée à la Bibliothèque nationale puisque, dès 2000, les fonds du dé-
pôt légal mauricien jusque-là conservés aux Archives nationales et les Mauritiana du Mauritius Ins-
titute y étaient transférés.165 Une fois le dépôt légal reçu (400 entrées par an), la série complète 
des Mauritiana publiés à Maurice (ouvrages et périodiques) est dorénavant conservée à la Biblio-
thèque nationale. Il n'en va probablement pas de même avec les ouvrages publiés sur Maurice à 
l'étranger, faute de crédits d'acquisition suffisants. 

Grâce à la constitution d'un catalogue collectif des bibliothèques mauriciennes et l'aide de grands 
établissements d'Occident (Bibliothèque Nationale de France et British Library en Grande-
Bretagne), la bibliographie courante mauricienne fut promptement achevée (tâche accomplie en 
2002 sous forme imprimée ;166 en 2005 pour la mise en ligne du catalogue collectif – OPAC).167 

B - Collections privées 
La seconde voie d'accession privilégiée fut celle des donations par des particuliers: Yves CHAN KAM 
LON a évoqué auprès de nous les réseaux auxquels il appartient et ses relations dans toutes les 
communautés du pays comme une source importante d'enrichissement des collections de la Biblio-
thèque nationale. 

Cette politique, appuyée par des appels du Ministre de la Culture d'alors, Joseph TSANG MAN KIN,168 
porta rapidement ses fruits puisque l'année suivant l'ouverture de la Bibliothèque nationale, l'acces-
sion de ces collections169 était déjà réalisée ou prévue: 

 Acquises 
o Sir Harilal VAGHJEE, ancien Speaker de la Chambre, par l'entremise de Rivaltz QUENETTE; 
o Harold WALTER, ancien Ministre du Travail; 
o Abhimanyu UNNUTH, romancier; 
o Somduth BUCKORY, politicien; 
o Sir Satcam BOOLELL, député et ancien Ministre de l'Agriculture. 

 
 Intentions fermes  

 
o Mgr. Amédée NAGAPEN, Vicaire général; 
o Guy ROUILLARD, alors Président de la SHIM. 

 
Auxquelles vinrent s'ajouter : 

 le fonds du propriétaire du label musical Neptune, M. FOO FAT170 (disques 33 tours de 1979 
et magnétophone utilisé pour enregistrer le ségatier TIFRÈRE). 

 Les écrits d'auteurs mauriciens : l'auteure, éditorialiste et plasticienne Jeanne GERVAL-
AROUFF. 

 Les archives de la Society of Financial Analysts of Mauritius.171 

 Des fonds de politiciens et de diplomates: James BURTY-DAVID; Dhunvir SADASING; le Mi-
nistre et poète Joseph TSANG MAN KIN ; le diplomate et écrivain Raymond CHASLE. 

 en 2007, le fonds de l'entomologiste d'origine mauricienne, Alfred ORIAN172 (500 ouvrages 
spécialisés et de nombreux spécimens d'insectes en cours de restauration et de consolida-
tion à l'UoM). 

Cette politique d'acquisitions s'appliqua également aux périodiques: 

 la bibliothèque de la Municipalité de Port-Louis donna tous ses journaux anciens; 

 le Mahatma Gandhi Institute donna les périodiques conservés depuis 1975; 

 le journal l'Express donna la totalité de ses numéros anciens. 

Les documents audiovisuels, prévus au dépôt légal (trois exemplaires sont conservés dans un local 
spécial, sous clé et atmosphère contrôlée) ont également fait l'objet de donations : le Centre 
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Charles Baudelaire (maintenant Centre Culturel Français) a ainsi déposé la totalité de sa collection 
de films sur cassettes VHS, ainsi que le magnétoscope adéquat pour les lire, puisque cette techno-
logie est obsolète. 

La salle de lecture de la Bibliothèque nationale où sont conservés tous les usuels se ressent de 
cette origine disparate: par exemple, les ouvrages d'histoire y vont du meilleur (courte série de la 
revue Annales en 1960) à des ouvrages vulgarisateurs et dépassés ; l'historiographie la plus récente 
est absente, effet probable du manque de crédits. 

C - Institutions internationales 
Le fonds de la Bibliothèque nationale est complété par des collections d'institutions internationales 
ou de pays donateurs: CEE, ONU, Banque mondiale, République populaire de Chine, FMI, etc. 

Ces collections, accessibles en usuels dans la salle de lecture, présentent un intérêt variable: par 
exemple, les ouvrages originaires de Chine sont en chinois mandarin, langue peu courante dans le 
lectorat Mauricien. 

4.2.1.2 «Knowledge Hub» 

La seconde mission de la Bibliothèque nationale, abondamment mise en relief lors de son inaugura-
tion, était de servir de Knowledge Hub (carrefour des connaissances) dont Maurice avait grand be-
soin pour affirmer son rôle de Tigre de l'Océan Indien. 

La Bibliothèque nationale devenait ainsi un maillon essentiel de la croissance du pays, en cours de 
reconversion dans les nouvelles technologies de la connaissance et un complément essentiel de 
l'élévation du niveau d'enseignement de la population. 

A - Travailler en réseaux 
La première étape passait par une mise en réseau des bibliothèques et centres de documentation 
du pays sous la tutelle de la Bibliothèque nationale: dès 2000, fut établi un répertoire de ces éta-
blissements qui préfigurait un Union Catalogue,173 grâce auquel tout document disponible dans l'un 
des services pourrait être prêté dans un autre (système de prêt inter-bibliothèques). De cette fa-
çon, la Bibliothèque nationale s'affirmait pôle de compétences174 dans le domaine documentaire et 
pouvait également offrir son aide technique aux grands services de l'État. 

B - Dossiers thématiques 
Le rôle de centre national de documentation développé alors est encore assuré quotidiennement : 
des dossiers thématiques sont constitués de coupures extraites de la presse mauricienne unique-
ment, photocopiées puis assemblées manuellement, ce qui est, selon nous, trop limitatif. Ces dos-
siers de presse jouissent d'une bonne consultation par les lecteurs. 

C - Informatisation du catalogue 
L'informatisation du catalogue de la Bibliothèque nationale suivit de peu et allait dans le sens d'une 
dissémination du savoir, puisque ses notices furent rapidement accessibles sur l'Internet. 

Le logiciel états-unien Unicorn Library Management System / SIRSI 2003,175 acquis en 2004,176 dé-
ployé en 2005, est accessible dans la salle de lecture en Intranet puis sur le Web. En 2004, la Biblio-
thèque nationale remporta l'ICT Award (catégorie: Parastatal Bodies). 

Ce logiciel de catalogage ne semble pas avoir connu de mises à jour depuis lors, malgré un contrat 
de maintenance annuel important.177 

L'équipement informatique actuel du service est bon: 25 postes dont 18 reliés en réseau; en 2010, 
la République populaire de Chine a doté la salle de lecture d'une quinzaine d'ordinateurs de bureau 
performants fonctionnant en réseau local (système d'exploitation Linux Ubuntu). 

D - Formation du personnel – Certification 
L'évolution conjointe de ces différents systèmes et la complexité qui en résulte nécessitent une 
formation continue du personnel, assurée en France, en Inde et en Afrique du Sud. La Bibliothèque 
nationale a également incité à engager une démarche de qualité: la certification ISO 9001 a été 
obtenue en 2004178 pour la gestion de la satisfaction des usagers. 
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E - Lecture pour tous 
En amont, dès 2003, le directeur a promu le livre dans des manifestations organisées à Maurice et à 
Rodrigues et où il présente des ouvrages éducatifs ou de loisir (Festival du Livre). Ces manifesta-
tions remportent un grand succès populaire, contribuent à apporter la culture et la lecture aux plus 
démunis et aux populations isolées (Rodrigues). 

4.2.1.3 Conservation 

A - Déménagement toujours ajourné 
Il n’y a toujours pas de bâtiment digne des collections et des résultats acquis : malgré les pro-
messes, la Culture House, n'a jamais vu le jour. 

Le temporaire est donc devenu définitif et il était question, lors de notre entrevue, de louer éga-
lement le 4e étage du bâtiment occupé à Port-Louis afin de donner un peu d'espace à des dépôts 
combles.  

B - Densité critique 
Les livres et périodiques sont dans une situation de conservation critique, selon les termes du Di-
recteur, confirmés par plusieurs experts et par nos soins: 

 la climatisation des dépôts est insuffisante, vu l'entassement des ouvrages qui ne facilite 
pas la circulation d'air; la certification ISO implique le contrôle de l'hygrométrie, de la lu-
minosité et de la température mais paraît inopérante, devant l'encombrement des maga-
sins. 

 Les périodiques, même récents, conservés dans une salle spéciale attenante à la salle de 
lecture, sont dans un état déplorable : la climatisation ne paraît pas suffisante; le manque 
de tablettes intermédiaires provoque le cisaillement des reliures par le milieu, puis la dis-
persion du papier-journal; les reliures désagrégées ne sont pas restaurées; certains vo-
lumes, pourtant interdits de communication, sont malgré tout transmis aux lecteurs.179 

 Les conditions de travail du personnel sont difficiles: l'espace entre les travées est trop 
faible et le dégagement insuffisant pour tirer les reliures des rayonnages sans les endom-
mager. 

 Le bâtiment lui-même n'est pas sûr (il s'agit d'un immeuble de bureaux avec des commerces 
de plain-pied sur la rue): par exemple, une pizzeria au rez-de-chaussée constitue un risque 
sérieux d'incendie. 

C - Atelier de restauration et de reliure 
Un atelier de reliure avec trois restaurateurs diplômés a été installé en 2000. Il est doté d'équipe-
ments assez rudimentaires (pas de machine à repulper ou de traitement par dés-acidification, par 
exemple). Des experts étrangers en résidence180 dispensent des cours de formation aux restaura-
teurs du pays tout entier en se servant des facilités octroyées par la Bibliothèque nationale. 

D - Microfilmage 
Afin de moins solliciter les documents originaux, la Bibliothèque nationale a entrepris depuis 2002 
de microfilmer les périodiques anciens ;181 les microfilms (60 rouleaux, soit environ 37,000 pages 
microfilmées) sont correctement conservés dans le local abritant les documents audiovisuels; le 
personnel qui en est chargé paraît compétent et déclare clicher jusqu'à 2,000 pages par jour. 

Nous n'avons pu vérifier si ces microfilms étaient consultables (ni comment); nous en déduisons que 
ce sont des originaux, jamais dupliqués et que le Directeur est bien avisé de ne pas les laisser ac-
cessibles aux usagers de la bibliothèque. 

E - Numérisation? 

Yves CHAN KAM LON, Directeur de la Bibliothèque nationale trouve la numérisation moins fiable et 
pérenne que le microfilmage: 

«Q. Il a été question d'une aide de l'Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie ? 
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R. C'est un projet présenté l'année dernière, pour numériser les journaux en français 
des pays francophones. [...] Attention, c'est de la numérisation, ce n'est pas le micro-
filmage. La différence, c'est que le microfilmage c'est pour la préservation. Cela se 
fait dans toutes les BN du monde et ce support peut durer plus de cent ans. Alors que 
la numérisation ne dure pas dans le temps. Ce n'est pas la solution pour la préserva-
tion mais pour la dissémination de l'information. Cela signifie aussi que l'utilisateur 
n'a plus besoin de manipuler le journal papier et l'abîmer davantage.»182 

Cette opinion, peut-être sujette à caution depuis la généralisation des dépôts numériques dans les 
grandes bibliothèques d'Occident, n'est pas contradictoire avec la poursuite du microfilmage: une 
opération aisée et relativement peu coûteuse peut faire passer d'un support à l'autre. 

4.2.2 Quelques remarques 

4.2.2.1 À livre ouvert 

L'étude du cas de la Bibliothèque nationale est facilitée car: 

 il s'agit d'un organisme de création récente (1996, acte de fondation ;183 1999, inauguration 
dans des locaux temporaires) et la problématique, trop souvent invoquée à Maurice, de 
«l'héritage» ne s'y applique donc pas ;184 

 la Bibliothèque nationale n'a connu qu'un seul directeur depuis son installation, personnali-
té médiatique, qui a littéralement porté le projet de sa conception jusqu'à sa naissance; 

 la gestion rigoureuse appliquée à la Bibliothèque nationale, le contrôle méthodique de ses 
opérations, l'abondance d'une documentation de qualité font que nous n'avons rencontré 
aucune difficulté à connaître son mode de fonctionnement, ses attentes et les facteurs ex-
ternes qui restreignent son développement. 

4.2.2.2 Bibliothécaires organisés 

Tous les experts mauriciens185 ou administrateurs britanniques186 appelés à se pencher, depuis la fin 
des années 1950, sur la situation des bibliothèques mauriciennes arrivaient aux mêmes conclu-
sions:187  

 Il était indispensable de fonder un grand organisme chargé de la bibliographie nationale 
mauricienne, de la préservation des fonds anciens et de la tutelle de toutes les biblio-
thèques de l'île; 

 Cet organisme devait être adossé à une puissante association professionnelle nationale de 
bibliothécaires. 

4.2.2.3 Aspects critiquables 

 
Néanmoins, certains aspects apparaissent préoccupants. 

A - Saisies dans le catalogue informatisé 

 
Un simple sondage dans le catalogue informatisé nous révèle des errements qu'il conviendra de cor-
riger: 

 La saisie des notices bibliographiques dans le catalogue est très souvent fautive ; elle varie 
considérablement suivant le lieu de sa saisie (échanges de notices entre bibliothèques).188 

 même chose pour la liste des auteurs; 

 même chose pour l'indexation des notices par mots-clés, qui paraît très en deçà du nombre 
de livres effectivement entrés. 

 Les notices n'indiquent pas l'état de conservation des ouvrages, information pourtant cru-
ciale s'agissant de leur communicabilité ou de la planification de leur restauration. 



VOL 4 : PART X – PRESERVING THE NATION’S MEMORY – SAUVEGARDE DU PATRIMOINE DOCUMENTAIRE 

 

Truth and Justice Commission  729 

B - Où sont les documents les plus anciens ? 

 
Nous avons demandé à Yves CHAN KAM LON de nous présenter les documents les plus an-
ciens en sa détention (des périodiques de la fin du 18e s.) car nous avions constaté que les 
exemplaires figurant en rayonnage étaient, en réalité, des photocopies reliées. 

Cela n'a pas été possible et l'original qui nous fut apporté n'était pas celui que nous avions 
demandé. Nous avons ensuite pris connaissance de l'armoire où sont entreposés les docu-
ments les plus anciens : quatre petits cartons seulement, quasiment vides. 

Il nous paraît souhaitable d'approfondir cet aspect des choses et de procéder à un récole-
ment des documents les plus anciens (et donc les plus précieux). 

C - Gestion des priorités - Risques de dérive 

 
Nous sommes enfin fondé à nous interroger sur quelques priorités de la Bibliothèque nationale: 

 la revue de presse est bien tenue et assez consultée; en revanche, l'indexation des ouvrages 
laisse beaucoup à désirer alors que les journaux mauriciens (et internationaux), accessibles 
sur le Web, peuvent désormais faire l'objet de recherches et de synthèses automatiques. 

 les rayonnages de la salle des périodiques devraient être améliorés de toute urgence (pour 
un coût assez modique) ; en revanche, l'Ambassade de Chine offre une quinzaine d'ordina-
teurs flambants-neufs qui sont sous-employés (nous ne leur avons jamais vu plus de trois 
utilisateurs au cours de nos visites). 

 La Bibliothèque nationale a obtenu une certification ISO 9001 pour la qualité de son service 
aux usagers (qui est prévenant et rapide) ; en revanche, livres et périodiques sont entassés 
dans les dépôts et il n'y a jamais assez d'argent pour acheter des ouvrages de référence à 
jour. 

 La masse salariale de la Bibliothèque nationale représentait 33% de son budget en 2000; 
elle se montait à 66% en 2008 ; en revanche, les frais de fonctionnement (par exemple, les 
crédits d'acquisition), ont, quant à eux, végété durant toute la période. 189 

Illustration 1 BN: Budget total - Salaires - Fonctionnement (Base 100 en 1999) 

 
Notre sentiment est que la Bibliothèque nationale, parée à ses débuts de toutes les vertus rénova-
trices mais trop chichement dotée par le Gouvernement, n'a sans doute pas su proportionner ses 
ambitions à ses moyens. Toute l'information scientifique et technique est désormais accessible en 
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ligne sur Internet, constamment à jour et accessible aux entreprises ou aux institutions; c'est main-
tenant la base privilégiée de tout «Knowledge Hub» et cela rend inutiles les efforts en ce sens de la 
Bibliothèque nationale, jamais probants, faute de moyens. 

 

La Bibliothèque nationale semble avoir eu du mal à choisir entre ses deux missions initiales, telle-
ment antithétiques en période de pénurie: celle de centre de conservation patrimoniale et celle de 
centre de veille technologique. Il nous paraîtrait souhaitable, au point où nous nous trouvons, de 
clarifier cette ambiguïté et d'élaguer ce qui doit l'être en faveur d'une approche plus strictement 
patrimoniale. 
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4.3 Cour Suprême de la République de Maurice (Port-Louis) 

4.3.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

4.3.1.1 Gestion efficace du Greffe 

Nous avons constaté grâce à l'aide efficace et compétente de M. Abdool Majeed JEENATHALLY, Chief 
Court Officer, que la gestion du Greffe était satisfaisante, vu les moyens disponibles.  

Les archives de la Cour Suprême, Tribunal de Grande Instance, sont constituées de deux types prin-
cipaux de documents: 

 des dossiers d'affaires, classés en séries,190 contenant une grande variété de documents et 
d'artefacts : pièces de procédure, dépositions, preuves matérielles (objets divers issus des 
enquêtes de police), etc. 

 Des registres annuels par série dans lesquels sont consignées des informations succinctes sur 
les audiences (date, nom des parties, numéro d'identification). 

Depuis 1995, la gestion des dossiers est informatisée (avec une interruption en 2002, une panne du 
système informatique ayant rendu inexploitable le fichier pour toute cette année): chaque dossier 
est indexé par un numéro séquentiel, un numéro composite et le nom des parties. Depuis 1990, en-
viron (époque de conservation des archives « vivantes » les plus anciennes), 60,000 dossiers d'af-
faires sont stockés à portée et accessibles, auxquels s'ajoutent chaque année, 3,000 dossiers nou-
veaux (60 m linéaires). 

La garantie de la vie privée est assez bien assurée: le Greffe est établi dans des bureaux exigus où 
toute visite est, de fait, contrôlée: ce sont surtout des avocats, des avoués ou des clercs qui les 
hantent, en parfaite connaissance du personnel administratif de la Cour. La consultation de pièces 
dans une affaire obéit, par ailleurs, à une procédure assez stricte de demande d'autorisation au 
Chief Court Officer.  

La bibliothèque de la Cour Suprême, réservée aux Juges, conserve les séries reliées des arrêts de la 
Cour et quelques documents précieux, dont un Code Noir.191 

4.3.1.2 Quatre dépôts déficients 

Nous avons pu visiter quatre dépôts où sont conservés les dossiers d'affaires: 

 Bureaux du Greffe de la Cour Suprême: les registres de l'année en cours et un certain 
nombre de dossiers «vivants» sont présents au Greffe, dans des conditions de conservation 
moyennes car les lieux sont exigus. 

 Dépôt intermédiaire des archives (arrière-cour de la Cour Suprême) : prolongement des bu-
reaux du Greffe, ce dépôt est assez sommaire et regroupe les affaires courantes, notam-
ment les divorces. Son accès paraît peu contrôlé et nous avons constaté que les parties s'y 
rendent assez librement pour consulter les pièces qui les concernent. 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 07/04/2011 
 Dépôt intermédiaire des archives (arrière-cour de la Cour Su-

prême) 
 Bureaux du Greffe de la Cour Suprême 
 Dépôt des archives rue Lislet-Geoffroy (dernier étage) 
 Cave de la rue Lislet-Geoffroy 

Personnes rencontrées M. Abdool Majeed JEENATHALLY, Chief Court Officer 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents 
complémentaires confiés? 

Aucun 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses appor-
tées 

Aucune 
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 Dépôt des archives, rue Lislet-Geoffroy:192 le «nouveau dépôt» des archives, au dernier 
étage d'un bâtiment administratif, a permis de délester le dépôt intermédiaire; les condi-
tions de conservation sont loin d'y être optimales : le toit a fui récemment détrempant la 
moquette du sol, la climatisation n'est pas active sauf quand les personnels s'y trouvent, les 
travées sont trop étroites, et il reste, en vrac dans de grands sacs, un grand nombre d'ar-
chives à disposer dans les travées qui sont déjà presque pleines. Par ailleurs, la protection 
du dépôt est bonne (portes grillagées). 

 La cave de la rue Lislet-Geoffroy est, quant à elle, un vrai pourrissoir d'archives:193 les do-
cuments les plus anciens (registres du 19e s.) sont jetés à même le sol dans un désordre in-
descriptible, entassés pêle-mêle avec des détritus divers (par exemple une cuvette de WC), 
attaqués de plus par la vermine. 

4.3.2 Quelques remarques 

L'histoire sociale, notamment celle des classes populaires,194 a été nourrie dans les cinquante der-
nières années de la mine d'informations qu'on trouve aux archives et plus précisément dans les dos-
siers d'affaires judiciaires: ils nous renseignent sur des faits minuscules195 et nous laissent parfois 
entrevoir des réalités quotidiennes, qui auraient, sinon, sombré dans l'oubli. 

Lors de notre première conversation téléphonique (12/03/2011), M. le Juge Prithviraj FEKNA, Mas-
ter and Registrar des Archives de la Cour Suprême, nous indiquait que les pièces des dossiers des 
affaires jugées étaient détruites après 40 ans, les seuls attendus des jugements étant consignés 
dans des recueils imprimés et reliés, puis informatisés. 

Ce processus d'épuration des archives, parfaitement codifié par ailleurs, constitue selon nous une 
perte pour l'histoire du pays et devrait, dans l’intérêt des générations futures, être promptement 
amendé. 
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4.4 Évêché de Port-Louis (Port-Louis) 

4.4.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

Nous avons reçu un excellent accueil de la part des deux personnes chargées, à l'Évêché de Port-
Louis, des fonds écrits patrimoniaux: 

 Une archiviste à mi-temps chargée de répondre aux demandes de généalogie qui lui sont 
adressées (transcriptions d'actes après 1822), 

 Une Secrétaire-Documentaliste qui est à la tête de la bibliothèque à laquelle on peut accé-
der sur simple demande. 

L'influence de Mgr Amédée NAGAPEN, Vicaire général et historien de la Chrétienté à Maurice, s'est 
fait sentir depuis les années 1990 : un tour plus patrimonial a alors été donné aux documents an-
ciens conservés, des colloques et des expositions196 ont été organisés. 

4.4.1.1 Archives 

Les archives sont conservées à l'étage de l'annexe de l'Évêché, dans une salle réservée à cet effet, 
qui paraît assez saine. 

Ces documents sont très disparates: 

 registres de chrétienté (naissances, mariages, décès) depuis 1822, avec quelques épaves 
datant du 18e s., 

 manuscrits : recueils de correspondances des évêques des 19e et 20e s. par exemple; 
 cartes, plans et documents figurés (architecture religieuse, propriétés du clergé), 
 livres anciens : livres de piété, etc. 
 journaux religieux publiés à Maurice jusqu'à l'époque contemporaine; 
 dossiers documentaires sur l'Église de Maurice; 
 archives administratives de l'Évêché. 

 

Leur état de conservation laisse à désirer: la plupart de ces documents ont été extraits d'une cave 
humide dans les années 1990 et nous avons pu constater la gravité des attaques dues aux insectes. 
Depuis, ces documents sont régulièrement fumigés, dépoussiérés, mais le personnel, insuffisant en 
nombre, n'a pas assez de temps à consacrer aux archives et n'a pas reçu la formation nécessaire. La 
climatisation n'est pas allumée de façon permanente, seulement quand les employés sont présents. 

4.4.1.2 Bibliothèque 

La bibliothèque, installée dans le palais épiscopal, jouit d’excellentes conditions de conservation et 
d'accueil pour les lecteurs (peu nombreux). Il s'agit d'un fonds contemporain de taille réduite (100 
m linéaires avec seulement quelques documents patrimoniaux) doublé d'un centre de documenta-
tion sur l'action de l'Église à Maurice (présence d'un documentaliste à mi-temps qui complète la 
base de données informatiques). 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 22/03/2011, Évêché et bâtiment annexe où sont conservés les 
archives et les livres 

Personnes rencontrées  Sheila BRELU-BRELU, Secrétaire-Archiviste 
 Dominique RAULT, Secrétaire-Documentaliste 

Questionnaire rempli ? Oui 

Documents complémentaires 
confiés? 

Oui :  Inventaire sommaire des documents conservés à l'Évêché 
de Port-Louis 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses apportées 

Aucune 
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4.4.2 Quelques remarques 

Le service des archives de l'Évêché de Port-Louis fonctionne, puisque c'est un fonds privé, selon un 
mode d'accès restreint: le public est seulement invité à demander communication de transcriptions 
d'actes généalogiques. 

Un inventaire complet du fonds est nécessaire (nombreux documents empilés en vrac et encore 
inexploités), la numérisation des registres de chrétienté apporterait un meilleur confort de travail à 
Sheila BRELU-BRELU et solliciterait moins les documents dont l'état de conservation est médiocre 
mais stationnaire. 
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4.5 Hôpital psychiatrique Brown-Séquard (Beau-Bassin) 

4.5.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

La visite des archives de l'Hôpital Brown-Séquard était l'occasion d'évaluer les procédures de con-
servation des archives intermédiaires, dans un contexte de nécessaire protection de la vie privée.197 

A - Gestion efficace des entrées quotidiennes 

 
Nous avons principalement rencontré M. Anand Kumar SEERUTHUN, gestionnaire très attentif et 
compétent de: 

 la base de données informatisée des patients (75,000 entrées), qui s'accroît à raison d'envi-
ron 5,000 entrées par an (patients internes et externes) ; cette base de données contient le 
numéro de référence du dossier médical de chaque patient ainsi que ses coordonnées. 

 Des archives proches de son bureau qui regroupent, dans un espace de 150 m2 environ, la 
totalité des 75,000 dossiers médicaux correspondants aux entrées « vivantes » de la base de 
données. Eu égard à la démographie des patients, ces dossiers remontent, jusqu'à la fin des 
années 1970. 

L'état de conservation de ces documents est bon, malgré l'absence de climatisation ; leur classe-
ment (par numéro de dossier) est convenable. La sécurité des données paraît bien assurée : il faut 
faire état de son appartenance au corps médical ou administratif pour entrer dans le local d'ar-
chives. Les procédures d'épuration sont très bien définies (au niveau du Ministère de la Santé) et 
promptement appliquées. 
La numérisation des dossiers vivants va être entreprise à la fin 2011, pour aboutir à leur dématéria-
lisation. 

B - Désastre patrimonial 

 
En revanche, nous avons été choqués de l'état de conservation des «archives anciennes» (avant 
1970, dont M. SEERUTHUN n'a pas la charge) et que nous avons visitées dans l'aile ancienne de l'hô-
pital (Ward 24).198 

Ces archives de provenances très diverses (Hôpital Brown-Séquard, autres hôpitaux du Nord du 
pays, Ministère de la Santé) sont conservées dans un triste état, en attente d'être épurées. Selon 
leur origine, elles ont subi un sort plus ou moins critique : si celles de l'Hôpital Brown-Séquard sont 
placées sur des rayonnages, celles des autres administrations sont déversées à terre, pêle-mêle, ce 
qui nous a même empêché de pénétrer dans le dépôt. 

Ces archives nous paraissent représenter un sérieux risque sanitaire pour les malades tout proches 
(le Ward 24 se trouve au milieu des autres pavillons) : une telle accumulation de cellulose attire la 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 28/03/2011 
 Nouvel Hôpital Brown-Séquard (BBRH), bureaux puis salle des ar-

chives vivantes et intermédiaires 
 Ward 24 de l'ancien Hôpital (BBRH) où sont conservées les archives 

anciennes 

Personnes rencontrées  M. GOOLY, Administrateur 
 M. Anand Kumar SEERUTHUN, senior Health Record Officer 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents complémentaires 
confiés? 

Oui : 
 Historique de l'Hôpital Brown-Séquard 
 Exemple de formulaire d'épuration d'une sous-série d'archives 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses apportées 

Aucune 
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vermine et constitue un risque d'incendie. Enfin, la confidentialité des données n'est nullement pré-
servée.  

4.5.2 Quelques remarques 

Nous avons été convaincu du professionnalisme avec lequel les entrées médicales sont saisies à 
l'Hôpital Brown-Séquard ; la gestion des dossiers médicaux, pourtant « rustique », ne laisse guère 
non plus à désirer, même du point de vue de la protection de la vie privée. En revanche, il est ur-
gent d'intervenir pour sauver ce qui peut l'être des archives entassées au Ward 24 – mais peut-être 
est-il déjà trop tard car les séries, versées en vrac, ont été éclatées et les documents irrémédia-
blement détériorés. 

L’hôpital Brown-Séquard, qui date de plus d'un siècle,199 nous paraît une bonne illustration du mé-
lange des genres qui occasionne tant de dommages aux documents anciens à Maurice : procédures 
saines de gestion courante, aucune sensibilité ni formation du personnel aux questions patrimo-
niales.  

4.6 Mahatma Gandhi Institute - MGI (Moka) 

4.6.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

Nous avons été reçu par plusieurs responsables du Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI):200 la présidente 
de la séance, une universitaire (Mme GOPAULOO), était accompagnée du responsable de la biblio-
thèque et des archives de l'institut (M. CAHOOLESSAR) et du responsable du fonds des archives et 
du musée de l'engagisme indien (M. GOVINDEN). 

Le MGI est un institut à vocation essentiellement éducative (5 établissements d'enseignement, prin-
cipalement primaire et secondaire), puis culturelle (galerie d'exposition, auditorium) fondé en 1970 
à Maurice et financé conjointement par le Gouvernement mauricien et la République d'Inde. 

4.6.1.1 Bibliothèque de l'institut 

Le MGI est doté d'une importante bibliothèque (105,000 volumes alors qu'elle avait été prévue pour 
40,000, 1 km linéaire environ ; avec un accroissement annuel modéré de 10 m linéaires), en cours 
de rénovation, et dont les fonds sont riches dans les domaines de la spiritualité et des religions. 

Cette bibliothèque n'a pas spécialement vocation patrimoniale et ne conserve pas d'ouvrages an-
ciens ni précieux. La saisie informatique de son catalogue est en cours, à partir du registre d'acces-
sion tenu à jour et des fiches accessibles au public. Quelques collections font l'objet d'une cotation 
spéciale et de catalogues particuliers : Gandhi, Tagore, Nehru, Mauritiana, etc. 

4.6.1.2 Archives de l'engagisme indien 

Selon M. GOVINDEN, c'est l'état de conservation alarmant des registres d'arrivée des ouvriers enga-
gés « échoués » aux Archives nationales,201 qui a justifié leur transfert au MGI en 1975-76.202 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 10/03/2011, Bureaux et bibliothèque du MGI à Moka 

Personnes rencontrées  Mme Nagamah GOPAULOO, Head of School of Mauritian and 
Area Studies 

 M. Suryadan CAHOOLESSAR, Head of Library and Archives 
 M. Vishawanaden GOVINDEN, Chargé de Cours et responsable 

des archives de l'Engagisme au MGI 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents 
complémentaires confiés? 

Non 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses appor-
tées 

 Oui: Budgets et fréquentation des archives; règlement 
intérieur applicable aux archives de l'Engagisme ; détail du 
matériel informatique. 

 Non: aucune réponse malgré relance. 
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C'est le Dr. Huguette LY TIO FANE, archiviste des Archives nationales détachée au MGI comme Re-
search Assistant qui se chargea de leur restauration, le Dr. SOOBRAYEN du MGI continuant l'inven-
taire amorcé avant leur transfert. 

Il s'agit d'un fonds de taille moyenne (2,000 registres, 50 m linéaires), conservant des documents de 
différents types étagés de 1834 à 1920: 

 Registres d'arrivées (1834 – 1910): 2,000 registres ; 
 Certificats de mariage (1850 – 1920); 
 Contrats et répartition des ouvriers engagés entre leurs employeurs (1842 – 1859) ; 
 Correspondance administrative (1868 – 1920); 
 Photographies d'identité des engagés (1868 – 1914): 200,000 photographies. 

Ce fonds concerne: 

 les engagés indiens ; 

 les Liberated Africans, esclaves libérés des bateaux négriers arraisonnés par la Navy et al-
loués comme apprentis, puis comme engagés, à des propriétaires proches du pouvoir bri-
tannique à Maurice (par exemple Charles TELFAIR, propriétaire de Bel-Ombre). 

 

Ce fonds, de par sa nature même, n'enregistre plus d'accession nouvelle. Ces documents jouissent 
d'un statut particulier; mis en dépôt par les Archives nationales,203 ils sont: 

 Préservés: fumigation tous les 4 ans, contrôle de la température et de l'hygrométrie. 
 Communiqués au public selon un règlement intérieur204 très restrictif et qui donne lieu à 

critiques, notamment de la part des universitaires: durant la restauration actuelle du mu-
sée, deux places de chercheurs seulement sont disponibles (dont une réservée à la TJC et à 
l'Aapravasi Ghat); quatre en période normale. 

C'est M. CAHOOLESSAR qui donne les autorisations, sur justificatif de recherche et de niveau 
d'études (supérieur au BA/Licence). 
Les consultations sont très strictement supervisées par M. GOVINDEN, d'où des frictions avec cer-
tains lecteurs et institutions et des tentatives de soustraction d'informations, notamment vis-à-vis 
de la TJC205 qui semblent heureusement résolues.206 

 Indexés : base de données conçue dans les années 1980 par des experts d'Inde, réalisée sur 
Oracle, déployée en 1999 par SIL (State Informatics Ltd) et pouvant contenir, pour 100,000 
immigrants à ce jour, pléthore d'informations.207 

Les réticences de M. GOVINDEN à communiquer directement les documents au public, même expé-
rimenté, se justifient par la mission mémorielle dont il se sent investi et par le risque que des con-
sultations trop fréquentes font, selon lui, courir aux documents ; le mode normal de communica-
tion est le suivant : 

1. demande écrite de consultation pour une recherche d'origines, sur  communi-
cation du numéro d'engagé; 

2. extrait par le MGI de la fiche de l'engagé; ce document à valeur légale, à l'ins-
tar d'un extrait d'état-civil; 

3. autorisation de prendre une photographie numérique du cliché d'identité de 
l'engagé ou de la faire prendre par un photographe rémunéré; 

4. en cas de contestation, autorisation de consulter le registre; ces contestations 
sont courantes, notamment dans les cas suivants: 

◦ sur le nom de l'engagé qui n'est pas orthographié comme celui de ses as-
cendants indiens ou de ses descendants mauriciens; 

◦ sur la caste à laquelle il disait appartenir; 
◦ sur sa religion originelle. 

Ces archives, qui sont prévues pour une inscription au Memory of the World de l'UNESCO,208 sont 
destinées à revenir prochainement dans le giron de l'État mauricien, aux Archives nationales. 
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4.6.2 Quelques remarques 

De prime abord, les archives de l'engagisme au MGI constituent un service d'état-civil destiné aux 
descendants des engagés indiens, c’est-à-dire la majorité de la population mauricienne: comme au 
Registrar of Civil Status, le public n'est pas admis à consulter directement les registres et se voit 
remettre, sur demande et justificatifs préalables, des informations juridiquement valides. 

Étant donné le bon état de conservation de ce fonds,209 on est tenté de penser que l'intermède du-
rant lequel il aura été confié au MGI, organisme para-public (parastatal body), ne lui aura pas été 
nocif, bien au contraire. La comparaison avec les fonds dont nous avons constaté la dégradation au 
Registrar of Civil Status210 et avec ceux des Archives nationales nous conforte dans cette opinion. 
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4.7  Musée de la Photographie (Port-Louis) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.7.1 Compte-rendu de la visite 

Nous rencontrons les deux propriétaires du musée (statut de musée privé), Mme et M. BRÉVILLE 
dans ses locaux, une «longère» ancienne et bien restaurée de la Rue du Vieux Conseil à Port-Louis. 

4.7.1.1 Réserves préalables 

M. BRÉVILLE se refuse, dans un premier temps, à répondre à notre questionnaire car il s'inscrit se-
lon lui dans une longue série de telles entrevues menées par l'État mauricien et qui n'ont mené à 
aucun résultat tangible, tout au contraire; il fait également état du caractère nocif, selon lui, du 
Mauritius Museums Council pour la culture à Maurice. Nous le convainquons de nous répondre et il 
se prête alors de très bonne grâce et avec pertinence à l'exercice. 

4.7.1.2 Expérience acquise 

M. BRÉVILLE dispose d'une longue expérience de photographe et de cinéaste professionnel : diplômé 
de l'IDHEC en France, il a également suivi les cours de l'INA (France), a longtemps exercé le métier 
de «photographe pédagogue» et de metteur en image auprès du Ministère de l'Éducation de Mau-
rice. 

4.7.1.3 Histoire et financement 

Le Musée de la photographie, collection personnelle de deux passionnés établie dans leurs deux 
logements successifs de Rose Hill (1966), puis de Quatre Bornes (1972), trouve sa consécration lors 
de son ouverture officielle en 1992 à Port-Louis dans les locaux actuels, qui appartiennent à la Mu-
nicipalité. 

Les difficultés n'ont pas manqué, notamment la quasi destruction du musée par deux accidents de 
chantier successifs (janvier et février 2008) survenus dans le bâtiment en surplomb alors en cons-
truction et pour lesquels les assurances se sont montrées, semble-t-il, peu généreuses.211 

La question du financement du musée par l'État mauricien est cruciale car les visiteurs ne sont pas 
très nombreux (4,000 visiteurs par an en moyenne) et ne constituent d'ailleurs pas, selon M. BRÉ-
VILLE, un réel critère de succès.212 

Actuellement, le musée reçoit les dotations suivantes: 

 en nature: prêt du bâtiment par la Municipalité de Port-Louis, 
 Municipalité: 300,000 Rs. annuellement depuis 2006;213 cette somme est jugée insuffisante 

par M. BRÉVILLE et devrait être au minimum de 1,2 Millions de Rs. Annuels,214 sinon de 4 
Millions de Rs. comme il nous le déclare lors de l'entrevue. 

 État mauricien : dotation exceptionnelle de 2 Millions de Rs., prévue au budget de 2009,215 
mais dont nous ignorons si elle a été versée ou non. 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 15/03/2011 

Personnes rencontrées Les propriétaires du musée (de statut privé): 
 Mme Marie-Noëlle BRÉVILLE 
 M. Tristan BRÉVILLE 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents complémentaires con-
fiés? 

Non 

Questions complémentaires posées 
– Réponses apportées 

 Oui : Budgets, fréquentation du public. 
 Oui, réponses satisfaisantes. 
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Pour le reste, le musée vit de la revente de droits photographiques (réputés très élevés; montant 
inconnu) et, dans une bien moindre mesure, de sa billetterie. 

4.7.1.4 Collection 

A - Politique d'acquisition 

 
La politique d'acquisition est importante et n'a pas cessé depuis les débuts de la collection (actuel-
lement: 1,000 items par an) : 

 récupération de fonds photographiques ou cinématographiques tombés en déshérence, ou 
purement et simplement jetés par leurs propriétaires; 

 acquisition auprès d'héritiers de fonds d'ateliers de photographes mauriciens (fonds GRAN-
COURT, Antoine D'ARIFAT, Joseph-Gabriel GENTIL); ces acquisitions se font plus difficiles car 
la concurrence des brocanteurs est vive (exemple de Jean-Baptiste URBINI à propos du 
fonds Vèle KADRESSEN) ;216 

 dépôts par des particuliers. 

B - Contenu 

 
La collection est variée puisqu'elle comprend: 

 des photographies sous toutes leurs formes et supports : daguerréotypes, négatifs, tirages 
anciens (divers procédés), tirages contemporains, reproductions de presse, etc. 

 des documents de toutes sortes : livres, périodiques, affiches, timbres-postes, etc. 
 de nombreux appareillages techniques liés à la photographie, à la cartographie ou au ciné-

ma. 
 Des films dont la conservation est ardue (acétates très inflammables), comprennent 

quelques pièces rares (documentaires d'avant-guerre du peintre de marine MÉNARDEAU). 

Il est difficile à M. BRÉVILLE de nous préciser la taille de sa collection, faute d'inventaire ni même 
de dépouillement sommaire des fonds du musée: son évaluation oscille, au cours de l'entretien, de 
1,000 m à 300 m linéaires, soit plus d'un million de documents (originaux et copies/reproductions 
confondus). 

C - Conservation 
Les lieux de conservation de cette collection sont multiples: 

 sur place, au musée (arrière-salle correctement ventilée mais au contact de matériels élec-
triques et dans un certain entassement), 

 au domicile des BRÉVILLE à Quatre Bornes (pas visité); 
 ultérieurement, une fois réunis les fonds nécessaires, dans une «chambre froide sèche» que 

M. BRÉVILLE prévoit de faire construire à Saint-Hubert près de Mahébourg, au plein milieu 
de marais sauvages (ce qui ne nous paraît pas de nature à assurer une conservation adé-
quate ni à faciliter son contrôle hygrométrique). 

4.7.1.5 Grands projets 

M. BRÉVILLE évoque son projet de «Répertoire Culturel Mauricien» (RCM), débuté en 1993, dont il 
nous montre le fonctionnement sur l'ordinateur du musée. Il s'agit d'une base de données non rela-
tionnelle associant: 

 les noms de collectionneurs mauriciens ou étrangers, 
 avec les œuvres qu'ils possèdent (notice très sommaire et image photographique ou scan), 
 et avec les noms et biographies très succinctes des artistes qui les ont créées. 
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4.7.2 Quelques remarques 

4.7.2.1 Authenticité hasardeuse 

L’authenticité des photos semble poser un problème, par conséquent, pour la revente de certains 
documents et photographies, présentés comme étant de tirages anciens. 

4.7.2.2 Questions de définition 

A - Musée? 

 
Selon l'ICOM, organisme international de référence sur les musées dans le monde, la définition d'un 
musée est: 

«Un musée est une institution permanente sans but lucratif, au service de la société 
et de son développement, ouverte au public, qui acquiert, conserve, étudie, expose et 
transmet le patrimoine matériel et immatériel de l’humanité et de son environne-
ment à des fins d'études, d'éducation et de délectation.»217 

Le Musée de la Photographie de Port-Louis ne nous paraît pas répondre à ces prérequis: 

 il s'agit d'une « affaire familiale », de nature commerciale, dont les ressources proviennent 
principalement des subventions étatiques, de la revente de droits photographiques et, dans 
une bien moindre mesure, des entrées; M.BRÉVILLE, d'ailleurs, ne cache pas son désir de 
vendre sa collection et la céderait bien volontiers si l'occasion se présentait à lui et si le 
prix offert lui convenait; 

 la conservation et l'étude des documents et artefacts conservés nous paraissent imprati-
cables vu l'absence d'inventaire, aussi sommaire soit-il : cette lacune ne permet à personne 
de vraiment connaître la teneur des fonds conservés, même à ses propriétaires, nous 
semble-t-il. 

B - Bibliothèque patrimoniale ? 

 
Pour autant, s'agit-il d'une bibliothèque patrimoniale spécialisée dans le domaine photographique? 

Pas d'avantage puisqu'ici encore l'absence d'inventaire ou de politique de conservation et de restau-
ration sont des lacunes rendant cette définition inadéquate. 

4.7.2.3 Répertoire Culturel Mauricien 

Le projet de Répertoire Culturel Mauricien ne nous paraît pas à la hauteur de ses ambitions: 

 la réflexion préalable sur l'étendue de l'inventaire des œuvres et du répertoire d'artistes218 
y est indigente; 

 la solution technique adoptée est sous-dimensionnée, assez mal maîtrisée (tableur Micro-
soft Excel) et ne respecte pas les normes de description en vigueur; 

 les œuvres collectées sont disparates et d'un intérêt souvent médiocre (exemple de la col-
lection privée de M.TANG WAY). 

Ses contours approximatifs et mouvants expliquent sans doute que ce projet, prévu pour décembre 
2009 et évalué à 20 Millions de roupies,219 puis déclaré par son propriétaire «cadeau à mon pays» en 
mai de la même année,220 soit toujours inachevé en avril 2011. 

4.7.2.4 Conclusion provisoire 

La bonne volonté, l'abnégation, la passion du couple BREVILLE ne font pas de doute et on leur doit  
la sauvegarde d'une partie du patrimoine photographique mauricien. 

Pour autant, beaucoup reste à faire et l'approche adoptée au Musée de la Photographie nous paraît 
empreinte d'un certain amateurisme (absence d'inventaire, manque de rigueur dans les techniques 
de conservation, stockage en vrac potentiellement dangereux pour les documents et artefacts), qui 
trouve son justificatif dans le sentiment d'urgence et la nécessité de faire vite afin de collecter ce 
patrimoine en péril, avant de le voir disparaître pour de bon. 
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Les autorités mauriciennes seraient avisées d'aider dorénavant le Musée de la Photographie à amé-
liorer ses méthodes de conservation et de gestion, de l'aider à réaliser son catalogue, en contrepar-
tie de leur financement, fort généreux depuis 2006. 
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4.8 Registrar General (Port-Louis) 

4.8.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

Nous avons été reçu par M. Rajandrah GOORAYAH, Deputy Registrar dont la compétence et le dy-
namisme nous ont convaincu. 

4.8.1.1 Administration riche et puissante 

Le Registrar General est une puissante administration, bien dotée en personnel (160 employés avec 
de bonnes qualifications), dont le rôle est crucial dans la vie sociale, juridique et patrimoniale de 
Maurice; il conserve en effet, sur deux étages du bâtiment Emmanuel Anquetil de Port-Louis (4e et 
6e ainsi qu'une réserve de documents anciens au MPF Building): 

 les transcriptions des actes notariés enregistrés (depuis 1804), 
 les inscriptions d'hypothèques, 
 diverses perceptions en faveur de l'État (par exemple, ventes et achats de véhicules), 
 des actes sous seing privé : actes enregistrés, procédures en Cour, engagements et dépôts 

en garantie (bonds), testaments. 

L'informatique de recherche en matière patrimoniale est performante : la base de données Oracle 
répertorie la localisation dans les registres de tous les actes notariés et hypothèques depuis l'ori-
gine. Il y a 50 postes de consultation pour les usagers, autant pour les employés. 

La numérisation des documents pour le projet LAVIMS221 va débuter prochainement. 

4.8.1.2 Conservation du patrimoine déficiente 

Faute de sensibilisation et de formation adéquates, la conservation des documents anciens laisse en 
revanche beaucoup à désirer. 

 L'accès direct aux actes enregistrés dans le dépôt, même les plus anciens, est libre pour 
tous moyennant une redevance minime;222 nous avons constaté à quel point les usagers (no-
tamment les clercs de notaires) maltraitaient les registres en les maniant sans ménage-
ment. Le risque de vol de registres ou de pages dans les registres nous paraît également 
important. 

 Le service de reliure et de restauration, établi de longue date, est très compétent pour le 
tout-venant des documents administratifs mais pas du tout au fait des techniques de restau-
ration. Outre la plastification à chaud (laminating), le service utilise de la bande adhésive 
(Scotch) dont l'effet sur les documents anciens est nocif. 

La plastification des index et répertoires est presque achevée; une fois plastifiés, les index seront 
scannés. Celle des registres va bientôt commencer en partant de 1804; or, il s'agit d'une procédure 
non réversible donc inadéquate du point de vue de la conservation : elle doit donc être immédia-
tement interrompue. 

 La climatisation du dépôt était éteinte durant notre visite. 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 22/03/2011, après trois rendez-vous repoussés in-extremis 
 Étage de l'Emmanuel Anquetil Building où se trouve le Registrar 

General 

Personnes rencontrées M. Rajandrah GOORAYAH, Deputy Registrar 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents 
complémentaires confiés? 

Non 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses appor-
tées 

 Oui : Budgets, historique du service et textes réglementaires 
régissant son fonctionnement interne, Registrar General Act, rap-
ports annuels. 

 Non : Aucune réponse malgré relance. 
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4.8.2 Quelques remarques 

Avec le Registrar General nous sommes en présence d'une administration efficace, riche, moderne 
et bien gérée, notamment du point de vue informatique. Pour autant, elle se concentre principa-
lement sur la gestion de ses archives contemporaines et laisse au second plan les trésors patrimo-
niaux qu'elle conserve, risquant par des démarches inappropriées de les compromettre gravement. 

Il nous paraît important que le Ministère de tutelle du Registrar General, les Finances, octroie une 
dotation modeste mais suffisante pour numériser en priorité ses documents les plus anciens et 
mette les originaux à l'abri de la manipulation des lecteurs et des atteintes de restaurations trop 
radicales. 

4.9 Registrar of Civil Status (Port-Louis) 

4.9.1 Compte-rendu de visite 

Nous avons eu du mal à obtenir un rendez-vous avec les responsables de ce service : la foule des 
touristes étrangers venus à Maurice submerge ses capacités (79 employés, budget annuel d'environ 
30 Millions de Rs.) et celles de l'officier d'état-civil principal, son Deputy Registrar, M. André LAU 
YU KAM. 

4.9.1.1 Documents conservés 

Au nombre de ses attributions, le service détient l'état-civil mauricien et conserve deux types de 
documents: 

 les originaux des registres, qui sont souvent présents dans les bureaux régionaux de l'état-
civil (un par district) ; dans ces registres (naissances, mariages, décès), les entrées sont 
classés par ordre chronologique; 

 les originaux des index ou répertoires donnant accès (alphabétique des noms) aux entrées 
des registres (numéro de registre et folio). Ces index sont également accessibles, jusqu'à 
1861, aux Archives nationales. 

L'accès aux dépôts est exclusivement réservé aux employés du service et strictement interdit au 
public. 

4.9.1.2 Système informatique 

Le système informatique nominatif est à jour pour les actes postérieurs à novembre 2001, dont les 
copies papier sont également conservées (accroissement annuel d'environ 400 registres sous forme 
de listings). Sa mise à jour pour les actes des années antérieures se fait au gré des demandes par 
les particuliers (généalogistes ou citoyens procédant à des démarches administratives); la qualité 
des saisies va en diminuant à mesure que ces actes remontent dans le temps (erreurs de lecture et 
de retranscription). 

4.9.1.3 Local des registres 

 
Le local des registres paraît sain: l'espace est vaste, le mobilier métallique de bonne qualité et 
adapté à la taille des registres contemporains, les documents paraissent rangés (ordre chronolo-
gique puis géographique). 

Date(s) et lieu(x) de visite 21/03/2011, après plusieurs atermoiements 
 Étage de l'Emmanuel Anquetil Building où se trouve le Registrar of 

Civil Status 

Personnes rencontrées M. André LAU YU KAM, Deputy Registrar 

Questionnaire rempli? Oui 

Documents complémentaires 
confiés? 

Non 

Questions complémentaires 
posées – Réponses apportées 

 Oui : Budgets, volumétrie des documents conservés, Civil Status Act. 
 Non : Aucune réponse malgré relance. 
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On doit néanmoins signaler que la climatisation ne fonctionne que durant la journée, aux heures de 
bureau, et que certains employés se permettent de fumer dans le local en actionnant un ventila-
teur pour disperser la fumée, ce qui représente un risque critique d'incendie pour le bâtiment tout 
entier. 

La situation est alarmante en revanche pour les registres les plus anciens (1811-1860), souvent des 
exemplaires uniques: placés à l'horizontale dans les travées inférieures des rayonnages (ils n'entrent 
pas verticalement), trop serrés, ils laissent échapper de leurs reliures démantibulées des feuilles 
volantes qui, par négligence, sont parfois intercalées dans d'autres registres ou traînent à même le 
sol. 

4.9.1.4 Local des index 

La salle des index se trouve dans une aile différente de celle du local des registres, près de l'atelier 
de reliure et des guichets destinés au public, ce qui présente beaucoup d'inconvénients pour les 
employés du Registrar, contraints à de fastidieux aller-retours. Cette salle est exiguë, exposée en 
pleine lumière; les index, fréquemment utilisés, s'y trouvent à l'étroit, jetés pêle-mêle ou placés 
tête-bêche dans des meubles inadaptés (reliures anciennes démembrées). Les index abîmés conti-
nuent d'être utilisés, même quand leurs feuilles se détachent. Lors de l'une de nos visites, ils 
avaient été détrempés par une fuite d'eau provenant du plafond: aucune mesure de protection 
n'avait alors été prise par le personnel. 

4.9.2 Quelques remarques 

4.9.2.1 Expérience vécue 

Nous avons été récemment amenés à rechercher des pièces généalogiques pour une famille franco-
mauricienne dont les souches ascendantes ont été par ailleurs bien étudiées par les érudits locaux 
(on dispose des arbres généalogiques de tous les ascendants de cette famille). L'objectif de cette 
mission était de retrouver puis de faire authentifier les actes de naissance, de mariage et de décès 
de tous les ascendants de la famille et des familles alliées (quatre en tout) afin de pouvoir établir 
une filiation continue jusqu’au primo-arrivant français. 

Les 35 demandes d'actes, étagés entre les 18e et 20e s. ont donné lieu aux résultats suivants, après 
deux mois de recherche dans les index par des employés du Registrar (le public n'est pas autorisé à 
procéder aux recherches lui-même): 

Total
Oubliés dans la recherche 3%
Cote déclarée introuvable dans les index 54%
Cote trouvée dans les index 43%  
Ce qui signifie que plus de la moitié des entrées des index ne put alors être trouvées compromet-
tant donc la possibilité d'atteindre aisément les actes dans les registres correspondants. 

Une fois les actes recherchés dans les registres par les employés de l'état-civil et complétés par nos 
soins aux Archives nationales, les résultats s'établirent finalement ainsi: 

Total
Oubliés dans la recherche 3%
Cote déclarée introuvable dans les index 26%
Document déclaré introuvable dans les registres 22%
Document trouvé dans les registres et transcrit 49%

 
Une recherche d'actes d'état-civil simple et couvrant une période récente (18e-20e s.) aboutit donc 
aux résultats suivants: 

 la totalité des actes avant 1790 sont demeurés introuvables aux Archives nationales, faute 
d'index avant cette date; 

 les index conservés à l'état-civil sont dans un tel état qu'ils laissent un bon tiers des actes 
sans cote et donc introuvables dans les registres; 

 même quand la cote des actes est trouvée dans les index, l'état de conservation ou la perte 
des registres correspondants laisse un bon tiers des documents introuvables; 

 en définitive, la moitié seulement des actes a pu être trouvée et retranscrite. 
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4.9.2.2 Questions 

 
 Que penser d'une administration d'importance nationale dont les résultats sont probants à 

50%? 

 Quelles conséquences peut avoir une occultation de la moitié (en moyenne) des ascendants 
de chaque citoyen mauricien? Quels en sont les effets, à moyen et long terme, sur la cons-
cience nationale mauricienne? 

 Ne peut-on surtout trouver des solutions (simples au demeurant) à cette situation nocive 
et qui s’aggrave de jour en jour? 

4.10 MSIRI (Réduit) : réponse par courriel 

4.10.1 Confidentialité requise 

Mme Rosemay NG a stipulé, dans la réponse au questionnaire qu'elle nous a faite par courriel, de 
son souhait que les renseignements qu'elle nous adressait restent anonymes. 

Nous ne pouvons donc en faire état dans cette section mais les intégrons néanmoins, en les mêlant 
aux autres résultats statistiques globaux de notre enquête: ils ne peuvent plus ainsi être retracés. 
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5 FACTEURS EXPLICATIFS 

5.1 Budgets en berne 

Depuis l'Indépendance, le budget du pays alloué à la culture,223 que ce soit sous la tutelle du Minis-
tère des Arts et de la Culture (créé en 1982, subit ensuite de nombreuses vicissitudes) ou de tel 
autre, est resté insuffisant même s'il dépasse la courbe ascensionnelle générale du budget de l'État 
mauricien. 

Essayons de confirmer ou d'infirmer ce fait pour les organismes de conservation du patrimoine do-
cumentaire, par l'étude des budgets que nous pouvons trouver dans les sources disponibles en 
ligne.224 

5.1.1 Étude des budgets culturels 

5.1.1.1 Disparité des sources 

 
Plusieurs facteurs expliquent la difficulté à établir des séries budgétaires continues et cohérentes, 
donc comparables. 

 Les différences de statuts entre organismes, qui aboutissent à des différences de décompte 
dans le budget de l’État mauricien.225 

 Le changement intervenu dans la période budgétaire 2009-2010: le passage d'une période 
de décompte [1er juillet-30 juin] à une période [1er janvier-31 décembre] a occasionné un 
décompte sur une demi-année en 2009. 

 Le passage en 2009 à une gestion des budgets par projets (PBB – Programme-Based Budge-
ting) sur base triennale a fait perdre, dans le budget, leur individualité à certains services 
d'État.226 

 La globalisation de certaines données selon des postes de regroupement évolutifs, est pré-
judiciable dès qu'on souhaite comparer le budget des services avec celui de postes natio-
naux.227 

 L'absence, sur le site Internet du Budget, de certaines données dont les pièces justificatives 
manquent.228 

5.1.1.2 Méthodologie 

Nous avons conçu et renseigné une base de données des données budgétaires de la culture à Mau-
rice, accessible en ligne, qui constitue une référence aisée et permet des comparaisons entre don-
nées réelles. 

En particulier, nous avons veillé: 

 à y distinguer les évaluations des valeurs effectivement constatées. 

 À toujours y mentionner la source de l'information et l'institution ou le poste à laquelle elle 
s’applique. 

 À y enregistrer des données synchrones. 

 

5.1.2 Synthèse des résultats 

5.1.2.1 Augmentation générale des budgets de fonctionnement 

 

Dans le graphique ci-dessous, on constate la hausse importante du budget du Ministère des Arts et 
de la Culture (qui double entre 2002 et 2006 alors que le budget de fonctionnement de l'État aug-
mente de 40%); cet optimisme doit, cependant, être tempéré puisque l'évolution des deux orga-
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nismes culturels que nous étudions (Archives nationales et Bibliothèque nationale) est loin d'être 
aussi prononcée (voir infra). 

 

5.1.2.2 Accroissement du budget du Ministère des Arts et de la Culture 

Quand on compare les coûts de fonctionnement (dépenses de personnel + dépenses de fonctionne-
ment) du Ministère des Arts et de la Culture avec les coûts de fonctionnement de l'État mauri-
cien,229 on constate: 

 que le budget de la culture est en forte hausse, 

 que cette hausse doit être mise en perspective avec la modicité des chiffres en valeur ab-
solue: au mieux, le budget de fonctionnement du Ministère des Arts et de la Culture repré-
sente 0,35% du budget de fonctionnement de l'État – en encore, l'action du Ministère ne se 
limite-t-elle pas seulement aux activités culturelles ou patrimoniales, mais aussi aux 
cultes. 

Illustration 2 Budgets de fonctionnement (Base 100 en 2002 
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Le mandat du Ministre, Joseph TSANG MANG KIN (1995-2000), est significatif de cette faiblesse du-
rable malgré de vastes ambitions dans le domaine du patrimoine documentaire, matérialisées par 
une intense activité réglementaire (notamment: la création de la Bibliothèque nationale,230 la révi-
sion de la loi sur les Archives).231 Mais les limites à ces réalisations sont que le projet de Culture 
House232 qui devait regrouper les Archives nationales et la Bibliothèque nationale à Rose Hill, puis 
Moka n'a toujours pas vu le jour et est devenu depuis lors l'un des sujets favoris de la presse mauri-
cienne. 

5.1.2.3 Baisse relative des budgets des AN et de la BN 

Quand on prend en considération les budgets de fonctionnement des Archives nationales233 et de la 
Bibliothèque nationale,234 on aboutit aux constatations suivantes: 

 la part de ces budgets est infime, une fois mise en rapport à celle de l'État mauricien. 

 La comparaison de ces budgets avec ceux du Ministère des Arts et de la Culture, force à 
constater qu'ils subissent une baisse relative importante. 

 

Cette baisse est également notable, quand on compare ces budgets à ceux de l'État mauricien tout 
entier : 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4 Fonctionnement BN & AN / Culture (en %) 
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Illustration 3 Fonctionnement (2002-2006) : Culture / État 
(en %) 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
0,00%

0,10%

0,20%

0,30%

0,40%

 

Années Culture
2002 0,25%
2003 0,25%
2004 0,31%
2005 0,33%

 

Années BN
2002 5,09% 4,99%
2003 5,14% 4,67%
2004 4,08% 3,63%
2005 3,62% 3,09%
2006 3,07%

AN 
(évaluation)



VOL 4 : PART X – PRESERVING THE NATION’S MEMORY – SAUVEGARDE DU PATRIMOINE DOCUMENTAIRE 

 

Truth and Justice Commission  750 

Années BN
2002 0,013% 0,013%
2003 0,013% 0,015%
2004 0,013% 0,016%
2005 0,012% 0,016%
2006 0,011% 0,016%

AN 
(évaluation)

 

 

5.2 Mélange de genres 

5.2.1 Le «fardeau» des documents anciens 

Plusieurs facteurs administratifs nous paraissent de nature à mettre en péril des fonds patrimoniaux 
dans leur entier: 

 La mixité entretenue, au sein de services purement gestionnaires (par exemple le Registrar 
of Civil Status ou le Registrar General), de documents à l'intérêt historique ou généalo-
gique fondamental et de records contemporains; 

 l'efficience recherchée dans la gestion quotidienne des archives par les administrateurs, 
que viennent gêner «tous ces vieux papiers»; 

 le manque de formation, de sensibilisation patrimoniale et même de motivation du person-
nel. 

5.2.2 Délégations «communalistes» 

La dispersion qui menace le patrimoine documentaire découle également du caractère assez com-
munautariste («communaliste» selon le terme mauricien) de l'organisation sociale et politique du 
pays: des pans du patrimoine archivistique235 ont été ainsi temporairement soustraits à la tutelle 
publique, de laquelle ils ressortissent, pourtant, selon le National Archives Act et la règle de l'ina-
liénabilité des fonds d'archives. 

De telles excisions sont communes à toutes les communautés dotées de moyens financiers ou de 
pouvoirs sociaux-politiques – et généralement exercées à titre privé par des particuliers, des per-
sonnalités morales lucratives ou bénévoles. 

Nous l'avons constaté pour le Mahatma Gandhi Institute (lié aux groupes de pression indo-
mauriciens, qui refusent la divulgation des informations castéistes ou religieuses se trouvant dans 
les archives de l'engagisme). 

Nous l'avons également perçu pour la Mauritius Commercial Bank, qui semble pour certains 
membres de la communauté franco-mauricienne la meilleure alternative face aux Archives natio-
nales. 

 

Leur justification part souvent de constatations alarmistes, selon l'enchaînement suivant: 

1. les instances de conservation publiques sont réputées inefficaces; 

Illustration 5 Fonctionnement BN & AN / État (en %) 
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2. les fonds relatifs à la communauté considérée n'y sont pas correctement traités ou même 
maltraités par suite de biais communautaires; 

3. l'urgence impose des mesures qui aboutissent à cette privatisation de fait, même tempo-
raire. 

 

Si ces fonds d'archives sont correctement traités, une fois excisés – parfois mieux que dans les ser-
vices de conservation publics – de pressantes questions pour l’intégrité du patrimoine national sont 
posées: 

 qui contrôle ces fonds et l'usage qu'on en fait? 

 Selon quelles règles sont-ils communiqués au public? 

 Leur inaliénabilité ultérieure est-elle garantie? 

 Leur statut juridique est-il précisément défini? 

 Y a-t-il un terme à cette délégation et quand se fera leur retour dans leur cadre de conser-
vation naturel, celui de la gestion publique?  

5.3 Lacunes 

5.3.1 Expertises volatiles 

 
Le passage éclair périodique de quelques spécialistes étrangers ne change d'ailleurs rien à l'affaire: 
cette coutume bien mauricienne, que moquait autrefois Yvan LAGESSE,236 est en matière de gestion 
du patrimoine documentaire une sorte de rituel abondamment médiatisé,237 pour un résultat sou-
vent décevant – ce type d'intervention étant rarement inscrit dans la durée238 et ne donnant jamais 
lieu à aucun suivi ultérieur sur place, condition pourtant indispensable du succès. 

 

Que ce soit en matière de microfilmage239 ou de numérisation, de conservation ou de restauration 
des documents anciens, la liste des visites sans lendemain est longue (ici partielle et classée en 
ordre chronologique inverse) : 

Date Nom de l'expert Nationalité, institution Compétence Commanditaire 

2011.01 Pr. Hervé CHERADAME France 
Université d'Évry 
CICL (Arles)240 

Conservation du pa-
pier 
Dés-acidification 

Particuliers : Mme Michèle 
MALIVEL, M. Thierry 
LAGESSE et la Société 
d'Histoire de l’Île Maurice 

2010.10 Claire DEKLE États-Unis, Washington, 
DC 
Bibliothèque du Congrès 

Bibliothéconomie 
Conservation 

Ambassade des États-Unis 

2010 Pr. Sophie WHITE États-Unis, Indiana 
University of Notre 
Dame 

Archivistique Voyage à titre privé (mau-
ricienne) 

2009.07 Melody CHEN États-Unis, New-York 
Buffalo State College 
(étudiante) 

Bonnes pratiques de 
conservation et de 
consultation 

Bibliothèque nationale 

2008.07 Pr. Zawiyah BABA Malaisie 
Bibliothèque nationale 

Bibliothéconomie Bibliothèque nationale 

2008.07 Gérard-Yves HEERA-
MAN 

France 
Généalogiste à titre pri-
vé 

Numérisation CGMR (membre fondateur) 

2001.02 Équipe d'experts chi-
nois 

République de Chine Restauration du pa-
pier (repulpage et 
lamination) 

Archives nationales  

1997.07 Julien DURUP Seychelles Restauration des do- Ministère des Arts et de la 
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5.3.2 Sensibilité culturelle ou pédagogique 

Nous avons, lors de notre enquête, perçu divers indices qui peuvent faire craindre une dérive tech-
nicienne ou même technocratique de l'encadrement de conservation au détriment des aspects cul-
turels attachés au patrimoine documentaire. 

Ce manque de «sensibilité culturelle» a des conséquences durables: à l'exception peut-être des 
deux responsables de la Bibliothèque nationale et de la Bibliothèque Carnegie et, dans une moindre 
mesure, de ceux des Archives nationales, aucun des dirigeants rencontrés n'a de véritable percep-
tion de ses fonds patrimoniaux comme une richesse nationale. Les services administratifs qui con-
servent, marginalement, des fonds anciens les considèrent même comme des obstacles à la rationa-
lisation de leurs méthodes de gestion. 

Comme leurs responsables n'en font pas ou peu état auprès du public (peu d'expositions ou de jour-
nées portes-ouvertes, un éclairage médiatique insuffisant), les chiffres de fréquentation végètent 
et dissuadent les politiques d'augmenter les crédits alloués.241 

Il en va de même pour la perception de la valeur pédagogique de ces fonds : alors que l'histoire de 
Maurice commence seulement d'être enseignée dans les enseignements primaire et secondaire, il 
est surprenant que rien ne soit prévu pour les scolaires : un jeune mauricien ne saurait donc avoir 
l'idée de ce qu'est un document ancien. Ici encore, l'exemple des succès à l'étranger devrait inciter 
à plus de volontarisme.242 

5.3.3 Conflits larvés 

Maintenant que la multiplication par division des services de conservation s'est assagie, que leurs 
périmètres et prérogatives respectifs ont été définis par des lois-cadres, les discordes se sont atté-
nuées ou plutôt déplacées sur d'autres terrains (par exemple celui des archives de l'engagisme dé-
posées au MGI). 

Il n'en a pas toujours été ainsi et l'installation de la Bibliothèque nationale en 1999 (accompagnée 
d'une soustraction de fonds aux Archives nationales et de la disparition pure et simple du Mauritius 
Institute comme bibliothèque) a été et reste toujours un sujet sensible. L'opposition entre la Biblio-
thèque nationale et les Archives a donné lieu à des passes d'armes sur les terrains judiciaire243 et 
surtout médiatique. 

Cette guerre de tranchées, dont on ressent encore les échos en questionnant les responsables, est 
un luxe dont se passeraient sans doute les institutions de conservation du pays, dans leur infinie 
précarité. 

5.3.4 Formation insuffisante 

Des cursus complets en bibliothéconomie ou en archivistique existent à l'UoM; avec l'avènement 
d'Internet, la documentation est à portée de mains, que ce soit en matière de conservation en cli-
mat tropical ou de normes.244 

Par ailleurs, les institutions mauriciennes de conservation du patrimoine sont affiliées à une dizaine 
d'institutions internationales (ce que les dirigeants interrogés ont généralement omis de nous préci-
ser), pour un budget annuel de 200,000 Rs. Environ.245 

Vu la pléthore de documentations, de formations et de voyages d'études prodigués par ces orga-
nismes, on reste assez surpris de constater la persistance de tels retards à Maurice : on continue à y 
appliquer routinièrement des recettes abandonnées partout ailleurs, à ne pas accorder assez d'at-
tention à ces questions pour les envisager comme évolutives ni surtout sujettes à actions concer-
tées entre services de conservation de nature différente (archives et bibliothèques, par exemple). 

cuments Culture  

1989 M. POPE United States Informa-
tion Service 

Organisation des bi-
bliothèques 

Ambassade des États-Unis 

1978 K. C. HARRISON UNESCO Organisation des bi-
bliothèques 

Gouvernement  de Maurice 

1966 Sydney HOCKEY Administration 
britannique des biblio-
thèques pour l'Afrique 

Organisation des bi-
bliothèques 

Ministère de l'Éducation 
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Selon nous, les cursus de formation en bibliothéconomie à l'UoM, trop pauvres en matière patrimo-
niale, ne mettent pas assez en avant l'unité fondamentale des questions relatives au patrimoine 
documentaire ancien ou contemporain ni les problématiques de conservation, également parta-
gées. 
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RECOMMANDATIONS 

Sans éducation historique ou patrimoniale dispensée aux futurs citoyens mauriciens, l'intérêt pour 
les documents anciens végétera longtemps dans la population. Les efforts pour sortir Maurice de 
son isolement académique et l'intégrer dans les circuits internationaux constitueront aussi, pour 
leur part, une puissante motivation à mieux traiter le patrimoine historique. Or, ces actions en 
amont, génératrices à terme d'une demande culturelle, n'ont pas encore vraiment trouvé leur 
rythme de croisière : il ne faut donc pas en attendre de résultats immédiats. 

Pourtant, s'agissant du patrimoine documentaire, il est indispensable de chercher des solutions à 
court terme, sous peine de le voir définitivement compromis. 

Notre mission doit déboucher sur des solutions faciles à déployer avec les moyens locaux, relative-
ment peu coûteuses et donnant sans tarder des résultats tangibles. L'essentiel est donc de trouver 
l'enchaînement d'actions le plus logique – et ainsi le plus efficace – afin que budgets et efforts ne 
soient pas engagés en vain. 
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6 PRIORITES 

Nos visites dans les services de conservation mauriciens et la lecture de textes d'experts missionnés 
pour aider les pays en développement à mener une politique patrimoniale et archivistique efficace 
nous incitent à recommander de porter maintenant tous les efforts sur le sauvetage des archives et 
de quelques fonds patrimoniaux de bibliothèques ; dans le même temps, afin d'octroyer une réelle 
autonomie aux responsables de la conservation, il convient de les former selon des standards inter-
nationaux. 

6.1 Sauver les archives 

Le système national des bibliothèques, bien tardivement mis en place sous le coup de rapports 
d'experts internationaux de plus en plus alarmistes, a acquis une vitesse de croisière et fonctionne 
correctement, pour sa gestion courante du moins ; grevé par des objectifs qui, selon nous, doivent 
passer au second plan (notamment la gestion de la connaissance, mieux assurée aujourd'hui en 
ligne que dans les bibliothèques publiques, surtout quand elles sont désargentées), il est assez ou-
tillé pour s'atteler à la préservation du patrimoine dont il a la charge. 

6.1.1 Cercles vicieux 

6.1.1.1 Archives d'Afrique 

Les archives, en revanche, se trouvent dans une situation critique, finalement très semblable à 
celle que décrivaient avec tant de pénétration Karoly KECSKEMETI246 expert de l'UNESCO auprès des 
pays du Tiers Monde ou Saliou MBAYE,247 longtemps Directeur des Archives nationales du Sénégal. 

Les archives des pays ex-coloniaux ont généralement rencontré les mêmes écueils: 

1. Elles ont été créées par les métropoles selon le modèle qui prévalait au 19e s., celui d'ar-
chives historiques et culturelles « nobles » puis, très secondairement, comme d'efficaces 
gestionnaires de documents administratifs ; une fois mises en confrontation avec les néces-
sités pressantes du développement, leurs activités sont perçues comme peu rentables. 

2. Les services d'archives constituent, donc, aux yeux de la population et de leurs gestion-
naires eux-mêmes, dans leur «inutilité» immédiate, une sorte de caricature de la bureau-
cratie locale, dont la justification ultime consiste précisément à «noircir du papier». 

3. Enfin, prises dans le cercle vicieux de leur non-rentabilité immédiate, de leur réputation et 
de crédits en berne, les archives sont laissées à leur triste sort: moins efficaces, elles ren-
dent moins de services et sont toujours plus dévalorisées aux yeux des dirigeants et de la 
population. 

6.1.1.2 Archives et Records Management 

Encore s'agit-il ici de mieux préciser ce que l'on entend par «archives», car le terme prête à confu-
sion, depuis l'explosion des documents administratifs dans les démocraties occidentales au début du 
20e s.; on distingue en effet deux traditions archivistiques assez antagonistes:248 

 la tradition continentale européenne (française ou germanique), qui accorde la primauté 
aux aspects historiques et culturels des archives; 

 la tradition du «records management», apparue au début du 20e s. sur le continent nord 
américain, qui distingue les archives intéressant l'histoire, des records purement adminis-
tratifs, dont la gestion revient en amont aux administrations émettrices249 et qui fait partie 
intégrante de leur processus fonctionnel. 

Cette seconde conception, constituée dans les années 1930, fut la mieux outillée dans les années 
1980 pour faire face à l'afflux nouveau des documents électroniques, dont la gestion et la conserva-
tion posaient des problèmes inédits, notamment de masse et de péremption. Elle a donc récem-
ment acquis, dans le domaine archivistique, un surcroît de légitimité technique et théorique. 
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6.1.2 Un outil essentiel pour l'État et la nation 

Il s'agit également dans les suites recommandées à cette mission de modifier l'image rétrograde et 
routinière des archives, fonction essentielle pour l'État et la vie citoyenne. 

6.1.2.1 À quoi servent les archives? 

A - Droit des États 

 
Les archives des principaux royaumes européens furent constituées au Moyen-Âge et généralisées à 
tous les royaumes du continent au cours du 16e s. Leur objet était de conserver l'information se-
crète nécessaire au gouvernement et aux relations diplomatiques entre États250 et surtout d'attester 
de leurs droits : sur les territoires (traités, titres de propriétés), sur les sources de revenus (liste de 
personnes assujetties à redevances), sur les prérogatives et privilèges (droits divers sur les dépen-
dants et serviteurs). 

Avec l'extension du pouvoir de l'État, cet objet initial s'est progressivement étendu à la population 
tout entière, sous la tutelle d'administrations spécialement établies à cet effet : l'état-civil garantit 
la filiation et donc la validité des successions; le cadastre, la possession des terres ; les minutes 
notariales et l'enregistrement de la validité des actes. 

La moindre atteinte portée à l'une ou l'autre de ces garanties a des conséquences importantes sur 
l'organisation sociale ou politique toute entière: les archivistes sont les garants de la continuité, de 
l'authenticité, de l'inaliénabilité251 et de l'imprescriptibilité252 des archives dont ils ont la garde.253 

B - Efficacité administrative 

 
L'exercice de la souveraineté des États modernes est notamment garantie par l'efficience de leurs 
administrations : la parfaite connaissance des dossiers, la continuité décisionnelle, la capacité à 
construire des projets sur le long terme et sans perte d'informations sont essentielles. 

Des archives en bon état sont garantes de la pérennité de l'action gouvernementale: que dire d'un 
État qui referait les mêmes études et commanderait plusieurs fois les mêmes rapports parce qu'il 
n'a pas conservé les précédents ? Cette déperdition d'information serait-elle aussi acceptée par les 
tiers sollicités pour le financement de tels projets à long terme? 

C - Mission historique 

 
Les archives ont une mission culturelle éminente: aider les historiens à établir sur des bases incon-
testables, écrire, puis transmettre l'histoire de l'État, de la nation et de la société dont elles sont 
l'une des productions immédiates et multiformes, selon des perspectives et des problématiques tou-
jours renouvelées. 

Le cadre national, qui s'est imposé à tous les pays après les indépendances est celui dans lequel les 
archives culturelles et historiques sont conservées : l'histoire est donc généralement écrite dans ce 
cadre. Les services d'archives des pays ex-coloniaux sont néanmoins confrontées à des questions 
spécifiques: 

 tout ou partie de leurs fonds a été transféré dans la métropole au moment des indépen-
dances; ce qui était un souci pour les historiens d'autrefois pourrait s'être transformé en 
une aubaine car, y ayant été correctement classés, conservés et souvent numérisés, ces 
fonds sont maintenant aisément transférables aux pays autrefois sous tutelle; 

 les métropoles ont souvent joué des uns contre les autres dans leurs colonies (Divide and 
Rule) : divisions entre peuples, entre religions ou entre communautés comme ce fut le cas 
à Maurice. 

Les archives s'en ressentent et accordent souvent plus d'importance à telle ou telle composante de 
la société, ce qui risque de leur faire perdre une partie de leur aura de neutralité et de donner un 
biais aux sources et donc aux travaux historiques. 
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D - Bonne gouvernance 

 
Un article de synthèse254 doté d'une bibliographie à jour, établit l'importance cruciale de la bonne 
gestion des archives étatiques (Records and Information Management) dans la bonne gouvernance – 
et donc notamment dans la capacité des pays en voie de développement à répondre aux normes 
que leur imposent leurs bailleurs de fonds.255 

La bonne gouvernance est définie par le respect de critères désormais universellement acceptés:256 

 l'obligation des États de rendre compte de leurs actions à leurs citoyens (accountability), 

 la transparence (transparency), 

 la confiance des citoyens dans les capacités de l'État à répondre à leurs attentes en faisant 
primer le droit (public confidence and trust). 

Les archives sont en première ligne257 de cette aspiration à la bonne gouvernance puisqu'elles : 

1. assurent la documentation de l'action des gouvernements;  

2. permettent aux administrations de rendre des comptes aux citoyens; 

3. favorisent le respect de la loi; 

4. protègent les droits des citoyens, la propriété et l'intégrité du territoire national; 

5. permettent aux gouvernants de planifier les actions à venir; 

6. protègent le patrimoine culturel de la nation pour les générations futures.  

Certaines associations de Droits de l'Homme258 considèrent ainsi la qualité de gestion des archives 
d'un pays comme un indice de sa bonne gouvernance. 

Ces critères ont d'ailleurs donné lieu dans la plupart des pays développés, au tournant du 21e s., à 
une révision des lois sur les archives,259 dans un sens concordant: 

 la règle commune est la communicabilité immédiate et de plein droit des archives pu-
bliques aux citoyens, qui peuvent en commander copie à prix coûtant; 

 les dérogations à cette communicabilité de plein droit sont strictement codifiées (et ne 
dépendent donc plus de l'arbitraire administratif s'abritant derrière le secret ou la raison 
d'État), les délais généralement réduits par rapport à la situation antérieure.260 

6.1.2.2 Synthèse : les archives de Maurice 

A - Calcul d'impact 

 
Voici une synthèse des critères précédemment abordés sur lesquels la gestion des archives de Mau-
rice n'est pas satisfaisante. 

Nous indiquons dans ce tableau: 

 Le nom du critère. 

 Sa gravité avec un code à trois degrés: 

o 1: médiocre: jaune paille 

o 2: grave: rouge 

o 3: critique: brun 
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Non-versement des archives contemporaines 2 3 3 3 2 2
Excisions de fonds (MGI) 1 3 2 3 1 2
Conservation : archives coloniales anglaises 1 1 2 3 3 2
Conservation : archives de l'état-civil 2 1 3 1 3 2
Conservation : archives juridiques 1 1 2 1 2 2 2
Opacité des fonds détenus en mains privées (contenu, gestion) 1 1 1 3 2 1
Conservation : archives coloniales françaises 2 3 3 1
Conservation : archives médicales 1 1 2 2 2 1
Communicabilité déficiente des archives aux citoyens 3 1 2 1

1 3 2 1
Indice de  gravité 1 2 1 2 2 2

Indice de 
gravité

Droits
De l'État

Droits du 
citoyen

Efficacité 
adm inistrative

Filiations
Généalogie

Histoire 
personnelle

Sciences 
hum aines

Préservation
du patrim oine

Conservation : périodiques à la BN

 
Nous calculons ainsi deux indices de gravité: 

 pour chaque critère, un indice (somme de la ligne) qui permet de déterminer les manque-
ments ayant le plus grand impact; 

 pour chaque critère de gestion des archives, un indice (somme de la colonne) qui permet 
de voir où les manquements ont le plus de conséquences. 

B - Sauver le patrimoine des archives 

 
Ce tableau nous permet un pilotage en finesse des priorités puisqu'il aboutit aux résultats suivants: 

 Le patrimoine des archives261 est sévèrement menacé et récolte l'indice de gravité le plus 
élevé (54); les sciences humaines (histoire, sociologie, anthropologie, etc.) sont concernées 
au premier chef, elles qui représentent le critère le plus chargé (22). 

 à terme, c'est le non-versement des archives contemporaines (soit qu'elles soient retenues 
dans leurs services versants, soit qu'elles soient détruites) qui constitue la plus grande me-
nace, équitablement partagée entre la bonne gouvernance et le patrimoine. 

 Viennent ensuite les fonds contemporains dont l'état de conservation est préoccupant; les 
fonds de l'époque française arrivent seulement ensuite car leur mauvais état de conserva-
tion n'impacte que marginalement les droits du citoyen mauricien actuel. 

 L'excision de fonds, notamment au MGI, et l'opacité de la gestion des fonds en main privées 
(MCB) est préoccupante, surtout du point de vue des sciences humaines.  

 Les droits du citoyen et la difficulté à établir sa filiation sont également préoccupants (14). 

6.1.3 Qui supervisera? 

La restauration du patrimoine documentaire de Maurice, qui est, nous l'avons vu, une priorité impé-
rieuse, représente une tâche de longue haleine qui ne saurait s'accommoder d'opérations effec-
tuées dans le désordre, ni de financements épisodiques. 

6.1.3.1 Mécénat privé mauricien 

A - Le mécénat du patrimoine bâti 

 
Après les intenses destructions du patrimoine bâti public et privé à Maurice dans les dernières an-
nées du 20e s. – accompli par toutes les communautés de l'île – face auxquelles les instances tardi-
vement mises en place262 se sont toujours révélées impuissantes, un début de prise conscience na-
tionale semble se faire jour. 

Une poignée d'associations263 ou de fondations264 souhaitent recourir aux lois récentes sur le mécé-
nat (CSR, Corporate Social Responsibility)265 qui prévoient que ces dernières peuvent allouer 2% de 
leurs profits à des activités de bienfaisance menées par des associations dûment contrôlées. Cet 
apport financier semble pourtant orienté vers les actions sociales, environnementales ou éducatives 
(dont, en effet, des pans entiers de la population mauricienne ont grand besoin), plutôt que vers le 
patrimoine. 
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Le risque est fort, en matière culturelle comme en d'autres, de voir l'État mauricien se désengager 
par anticipation de ses missions, selon un accord implicite avec le secteur privé: à ce dernier, par 
l'entremise des fondations porteuses de projets, la charge de la restauration du bâti ancien en con-
trepartie des bienfaits attendus de cette rénovation. 

Mais ce modèle de protection du patrimoine bâti, utilisé avec succès dans certains pays anglo-
saxons, serait-il applicable au patrimoine documentaire ? 

B - Expérience isolée 
À notre connaissance, une seule action a été entreprise à ce jour: la venue en janvier 2011 d'un 
spécialiste français de la conservation du papier, le Pr. Hervé CHERADAME, dont le voyage de trois 
jours a été financé par M. Thierry LAGESSE, un des acteurs du secteur privé à Maurice. 

Les conclusions266 du spécialiste (qui se plaignait dans la même interview de la faible durée de sa 
mission) indiquent que faute de construction d'un dépôt d'archives adéquat, toute restauration lui 
paraît-elle vouée à l'échec: 

«En effet, une fois qu'un document a été désinfecté et désacidifié, il n'est pas vacciné, 
bien au contraire : il est encore plus sensible aux mauvaises conditions de stockage 
qu'avant et il faut donc le stocker dans un endroit sous atmosphère contrôlée. Il nous 
arrive de déconseiller la désinfection si les archivistes ne sont pas en mesure ensuite 
de les stocker convenablement. Mais si ces conditions sont remplies, vous partez pour 
plusieurs siècles sans nuages.» 

. 

C - Inadéquation plausible 
Le secteur privé mauricien est-il à même de prendre à sa charge les dépenses de rénovation du pa-
trimoine documentaire (relogement, indexation, restauration)? Est-il habilité à le faire, en tant 
qu'acteur économique (et donc potentiellement sujet à conflits d'intérêts, s'agissant d'archives pu-
bliques contemporaines) ? Comment et par qui ses actions seront-elles supervisées puis contrôlées? 

Un tel recours nous semble difficilement praticable, pour un faisceau de raisons concordantes: 

 avant tout, le coût élevé de l'opération, qui excéderait de beaucoup les possibilités du sec-
teur privé; 

 le «retour sur investissement» moindre que pour le bâti ancien (qui acquiert de la valeur 
marchande une fois restauré, alors que les archives sont difficilement valorisables); 

 l'effet d'image médiocre pour les mécènes car ces «vieux papiers», souvent connotés néga-
tivement dans la population, n'intéressent guère ni ne sont de nature à donner du travail à 
quiconque. 

6.1.3.2 Aide internationale 

Comme en matière de bibliothèques jusqu'à à la fin des années 1990, c'est le retard pris par Mau-
rice dans l'adoption de normes de gestion adéquates pour ses archives qui surprend. 

A - UNESCO 
Pourtant, ce ne sont pas la formation ni les aides qui manquaient pour ce faire: depuis 1949, 
l'UNESCO a été un agent essentiel de la réforme des archives auprès de ses États membres,267 par 
exemple en créant en 1954 une unité de microfilmage opérant partout dans le monde. Plus récem-
ment, le programme RAMP (Programme pour la Gestion des Documents et des Archives,  lancé en 
mai 1979) s'est fixé pour objectifs de: 

«Favoriser, en y contribuant, la prise de conscience et la compréhension totales de la 
valeur et de l'utilité des documents et des archives en tant que ressources d'informa-
tion de base, pour ce qui est, notamment, de la planification et du développement 
national et conjointement avec d'autres ressources d'information. 
Aider les États membres, sur leur demande, à organiser et à développer les systèmes 
et services de gestion des documents et des archives nécessaires à l'utilisation pleine 
et efficace de ces ressources d'information de base.» 
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Ce programme donna lieu à de nombreuses publications, désormais accessibles sur Internet,268 et 
dont l'ensemble constitue une somme inestimable de connaissances sur les questions d'organisation 
des services d'archives, de restauration des documents anciens,269 de législation archivistique 
(communicabilité,270 archives privées, bonnes pratiques),271 et de formation (notamment par la 
constitution de corpus de textes archivistiques).272 

Cet ensemble qui s'achève en 1986, est, c'est naturel, obsolète en matière de documents électro-
niques. 

Parallèlement, depuis 1980, des programmes pilotes et des formations ont aidé les nations émer-
gentes à mieux exploiter leurs archives : 

 archives administratives: Indonésie, Philippines, Pérou, Soudan, etc. 

 Restauration du patrimoine ancien. 

 Bourses d'études et aide à la constitution d'écoles régionales ou nationales en matière d'ar-
chives. 

À aucun moment, nous n'avons trouvé mention d'une quelconque demande de formation ou d'assis-
tance technique de la part de l'administration des Archives nationales de Maurice ; pourtant, des 
états insulaires comparables (comme les îles Fidji) en ont tiré un excellent parti. 

L'UNESCO maintient sa politique d'aide en matière d'archives grâce à son portail Web273 et à l'attri-
bution de bourses d'études. Son intérêt pour les aspects culturels liés aux archives est intact (Me-
mory of the World). 

B - Banque Mondiale 
La Banque mondiale entretient une antenne à Maurice274 et y supervise un programme de dévelop-
pement pluriannuel275 visant notamment à améliorer la compétitivité des entreprises locales, la 
liberté de commercer et les indicateurs de la pauvreté.  

La Banque Mondiale favorise par ailleurs le développement des bonnes pratiques en matière d'ar-
chives gouvernementales, notamment pour les documents électroniques, dont la conservation, sou-
vent hasardeuse dans les pays émergents, est une menace pour leur bonne gouvernance.276 La 
Banque mondiale, elle-même dotée d'archives considérables, a adopté pour leur gestion la norme 
internationale ISAD (G) et en favorise la dissémination dans les pays où elle intervient, par des ate-
liers de formation ou des cours en ligne. 

Nous n'avons trouvé aucune trace d'une telle demande d'assistance technique dans le plan d'aide de 
2006, dont l'un des objets est pourtant la bonne gouvernance à Maurice. 

6.1.3.3 État mauricien: le seul interlocuteur naturel 

Nous l'avons vu, le secteur privé mauricien trouvera difficilement les ressources et l'intérêt néces-
saires pour financer la sauvegarde des archives anciennes du pays. 

Les financements accessibles auprès des organisations internationales sont, quant à eux, plutôt 
destinés au Records Management comme support des bonnes pratiques de gouvernement. 

L'État mauricien nous paraît donc seul habilité à se consacrer à la sauvegarde du patrimoine docu-
mentaire ancien, partie inaliénable des fonds des Archives nationales. Cette mission, qui concerne 
les archives coloniales de la période française et de la période britannique, ainsi que les années qui 
suivent l'Indépendance de 1968, a plusieurs aspects dont il conviendra de fixer le meilleur ordon-
nancement possible. 

6.2 Former au patrimoine documentaire 

Nous avons constaté chez plusieurs de nos interlocuteurs le désir d'apprendre à mieux gérer le pa-
trimoine documentaire dont leurs établissements ont la garde; cet indice encourageant ne doit ce-
pendant pas faire oublier les cours qu'ils avaient suivis en de multiples occasions. 

Il est tout aussi difficile, en effet, de former un conservateur du patrimoine documentaire en un 
stage de quelques jours à l'étranger que de prétendre le faire pour un conservateur de musée en 
quelques semaines: notre enquête nous amène à penser que l'apprentissage de notions comme l'au-
thenticité ou l'ancienneté peut résulter d'une acculturation personnelle tout autant que d'un cursus 
académique. 
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Le manque d'exposition au patrimoine, le rejet des temps anciens dans leur dureté sociale et l'atti-
rance pour les effets d'une modernité «à l'occidentale» entretiennent sans doute à Maurice une cer-
taine distance à l'égard du passé et de ses vestiges. 

Dans ces conditions, la formation des professionnels à la gestion patrimoniale de l'écrit devrait, se-
lon nous, prendre d'autres formes que celles adoptées jusqu'à ce jour et qui n'ont guère démontré 
leur efficacité: cours dispensés outre-mer, ou passages-éclairs de spécialistes étrangers. 

Nous recommandons donc l'approche suivante: 

 établir à Maurice un cursus pluriannuel et diplômant de conservateur du patrimoine docu-
mentaire (et le cas échéant aussi: artistique); le doter de moyens qui lui permettront de 
s'affirmer comme une référence régionale en la matière; 

 y faire venir des professeurs, réputés dans leur domaine, en résidence de plusieurs se-
maines et durant lesquelles; ils dispenseront leur enseignement, corrigeront les mémoires 
et examens, interviendront à titre d'experts opérationnels là où cela leur est demandé (no-
tamment dans les lieux de conservation du pays); 

 leur faire dispenser leurs cours, pour une part dans l'institut de formation, pour une autre 
dans les établissements concernés par leur enseignement (par exemple, les Archives natio-
nales pour un spécialiste des papiers anciens) ; de cette façon, l'enseignement de l'institut 
aura un aspect pratique qui le rendra plus efficace pédagogiquement; 

 établir une base de données bibliographique et une bibliothèque numérique à jour sur les 
domaines concernés ; les rendre accessibles à tous sur Internet; 

 multiplier les échanges internationaux et régionaux (notamment avec La Réunion) et tenter 
de faire venir des étudiants étrangers afin de créer, pour plus tard, de solides réseaux 
d'amitié et de connaissances professionnelles; 

 faire amplement connaître la mission de l'institut aux jeunes Mauriciens, favoriser ainsi des 
vocations. 
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7 ENCHAINEMENTS 

7.1 Fil d'Ariane 

Il est important, dans la conduite d'un tel projet, de rechercher les enchaînements les plus effi-
caces, en tenant compte de l'urgence des tâches à accomplir, des relations de dépendance des unes 
vis à vis des autres, de leur durée de réalisation probable et de la facilité avec laquelle elles peu-
vent être engagées (obtention de crédits, autorisations, ressources disponibles, etc.). 

7.1.1 Priorités et dépendances 

Après notre enquête, nous avons inventorié plusieurs tâches à accomplir; les voici représentées 
comme si elles ne dépendaient pas les unes des autres, que leurs conditions préalables étaient ac-
quises et qu'elles pouvaient débuter sans tarder: 

Malheureusement, ces actions sont toutes assorties de conditions loin d'être remplies, notamment 
celles de la volonté politique et du financement. 

Surtout, le déménagement des Archives et de la Bibliothèque nationale dans des locaux dotés d'as-
sez d'espace et de conditions de conservation et de consultation adéquates ne peuvent, en l'état, 
être aisément planifiées: la difficulté supplémentaire est que ce déménagement constitue, selon 
certains experts,278 un point de passage obligé pour que la restauration des fonds anciens ait la 
moindre efficacité et ne soit pas accomplie en pure perte. 

Seule, la numérisation des fonds anciens aurait une chance de réussir sans retard, mais sa réussite 
dépend de la définition préalable de normes adéquates (qui ne sont pas acquises à ce jour) et de 
priorités au plan national. 

Les actions envisagées ne paraissent donc pas prêtes d'être accomplies de sitôt et toute action en-
treprise sans planification concertée serait contre-productive. 

7.1.2 Gérer les manques 

Nous avons été frappé de l'opacité qui entoure le patrimoine documentaire mauricien: 

 les pertes et vols ayant longtemps affecté les collections; 

Tâche Début 
plausible 
(ans) 

Dépendances 

Numérisation des fonds anciens (archives et bibliothèques) 1 Normes adéquates 
Ressources en personnel 

Restauration des documents anciens aux Archives nationales (tous les 
fonds anciens) et à la Bibliothèque nationale (périodiques), 

1 Financements 
Déménagement 
Formation du personnel 

Sauvegarde des fonds de la colonisation britannique et de l'Indépen-
dance 

1 Volonté politique 
Ressources en personnel 
Espace de stockage 

Révision de la loi sur les Archives nationales permettant: 
 le versement effectif des archives publiques aux Archives na-

tionales 
 le meilleur accès des citoyens aux archives publiques 

2 Volonté politique 
Formation du personnel 

Formation en conservation des documents anciens 3 Accord des instances acadé-
miques 
Partenariats internationaux 
Recrutement des élèves 

Déménagement des Archives nationales et de la Bibliothèque 
nationale dans des locaux adéquats (espace de conservation élargi, 
conditionnement de l'atmosphère, meilleur accueil des lecteurs), 

4277 Volonté politique 
Financements 
Inventaire préalable 
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 l'inadéquation ou le manque d'outils de recherche aux Archives nationales; 

 un certain manque de fiabilité (Bibliothèque nationale) ou l'absence (Bibliothèque Carne-
gie) d'inventaires du patrimoine ancien des bibliothèques; 

 la fermeture des collections et fonds privés. 

Par ailleurs, les actions envisagées plus haut nécessitent toutes, pour être efficaces: 

 une évaluation précise des fonds auxquelles elles s'appliquent : un déménagement, par 
exemple, ne saurait être engagé sans liste préalable des fonds concernés qui permette d'at-
tester ensuite que rien n'a été perdu ou endommagé. 

 Une approche intégrée au plan national, afin de coordonner les ressources (limitées) et de 
fixer des priorités globales (restauration, par exemple). 

7.1.3 Récolement général du patrimoine documentaire 

Nous recommandons donc d'effectuer, avant toute autre démarche, un récolement général des 
documents anciens à Maurice, selon une démarche que nous détaillons ci-dessous. Un récolement 
est: 

Vérification systématique, dans un service d'archives ou une bibliothèque de ses fonds 
et collections consistant à dresser dans l'ordre des magasins et des rayonnages la liste 
des articles qui y sont conservés ou qui manquent par rapport aux instruments de re-
cherche existants. 

Ce récolement permettra d'avoir une évaluation fiable : 

 des fonds actuellement conservés dans les archives publiques, les collections (publiques et 
privées) et les bibliothèques publiques du pays; 

 des pertes subies par le patrimoine mauricien; 

 des urgences de restauration ou de numérisation. 

Ce récolement aura plusieurs effets positifs: 

 asseoir la gestion du patrimoine documentaire sur des bases enfin assainies et servir de 
pierre de touche à une gestion dorénavant rigoureuse car contrôlée, 

 récupérer une partie des fonds disparus, 

 publier un inventaire fiable et actualisé des fonds pour les chercheurs mauriciens ou étran-
gers; 

 permettre de piloter la numérisation et la restauration des fonds anciens sur la base d'un 
arbitrage national intégré; 

 former une équipe de spécialistes dont les compétences, une fois qu'ils auront achevé leur 
mission de récolement, seront ensuite utiles aux services existants. 

7.2 Approche intégrée 

7.2.1 Actions 

Nous avons établi ci-dessous la liste des actions à entreprendre; pour chacune d'entre elles, nous 
portons également: 

 l'urgence [Urg.] de l'entreprendre (1 = urgent, 4 = peut attendre), 

 la faisabilité [Fais.] de l’entreprise (1 = facile, 4 = difficile), 

 les actions qui doivent la précéder afin de lui donner les meilleures chances de réussite, 

 le domaine auquel cette action est rattachée. 

Nous détaillons ces actions dans le prochain chapitre et suivantes. 
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Action Urg. 
(1-4) 

Fais. 
(1-4) 

Précurseurs Domaine 

Institut de formation du patrimoine documentaire 
(et artistique) 

1 2 - Arc 
Bib 

(Mus) 

Récolement national du patrimoine documentaire 1 2 - Arc 
Bib 

Trouver des financements 1 3 - Arc 
Bib 

Trouver un nouveau lieu pour les AN 1 4 Trouver des financements Arc 

Trouver un nouveau lieu pour la BN 1 4 Trouver des financements Bib 

Amender la loi sur les archives 2 1 - Arc 

Arbitrage national (Comité) : numérisation et res-
tauration 

2 1 Récolement 
Amender la loi sur les ar-
chives 

Arc 
Bib 

Restauration des périodiques à la BN 2 2 Déménagement de la BN 
Arbitrage national (Comité) 

Bib 

Définition de normes nationales de numérisation 2 2 Arbitrage national (Comité) Arc 
Bib 

Réécrire la loi sur les archives dans le sens de droits 
étendus pour les citoyens 

2 3 - Arc 

Établir une politique nationale de Records Manage-
ment 

2 3 Créer des « missions 
archives » auprès des 
administrations 

Arc 

Restauration des documents anciens aux AN 2 3 Déménagement des AN 
Arbitrage national (Comité) 

Arc 

Déménagement des Archives nationales (AN) 2 3 Récolement 
Trouver un nouveau lieu 

Arc 

Déménagement de la Bibliothèque nationale (BN) 2 3 Récolement 
Trouver un nouveau lieu 

Bib 

Créer des « missions archives » auprès des adminis-
trations 

2 3 Amender la loi sur les ar-
chives 

Arc 

Sauver le patrimoine des archives aux 19e et 20e s. 2 4 Amender la loi sur les ar-
chives 
Créer des « missions 
archives » auprès des 
administrations 

Arc 

Meilleure gestion du patrimoine à Carnegie 3 2 Récolement Bib 

Numérisations à la BN 3 2 Récolement 
Arbitrage national (Comité) 
Définition de normes natio-
nales 

Bib 

Renforcer le contrôle sur les archives privées 3 3 Amender la loi sur les ar-
chives 

Arc 

Numérisations aux AN 3 3 Récolement 
Arbitrage national (Comité) 
Définition de normes natio-
nales 

Arc 

Microfilmage à la BN 4 1 Arbitrage national (Comité) Bib 
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7.2.2 Gestion de projet 

Nous avons choisi d'adopter, pour la description du plan d'action à engager, une approche de type 
«gestion de projet» qui nous semble la mieux appropriée pour le mener à son terme et qui cadre 
avec les nouvelles directives budgétaires aux administrations publiques (PBB).279 

Cela consiste notamment: 

 à diviser les opérations en modules, sous-modules et actions afin de mieux les décrire (in-
tervenants requis, ressources nécessaires, commentaires), les dater (date de début, date 
de fin prévue) et les quantifier (durée, coût estimatif). 

NB. Nous avons arbitrairement fait débuter les projets au 1er janvier 2012. 

 À sélectionner pour ce faire un outil de gestion de projet très répandu, gratuit et libre de 
droits : GanttProject,280 logiciel Open Source, gratuit et multi-plateformes (Windows, Linux 
et MacOS), qui de surcroît permet: 

◦ des échanges de fichiers avec les logiciels standard du marché (notamment Microsoft 
Project, les tableurs [format csv] et les navigateurs Internet [format xml]); 

◦ une publication immédiate sur le Web [format html] de toutes les données saisies. 

 À prévoir d’emblée une gestion collaborative du travail : dans la perspective d'une équipe 
travaillant à des projets complexes et dont la réalisation doit être promptement achevée, il 
est crucial de pouvoir suivre l'état d'avancement des travaux, détecter les goulots d'étran-
glement et réaffecter dynamiquement les ressources là où elles sont le plus utiles. 
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7.2.3 Conventions adoptées 

Dans la suite de ce rapport, nous avons adopté les conventions suivantes:  

 
 

Nous avons choisi de subdiviser le projet en aires distinctes, afin de procéder à des regroupements 
de types variés, notamment budgétaires: 

Les colonnes des tableaux de tâches insérées dans le corps du présent rapport sont les suivantes: 
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8 PLAN D'ACTION 

M-1. Mener un récolement national 

Le récolement national du patrimoine documentaire,281 dont les objectifs ont été décrits plus 
haut,282 a vocation à être mené périodiquement (selon un calendrier fixé à l'avance ou à l'occasion 
d'une évolution extérieure),283 sous une forme générale (celle que nous recommandons) ou par-
tielle. 

Il s'agit donc de concevoir et d'établir un cadre durable d'intervention, applicable sur demande, 
même quand l'équipe chargée de sa première itération aura été dispersée. 

m-1.1. Préparer le récolement 

La réalisation du récolement nécessite une préparation minutieuse du point de vue réglementaire 
et administratif (budgets, cadre légal), conceptuel (bornes chronologiques, fonds concernés) et des 
sources nécessaires à l'établissement de l'inventaire «théorique» préalable. 

Cette phase fera l'objet d'une mission préparatoire attribuée à une seule personne, le chef de pro-
jet. Elle sera faite une seule fois (pour le premier récolement national) et donnera lieu à la rédac-
tion d'un manuel de procédures et d'un recueil des sources disponibles. Ces documents serviront de 
base aux récolements ultérieurs et pourront, le cas échéant, être amendés en fonction des circons-
tances. Les normes choisies, les méthodes recommandées et l'outil informatique sélectionné lors de 
cette phase préparatoire garantiront la pérennité du travail accompli à l'occasion de ce premier 
récolement et sa reproductibilité ultérieure. 
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a-1.1.1. Assurer les conditions de la mission préparatoire 

Il convient d'assurer, pour la phase préparatoire au récolement : 

 un budget adéquat, 

 le recrutement du chef de projet en charge, seul employé dans un premier temps, 

 le cadre d'intervention du chef de projet, 

 le cadre d'intervention de l'équipe qui le rejoindra ultérieurement. 

a-1.1.2. Concevoir le cadre conceptuel du récolement 

L'organisation du récolement demande une étape préalable de réflexion et d'arbitrages sur : 

 le périmètre même du récolement : partiel ou national? 

 L'étendue chronologique des documents concernés, qui pourrait être moins large que celle 
adoptée pour le présent rapport (18e s. - fin du 20e s.); 

 les types de documents concernés (évident pour les archives et les bibliothèques, moins 
pour les documents audiovisuels, par exemple); 

 les lieux de conservation et les détenteurs de documents concernés à Maurice: services pu-
blics de conservation, services administratifs versants (qui souvent n'ont pas versé depuis 
longtemps), corps para-étatiques (idem), mais aussi détenteurs privés. 

Ce travail de réflexion préalable sera l'occasion de réaliser un tout premier relevé national des 
fonds anciens en se fondant sur diverses sources anciennes.284 

 Là où les normes employées pour le classement et l'indexation des archives et des biblio-
thèques en fonction de plusieurs critères : adéquation, adaptabilité à Maurice, diffusion in-
ternationale, documentation et formations aisément disponibles, interopérabilité285 avec 
les récolements et inventaires réalisés par ailleurs. 

    Mission préparatoire au récolement 02/01/12 10/03/12 50
      Organiser la mission de préfiguration 02/01/12 27/01/12 19
        Assurer un budget POL 02/01/12 14/01/12 10
        Recruter un chef de projet STF 16/01/12 26/01/12 8
        Mission de préfiguration lancée INV 26/01/12 27/01/12 1
      Amender la législation sur les archives 02/01/12 10/03/12 50
        Établir un comité de réflexion sur le patrimoine archivistique STF 02/01/12 28/01/12 20

        Amender le National Archive Act 2000 dans le sens d'un renforcement du contrôle POL 30/01/12 10/03/12 30

      Concevoir le récolement 27/01/12 07/02/12 7
        Définir le cadre conceptuel : Le patrimoine écrit, qu'est-ce que c'est ? INV 27/01/12 01/02/12 3
        Définir le cadre légal de l'inventaire INV 01/02/12 03/02/12 2

        Normes d'indexation 03/02/12 07/02/12 2
          Préciser les normes d'indexation ARC 03/02/12 04/02/12 1
          Préciser les normes d'indexation BIB 06/02/12 07/02/12 1
      Collecter les sources du récolement 07/02/12 06/03/12 20
        À Maurice 07/02/12 21/02/12 10
          Inventaires papier ou numérisés 07/02/12 16/02/12 7
            Inventorier les inventaires papier ou numérisés à MUR ARC 07/02/12 14/02/12 5

            Inventorier les inventaires papier ou numérisés à MUR BIB 14/02/12 16/02/12 2

          Notices numériques 16/02/12 21/02/12 3
            Inventorier les inventaires numériques dans les lieux de conservation mauriciens Papiers Doyen ARC 16/02/12 17/02/12 1
            Inventorier les inventaires numériques dans les lieux de conservation mauriciens Bibliothèque Nationale : catalogue inter-bibliothèques (avec réserves) BIB 17/02/12 21/02/12 2
        À l'étranger, notices numériques accessibles 21/02/12 02/03/12 8
          Rechercher les institutions détenant des notices informatiques récupérables ARC 21/02/12 24/02/12 3

          Rechercher les institutions détenant des notices informatiques récupérables BIB 24/02/12 28/02/12 2
          Obtenir les accords de réutilisation de ces notices INV 28/02/12 02/03/12 3
        Sources diverses (inventaires imprimés et édités) 02/03/12 06/03/12 2
          Inventorier les inventaires imprimés ARC 02/03/12 03/03/12 1

          Inventorier les inventaires imprimés Bibliographie d'Auguste TOUSSAINT BIB 05/03/12 06/03/12 1
      Établir le cadre technique du récolement 21/02/12 03/03/12 9
        Définir les prérequis du logiciel d'inventaire (normes) INV 21/02/12 28/02/12 5
        Rechercher les logiciels adéquats IT 21/02/12 24/02/12 3

        Rechercher sur place les prestataires techniques pour l'hébergement / déploiement IT 28/02/12 03/03/12 4

Qui pourrait également être une refonte du Archives Advisory Council (étendre ses 
prérogatives aux archives privées)
- Augmenter les pouvoirs du Directeur des AN en matière de contrôle (ventes, droit de 
photographie)
- Établir des restrictions à l'exportation

- Pouvoirs de l'équipe d'inventaire
- Étendue d'action

Archives nationales
Papiers Doyen (partie encore manuelle)
Bibliothèque nationale : catalogue inter-bibliothèques
Mauritius Institute
Bibliothèque Carnegie : registres d'entrée non informatisés

CAOM (Norme EAD)
Archives nationales de France (Norme EAD)
British Library (fonds FARQUHAR)
Bibliothèque de Caen (fonds DECAEN)

Ouvrages d'Auguste TOUSSAINT (Routes maritimes, Bibliographie, Administration 
française)
Thèse d'Harold ADOLPHE
Thèses d'École des Chartes

On favorisera : les logiciels fonctionnant selon les normes internationales (EAD), Open 
Source et Libres.
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a-1.1.3. Assurer le cadre réglementaire du récolement 

Le récolement s'appliquera, en premier lieu, aux établissements de conservation publics. Il devra 
donc être un projet national doté de tous les appuis et autorisations nécessaires (sauf-conduits). 

Nous conseillons d'établir un Comité de réflexion sur le patrimoine documentaire ancien qui ferait 
des recommandations et renforcerait le support étatique en matière de fonds privés286 (amende-
ment au National Archives Act 2000): 

 Obligation pour tous les détenteurs de fonds privés de les déclarer au Comité et de déposer 
l'inventaire sommaire ou détaillé de leur fonds. 

 Possibilité pour le Comité de demander l'accès à un fonds privé puis de procéder à son clas-
sement comme «trésor national», avec contraintes de détention ou de cession pour son dé-
tenteur. 

 Comme préalable à une vente (aux enchères ou privée), obligation pour les détenteurs de 
fonds privés d'en présenter le détail (montant, inventaire des documents concernés, acqué-
reur potentiel) au Comité ; délai raisonnable accordé au Comité pour préempter le fonds, 
l'inventorier et le numériser en tout ou partie, etc. 

 Obligation pour les détenteurs de fonds privés de laisser plein accès à l'équipe de récole-
ment, sur demande préalable et dans des délais raisonnables prescrits par la loi. 
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a-1.1.4. Rechercher et valider les sources du futur inventaire «théorique» 

Enchaînements 

La réalisation d'un «inventaire théorique» des fonds concernés, dans leur localisation et leurs 
bornes chronologiques), précède «l'inventaire physique» des fonds et lui sert ensuite de pierre de 
touche pour constituer, une fois comparés, le récolement proprement dit. 

 

 
 
De cette façon: 

 on pourra comparer ce qui existait (de façon cumulative, à des dates variables, selon les 
sources employées)287 à ce qui subsiste maintenant dans les lieux de conservation locaux. 

 On s'attachera à rechercher les causes des déficits constatés; si ces causes sont corrigibles 
(vols, oublis de restitution, etc.), on tentera de leur apporter des solutions graduées aux-
quelles on donnera la publicité nécessaire: approche amiable du dernier détenteur et de-
mande de restitution – déclaration de vol aux autorités locales – signalement de vol aux au-
torités internationales compétentes.288 

Nécessaire intervention manuelle 

Il sera nécessaire de procéder de façon manuelle à cette inventaire théorique, pour les raisons sui-
vantes: 

 Lacunes: un tel inventaire général manque aux Archives nationales sous une forme aisément 
récupérable (informatisée); ce sera donc l'occasion de saisir pour la première fois cet in-
ventaire sous forme informatique (base de données). 

 Saisie déficiente: la saisie du catalogue général de la Bibliothèque nationale289 est défi-
ciente. 

Nous favorisons donc une recherche dans les catalogues en ligne des grandes bibliothèques d'Occi-
dent et le téléchargement puis le basculement290 de leurs notices dans le logiciel d'inventaire choi-
si, plutôt que la récupération de celles qui figurent au catalogue de la Bibliothèque nationale. 

Documents uniquement conservés à l'étranger 

Quelles sont les limites géographiques de cet inventaire «théorique»? En particulier, les lieux de 
conservation à l'étranger doivent-ils y être inclus, ce qui accroîtra le travail nécessaire? 

En effet, cela sous-entend que l'inventaire concerne des ouvrages et périodiques également les do-
cuments conservés sur Maurice à l'étranger. Telle fut l'approche d'Auguste TOUSSAINT dans sa Bi-

Inventaire 
théorique 

Inventaire 
physique 

Récolement 
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bliographie de 1956. Elle se justifie selon nous a fortiori aujourd'hui puisque depuis de nombreux 
documents ont disparu à Maurice et ne sont désormais plus conservés qu'à l'étranger, soit à titre 
d'exemplaires (cas des livres291 et périodiques), soit à titre de doubles (cas des archives : micro-
films292 et numérisations).293 

Voici les trois phases du processus de récolement, avec leurs caractéristiques: 

D'où les conséquences suivantes sur la masse de travail à accomplir; on saisira dans cet inventaire 
«théorique»: 

 des documents qui n'ont jamais figuré à Maurice (ce que nous saurons d'emblée grâce à la 
Bibliographie d'Auguste TOUSSAINT) mais qui y figurent peut-être maintenant (peu probable 
sauf à la Bibliothèque nationale : acquisitions, donations, etc.); 

 des documents qui figuraient autrefois dans les centres de conservation mauriciens mais qui 
en ont disparu. 

Ainsi, comme l'inventaire «théorique» précède l'inventaire «physique», il n'est pas possible, lors de 
ce premier récolement national, de préjuger de la présence ou du déficit d'un document à Maurice, 
d'où le surcroît de travail. 

 

 
 

Type À Maurice À l'étranger 

Inventaire théo-
rique 

 Inventaires disponibles dans les ser-
vices de conservation 

 Bibliographies (voir pError! Bookmark 
not defined.) 

 Inventaires informatisés ou ma-
nuscrits faisant mention 
d’exemplaires conservés (livres) 

 Doubles (microfilms ou numéri-
sations) 

Inventaire réel  Services de conservation publics 
 (Services versants publics et para-

publics) 
 (Fonds privés) 

On part du principe que les inventaires 
sont exacts et que les documents qui y 
figurent sont correctement conservés. 

Récolement  Indication et localisation des 
documents présents et de leur état de 
conservation 

 Mention des déficits, recherche de 
leur cause 

 Mention de tous les documents 
numérisés accessibles (en déficit 
ou non à Maurice) 

 Mention des déficits à Maurice 
accessibles à l'étranger 

Inventaire 
« théorique » 

Inventaire 
« théorique » 

Inventaire 
« physique » 
Réellement 

constaté 

Accessions 
ultérieures 
(acquisi-

tion, 
versement, 

Récole-
ment 

À Maurice : 
Bibliogra-

phies 
Inventaires 

 
De l'étranger 
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Les cas suivants sont possibles: 

On ne visera pas forcément à l'exhaustivité des exemplaires conservés à l'étranger: on ne citera que 
l'exemplaire le plus accessible ou le plus commode du point de vue de son exploitation ; on favori-
sera ainsi:294  

Base de données des sources de l'inventaire «théorique» 

On établira une base de données des sources utiles à l'inventaire «théorique» (une fois: trouvées, 
hiérarchisées et évaluées) avec les informations suivantes, ce qui permettra de préparer leur ex-
ploitation ultérieure: 

Types Rapport 
avec Maurice 

Conservation 
à Maurice 

Conservation 
à l'étranger 

(institution ou particulier) 

Inventaire théorique ? 

Livres et périodiques Publiés à Maurice 
Concernant Maurice 

Conservé ou per-
du 

Numérisé Télécharger 
Répertorier 

   Non numérisé Demander copie 
Répertorier 

Document d'archives 
microfilmé, pas numé-
risé 

Émis à Maurice 
Relatifs à Maurice  
(administrations colo-
niales) 

 Double conservé 
(microfilm) 

Demander copie et 
autorisation de numériser 
Numériser 

Document d'archives 
numérisé 

  Double conservé 
(microfilm + numérisa-
tion) 

Télécharger 
Répertorier 

Type d'exemplaire 
conservé à l'étranger 

Supports 

 Numériques Non 
numériques

 PDF + texte inté-
gré 

Autre 
format 
e-
book295 

PDF 
seul296 

En ligne + 
recherche297

Image 
seule298 

En ligne 
sans 
recherche 

Notice téléchar-
geable299 

 

Électronique numérisé télé-
chargeable 

1 2 3  4  

Électronique non téléchar-
geable 

 5  6  

Microfilm non encore numéri-
sé 

 7 

Exemplaire papier non encore 
numérisé 

 8 

Information Complément d'information Commentaires, Exemples 

Identification de la source  Notice bibliographique, nom libre 

Référence interne  Référence unique arbitraire attribuée par le chef de projet 

Localisation  Information permettant de retrouver la source sans ambiguïté 
(cote, référence, URL, etc.) 

Support  Papier 
Microfilm 
Informatique 

Mode d'enregistrement  Par facilité de traitement croissante : 
Manuscrit 
Exemplaire dactylographié 
Exemplaire imprimé 
Scan image (OCR300 impossible) 
Scan image (OCR possible) 
Texte informatique brut 
Texte informatique exploitable après traitements (document Mi-
crosoft Word, page Web) 
Texte informatique balisé (XML), retraitement possible 
Base de données consultable en ligne seulement (par exemple 
catalogue de bibliothèque) 
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a-1.1.5. Établir l'environnement informatique du récolement 

Une fois le cadre du récolement choisi (voir a-1.1.2), on disposera d'une première grille pour la sé-
lection du logiciel nécessaire. 

On procédera : 

1. à une présélection de tous les logiciels disponibles, répondant à ces normes, 

2. à une étude approfondie de leur fonctionnalités, de leurs coûts directs ou induits (prix, 
coût de maintenance), de leurs références installées, 

3. à des tests sur les versions de démonstration demandées à leurs éditeurs. 

On favorisera les logiciels Open Source (souvent libres et gratuits de surcroît), multi-plateformes, 
développés ou soutenus par des institutions académiques ou des ONG. On établira une liste de pré-
choix avec le détail des raisons invoquées pour cette sélection. 

Par ailleurs on établira un cahier des charges d'installation pour aborder des prestataires locaux, 
afin d'obtenir une évaluation du coût du déploiement, de l'hébergement éventuel et de la mainte-
nance du logiciel. 

On décrira enfin l'environnement technique nécessaire au fonctionnement du logiciel et on en de-
mandera une cotation à plusieurs prestataires informatiques locaux. 

m-1.2. Mettre en place le récolement 

Une fois la mission de préparation achevée et ses recommandations et procédures édictées, on pas-
sera à la phase de mise en place du récolement. 

Base de données téléchargeable ou à disposition (données immé-
diatement disponibles) 

Détenteur  Nom de l'institution 
Droits d'exploitation de la source, coût d'acquisition 

Accessibilité  Par accessibilité décroissante 
Source détenue (numérique, original, photocopie, etc.) 
Source accessible 
Source difficilement accessible (opérations nécessaires) 

Informations contenues 
dans la source 

Description libre  

 Unités d'information 
présentes 

Par exemple : cote du fonds, emplacement, volume, descriptif 
physique, état de conservation, pedigree, etc. 

 Fonds concernés Par exemple : nom de l'institution de conservation, cote, etc. 

 Qualité Estimation de la fiabilité de chaque unité 

Traitements nécessaires 
avant son exploitation 

Procédure détaillée Détail des opérations nécessaires avant de pouvoir intégrer les 
informations de la source dans le logiciel de récolement. 
Par exemple : scanning, ressaisie manuelle, OCR, nettoyage de 
fichier, etc. 

 Force de travail néces-
saire 

Évaluation du temps et du nombre de personnes nécessaires à 
l'exploitation optimale de la source. 

 Coût estimatif Déduit de l'item précédent. 
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a-1.2.1. Valider le projet prévu 

La première phase aura permis de définir un budget prévisionnel pour les recrutements et les inves-
tissements nécessaires au récolement (notamment le coût des logiciels et matériels informatiques). 

Le chef de projet de la phase préparatoire s'assurera, avant de quitter ses fonctions:  

 de l'étendue du récolement : notamment s'il s'agit d'un récolement national ou partiel, avec 
la liste des services et institutions à visiter; 

 de la possibilité d'obtenir les budgets prévus de la part des autorités. 

La seconde phase donnera lieu à une mission de chef de projet, recruté à cet effet (qui sera de 
préférence celui de la phase 1). 

a-1.2.2. Acquérir et déployer les outils informatiques 

Grâce au cahier des charges réalisé lors de la première phase, on procédera: 

 à l'acquisition du logiciel de récolement et de l'environnement technique nécessaire (ser-
veur, système d'exploitation, sauvegarde, imprimantes, etc.). 

 À l'installation du logiciel sur son environnement d'exploitation. 

 Au paramétrage du logiciel et aux tests requis (tests de charge notamment). 

 À la recette du logiciel choisi et de son environnement d'exploitation. 

 À l'acquisition puis à la recette des matériels informatiques nécessaires pour l'équipe de ré-
colement: postes de saisie (matériel, système d'exploitation, logiciels bureautiques, etc.), 
imprimantes, réseau local, etc. 

a-1.2.3. Recruter l'équipe de récolement 

Une fois le chef de projet en place, il procédera au recrutement des Research Assistants au réco-
lement qui seront de préférence: 

 anciens étudiants en bibliothéconomie ou en histoire de l'UoM (niveau Licence), secondai-
rement, en langues, parlant et écrivant bien le français, l'anglais et le Kreol. 

 Bien outillés en informatique (bureautique, maniement des logiciels de catalogage et no-
tions de base de données). 

a-1.2.4. Assurer la formation des membres de l'équipe 

La première phase aura donné lieu à la rédaction d'un descriptif précis des opérations de récole-
ment et de leurs sources. L'acquisition du logiciel de récolement donnera lieu à une collecte de 

    Mise en place technique et administrative du récolement 12/03/12 22/02/13 249
      Personnel et budget 12/03/12 25/05/12 54
        Valider le budget défini par la mission préparatoire ADM 12/03/12 31/03/12 15
        Choisir puis recruter un chef de projet STF 02/04/12 14/04/12 10
        Définir le nombre de personnes nécessaires STF 16/04/12 18/04/12 2
        Définir le profil des postes STF 18/04/12 25/04/12 5
        Valider et assurer le budget des salaires STF 25/04/12 23/05/12 20
        Possibilité de recruter une équipe STF 23/05/12 25/05/12 2
      Choisir puis déployer le logiciel de récolement 16/04/12 17/07/12 66
        Choisir le logiciel de gestion IT 16/04/12 28/04/12 10
        Désigner le prestataire de services informatiques IT 30/04/12 26/05/12 20
        Déployer le logiciel d'inventaire 28/05/12 17/07/12 36
          Installation technique IT 28/05/12 23/06/12 20
          Paramétrage IT 25/06/12 07/07/12 10
          Tests d'utilisation et de charge IT 09/07/12 14/07/12 5
          Recette du logiciel IT 16/07/12 17/07/12 1
      Recruter l'équipe de récolement et la former 25/05/12 21/02/13 194
        Recrutement de l'équipe 25/05/12 02/02/13 181
          Procéder aux recrutements STF 25/05/12 01/02/13 180
          Équipe de récolement recrutée STF 01/02/13 02/02/13 1
        Installer l'équipe 25/05/12 21/02/13 194
          Trouver des locaux ADM 25/05/12 22/06/12 20
          Doter l'équipe de son équipement de bureau ADM 22/06/12 20/07/12 20
          Doter l'équipe de son équipement informatique ADM 22/06/12 17/08/12 40
          Équipe installée INV 04/02/13 05/02/13 1
          Former l'équipe aux méthodes d'inventaire et au maniement des outils informatiques FOR 05/02/13 21/02/13 12
        S'assurer un correspondant et un bureau dans chaque institution de conservation à MUR INV 25/05/12 06/07/12 30
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documentation qui sera synthétisée par le chef de projet en un manuel de prise en mains du logi-
ciel. 

Le chef de projet formera alors, sur des cas pratiques, les membres de l'équipe, entre-temps em-
bauchés: 

 Objectifs de la mission. 

 Procédure et moyens mis en place. Phases du projet. 

 Utilisation du logiciel de récolement. 

 Méthode d'inventaire «théorique» à partir des sources sélectionnées à la Phase 1. 

 Méthode d'inventaire physique. 

 Établissement du récolement. 

Une fois l'équipe formée, on s'assurera par ailleurs, dans chaque service de conservation à visiter: 

 d'un correspondant durable et disponible selon un calendrier convenu, 

 d'un bureau disponible à demeure, doté d'un accès Internet haut-débit. 

m-1.3. Procéder au récolement 

Voici les opérations préalables au récolement: 

a-1.3.1. Saisir l'inventaire «théorique» 

Toute l'équipe de récolement est d'abord affectée à la collecte physique et à la saisie dans le logi-
ciel des sources de l'inventaire «théorique» relevées à la Phase 1. 

Voici les actions à entreprendre: 

1. Sélectionner et hiérarchiser les sources adéquates au périmètre de la mission définie au 
point  

2. Répartir les traitements entre membres de l'équipe. 

3. Procéder à la saisie ou au transfert des informations dans le logiciel de récolement. 

    Récolement proprement dit 22/02/13 28/12/13 221
      Saisir l'inventaire théorique : Intégrer les sources collectées dans le logiciel 22/02/13 16/05/13 59
        Sources papier collectées 22/02/13 29/03/13 25
          Numériser les sources papier INV 22/02/13 29/03/13 25
          Les transférer (OCR ou manuellement) dans le logiciel d'inventaire INV 01/03/13 29/03/13 20
        Notices numériques 29/03/13 16/05/13 34
          Transférer les notices numériques dans le logiciel d'inventaire, les y vérifier BIB 29/03/13 02/05/13 24
          Transférer les notices numériques dans le logiciel d'inventaire ARC 02/05/13 16/05/13 10
        Inventaire théorique achevé 02/05/13 03/05/13 1
      Procéder au récolement : demander communication de chaque cote figurant à l'inventaire 16/05/13 31/10/13 120
        Dépôts d'archives 16/05/13 31/10/13 120
          Procéder au récolement : Dépôts publics 16/05/13 31/10/13 120

            Archives nationales ARC 16/05/13 05/09/13 80
            Registrar of Civil Status ARC 16/05/13 13/06/13 20
            Registrar General ARC 13/06/13 25/07/13 30
            Archives de l'engagisme au MGI ARC 25/07/13 05/09/13 30
            Autres ARC 05/09/13 31/10/13 40
          Procéder au récolement : Dépôts privés 11/07/13 31/10/13 80

            Musée de la Photographie ARC 11/07/13 22/08/13 30
            Évêché de Port-Louis ARC 22/08/13 05/09/13 10
            Autres ARC 05/09/13 31/10/13 40
        Bibliothèques 16/05/13 17/10/13 110

          Bibliothèque nationale BIB 16/05/13 11/07/13 40
          Bibliothèque Carnegie BIB 11/07/13 22/08/13 30
          Fonds privés BIB 22/08/13 17/10/13 40
      Récolement achevé 31/10/13 01/11/13 1
      Recommandations 01/11/13 27/12/13 40
      Mission achevée; dispersion de l'équipe 27/12/13 28/12/13 1

SI PRÉSENTE
Indiquer sur la notice du document :
- sa cote effective dans le dépôt en question
- son état de conservation apparent
Coller sur le document une étiquette à codes-barres infalsifiable

SI ABSENTE
L'indiquer dans l'inventaire
Chercher un justificatif et le porter dans l'inventaire (prêt, vol, 

SI PRÉSENTE
Indiquer sur la notice du document :
- sa cote effective dans le dépôt en question
- son état de conservation apparent

SI ABSENTE
L'indiquer dans l'inventaire
Chercher un justificatif et le porter dans l'inventaire (prêt, vol, 

SI PRÉSENTE
Indiquer sur la notice du document :
- sa cote effective dans le dépôt en question
- son état de conservation apparent
Coller sur le document une étiquette à codes-barres infalsifiable

SI ABSENTE
L'indiquer dans l'inventaire
Chercher un justificatif et le porter dans l'inventaire (prêt, vol, 



VOL 4 : PART X – PRESERVING THE NATION’S MEMORY – SAUVEGARDE DU PATRIMOINE DOCUMENTAIRE 

 

Truth and Justice Commission  776 

 Pour les livres et périodiques des bibliothèques, basculer de préférence les notices de-
puis les catalogues de bibliothèques en ligne; ne reporter depuis les inventaires locaux 
que la cote de chacun des exemplaires de l'ouvrage ou du périodique à indexer. 

 Pour les documents d'archives, reporter les indications de contenu provenant de re-
cueils de sources ou d'inventaires, mauriciens ou étrangers (si des doubles ont été réali-
sés ailleurs et dépouillés). Indiquer leur cote dans le dépôt de Maurice. 

4. Faire très régulièrement vérifier par un tiers la qualité de la saisie des notices. 

5. Évaluer le degré d'avancement de la saisie de l'inventaire «théorique» pour chaque fonds et 
en établir des états périodiques. 

6. Engager les opérations de récolement au fur et à mesure que chaque fonds est intégrale-
ment inventorié (à définir car on peut, pour les besoins de l'organisation, affecter les res-
sources successivement à l'inventaire «théorique» puis seulement à l'inventaire physique). 

Voici les opérations préalables au récolement de chaque service de conservation 

a-1.3.2. Planifier le récolement avec le responsable de chaque service 

Afin de ne pas empêcher les activités normales de chaque service concerné (l'inventaire physique 
interdira temporairement, pour chaque local, la communication des documents), on établira un 
calendrier prévisionnel d'intervention, en pleine concertation avec les responsables de la conserva-
tion. 

a-1.3.3. Décrire précisément chaque local et ses composants 

On visitera au préalable chaque local où se trouvent les documents et on y effectuera les actions 
suivantes: 

1. Établissement d'un plan à l'échelle avec: le détail du local et des rangements qui le compo-
sent. 

2. Numérotation du local (dépôt – local);301 de ses emplacements  (épis302 – travées303 – ta-
blettes);304 on fixera des étiquettes à codes barres indéchirables et indécollables à chacun 
de ces éléments. C'est ce codage en 5 blocs numériques qui permettra une localisation pré-
cise lors de l'inventaire physique. 

3. Mesure du métrage linéaire et report sur le plan du local. 

4. Relevé des conditions de conservation du local: climatisation, température, hygrométrie, 
risques d'incendie et protections, etc. 

Voici les opérations lors du récolement proprement dit 

Le ou les opérateurs (un binôme est recommandé) se munissent d'un ordinateur sur lequel se trouve 
le logiciel de récolement et « peignent » les documents de la totalité des travées de chaque local, 
qui aura été préalablement interdit de communication. 

a-1.3.4. [Archives] Traiter les articles conservés en séquences homogènes 

 L'opérateur de saisie commence par subdiviser les épis en séquences homogènes305 qui cons-
tituent une unité de saisie (pouvant donc comprendre plusieurs cartons ou registres). 

 Il renseigne les cotes extrêmes constatées dans la séquence. 

 Il renseigne: 

◦ l'état de conservation des conditionnements, 

◦ l'état de conservation des documents, 

◦ l'état du classement de ces documents (qui peuvent ne pas avoir été classés), 

◦ un commentaire libre. 

a-1.3.5. [Bibliothèques] Traiter les articles par unité documentaire 

 L'opérateur de saisie indique la cote portée sur l'ouvrage physiquement présent: le logiciel 
la recherche dans l'inventaire «théorique» pré-saisi et doit normalement l'y trouver; si ce 
n'est pas le cas, l'opérateur crée la fiche de l'ouvrage dans le logiciel. 

 Il renseigne la localisation précise de l'ouvrage. 
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 Il renseigne: 

◦ la nature de l'ouvrage: original ou copie, 

◦ l'état de conservation de l'ouvrage, les atteintes détectables (papier endommagé, encre 
corrosive, insectes, champignons, etc.), 

◦ un commentaire libre. 

a-1.3.6. Consigner chaque déficit constaté 

Les déficits sont détectés par comparaison de l'inventaire physique avec l'inventaire «théorique»: 
une seconde visite est alors planifiée, en compagnie du responsable du dépôt, pour partir en quête 
de chaque item manquant: 

 dans une bibliothèque, recherche des «fantômes»306 ou des mentions dans le registre d'em-
prunts indiquant un livre prêté. L'emprunteur est alors consigné dans le logiciel pour récla-
mation ultérieure. 

 Détection des items mal cotés. 

 Recherche à proximité (livre déclassé, tombé du rayonnage, etc.). 

 Recherche dans un autre local (préférable une fois que tous les locaux de l'institution au-
ront été récolés). 

a-1.3.7. Rédiger un procès-verbal de récolement 

Le rapport de synthèse du local visité comprendra: 

1. Une description générale des locaux de conservation (avec plan joint) comprenant égale-
ment une note sur les mesures de sécurité et de conservation constatées. 

2. Un descriptif global du taux d'occupation du local, de l'état de classement des fonds, des 
déficits constatés. 

3. Une description analytique des fonds dans l’ordre topographique au sein du local. 

Voici les opérations ultérieures 

a-1.3.8. Rédiger des recommandations 

Le récolement aura établi la plupart des informations utiles à la meilleure conservation préventive 
des documents: 

 taux de remplissage du local; 

 déficits constatés, justifiés ou non ; 

 état de conservation des conditionnements [archives]; 

 état de conservation des documents; 

 présence d'agents de destruction. 

Ces indicateurs donneront lieu à un rapport pour chaque local et à des recommandations d'urgence 
décroissante quant à: 

 l'amélioration de ces conditions générales de sécurité et de conservation; 

 les traitements préventifs à opérer : désinsectisation, remplacement des conditionnements, 
etc.; on pourra, selon la méthodologie intégrée recommandée par l'Open Planets Founda-
tion,307 pratiquer conjointement l'évaluation des risques et la planification des opérations 
de conservation à mener; 

 les campagnes de restauration ou de numérisation à effectuer. 

a-1.3.9. Dissémination de l'expérience acquise 

Une fois toutes les recommandations édictées et le dossier général de récolement rédigé et soumis, 
l'équipe de récolement pourra être dissoute. 

Nous recommandons, cependant, que l'expérience acquise ne soit pas perdue en prenant les me-
sures suivantes: 

 consolider le corpus de connaissances, de références et de procédures acquises lors du ré-
colement en le rendant accessible sur Internet. 

 Établir une périodicité aux récolements partiels ou généraux. 
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 Disséminer les membres de l'équipe de récolement dans les différents services de conserva-
tion, ministères ou administrations centrales mauriciens, qui bénéficieront ainsi de l'expé-
rience acquise. 

Cette dissémination du savoir archivistique concorde avec nos recommandations sur la numérisation 
et sur la rénovation des Archives nationales (création de «missions» auprès des administrations cen-
trales, besoin de personnes compétentes). 

M-2. Numériser à bon escient 

Nous avons pu constater que la numérisation des documents anciens se faisait (ou non) en ordre 
dispersé, sans que des normes aient été établies, ni l'interopérabilité des données garantie. 

Cela nous engage à recommander:308 

 la création d'un Comité national de pilotage de la numérisation regroupant les responsables 
des services concernés, des assistants mauriciens et des spécialistes mauriciens ou étran-
gers de la question, missionnés à cet effet. 

 Une synergie entre l'équipe de récolement et les personnes chargées de la numérisation 
dans chacun des services. 

m-2.1. Établir de bonnes pratiques en numérisation 

a-2.1.1. Définir les normes applicables à la numérisation 

Il existe une très abondante littérature accessible par le Web sur les bonnes pratiques de numérisa-
tion des documents:309 la certitude est désormais acquise que le stockage numérique constitue une 
solution pérenne, économique et sûre pour les documents patrimoniaux310 et électroniques311 à 
l'instar du microfilmage, technologie qu'elle est en passe de supplanter. Plusieurs sites dédiés ai-
dent les institutions de conservation à faire ce saut technologique et fournissent des méthodologies 
éprouvées.312 Les solutions techniques maintenant rentabilisées paraissent peu coûteuses: le coût 
unitaire du stockage informatique en ligne, par exemple, a considérablement baissé. 

L'unification en amont de la plupart des catalogues informatiques de biens culturels, autour de la 
norme de description EAD est également un puissant facteur de normalisation pour la numérisation 
car l’interopérabilité des catalogues des notices rend aussi nécessaire celle des documents numéri-
sés qui leur sont liés. 

Il ne devrait donc pas être trop difficile de consolider les connaissances existantes et de les appli-
quer à Maurice: l'expertise est maintenant abordable et aisément accessible. 

a-2.1.2. Établir un Comité de pilotage national de numérisation 

À Maurice, la numérisation est pratiquée par plusieurs instances ou personnes dispersées: 

 des unités spécialisées au sein de quelques institutions publiques (par exemple les Archives 
nationales), internationales (par exemple l'Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie) ou pri-
vées (par exemple le MSIRI avec la numérisation des Papiers Doyen); 

 dans le domaine généalogique surtout, de «bonnes volontés» individuelles regroupées en 
associations313 aux contours assez changeants, quelquefois minées par des querelles per-
sonnelles, peu outillées et assez inexpérimentées; 

 les équipes du projet d'e-governance qui se met en place à la fin 2011.314 

Les écueils d'une telle dispersion sont les suivants: 

 le cloisonnement des connaissances et des expériences, alors qu'il conviendrait d'adopter 
une démarche intégrée : les normes techniques ne sont ni connues, ni appliquées, le statut 
juridique des documents numérisé est ambigu, etc. 

 La numérisation répétée et inutile des mêmes ouvrages, généralement disponibles dans les 
fonds des grandes bibliothèques en ligne. 

La création d'un Comité de pilotage national de la numérisation, consultatif et doté de pouvoirs 
incitatifs (par exemple: en accordant des crédits d'équipement, en autorisant ou non l'accès aux 
fonds à numériser,315 en édictant des normes et en vérifiant leur application, etc.), permettrait de 
rationaliser ces opérations qui progressent actuellement en ordre dispersé. 
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m-2.2. Piloter la numérisation au plan national 
    Pilotage de la numérisation au plan national 03/05/13 01/01/14 173
      Former l'équipe de récolement à la numérisation 03/05/13 11/05/13 6
        Former l'équipe d'inventaire à la numérisation et à l'indexation FOR 03/05/13 10/05/13 5
        Équipe de numérisation opérationnelle NUM 10/05/13 11/05/13 1
      Inventorier les sources reproduites ou numérisées 31/07/13 20/11/13 80
        Inventorier les microfilms accessibles, en obtenir l'accès puis les numériser 31/07/13 20/11/13 80
          Maurice 04/09/13 25/09/13 15
            Inventorier les microfilms disponibles à MUR ARC 04/09/13 25/09/13 15
            Inventorier les microfilms disponibles à MUR BIB 19/09/13 25/09/13 4
          Étranger 31/07/13 25/09/13 40
            Inventorier les microfilms disponibles à l'étranger (institutions) ARC 28/08/13 25/09/13 20
            Inventorier les microfilms disponibles à l'étranger (autres institutions) ARC 31/07/13 25/09/13 40
          Reporter en numérique les microfilms disponibles, après autorisation des détenteurs NUM 25/09/13 20/11/13 40
        Inventorier des sources de documents déjà numérisés, en obtenir l'accès 04/09/13 30/10/13 40
          Dans les institutions de conservation à l'étranger 04/09/13 30/10/13 40
            Inventorier les ouvrages ou périodiques numérisés disponibles en ligne BIB 04/09/13 20/09/13 12
            Inventorier les documents d'archives numérisés disponibles en ligne ARC 04/09/13 30/10/13 40
          Chez les particuliers détenant des actes numérisés et acceptant de les transmettre 04/09/13 30/10/13 40
            Inventorier les documents d'archives numérisés disponibles chez des particuliers ARC 04/09/13 30/10/13 40

      Traiter les documents numérisés préalablement collectés et numérisés 20/11/13 01/01/14 30
        Regrouper les documents déjà numérisés à MUR NUM 20/11/13 04/12/13 10
        Rattacher les documents numérisés aux notices de l'inventaire théorique"" INV 04/12/13 01/01/14 20
        Arbitrer sur les numérisations de sauvetage 11/12/13 01/01/14 15

Pour chaque lot de documents :
- Évaluer la qualité technique de la numérisation
- Évaluer la qualité de la cotation (la compléter au besoin)

 

a-2.2.1. Inscription des documents numérisés dans les inventaires de récolement 

La constitution d'une base de données des sources numériques sur Maurice316 aura permis une pre-
mière évaluation des besoins en numérisation (en montrant ce qui manque). 

L'équipe de récolement travaillera ensuite à l'inventaire «théorique»317 et renseignera une base de 
données des documents numérisés; elle procédera à un regroupement de ces derniers dans un ré-
pertoire central (repository), après négociations avec leurs détenteurs: documents mauriciens nu-
mérisés (institutions mauriciennes, étrangères et provenant de particuliers), documents sur Mau-
rice. La qualité de chaque document numérisé sera évaluée (définition, qualité de la prise de vue, 
précision du contexte, etc.) 

Cette base de données sera ensuite mise en concordance avec l'inventaire «théorique», lui-même 
ultérieurement confronté à l'inventaire physique lors du récolement. 

M-3. Éviter de faire le travail en double 

 
 
On disposera, à l'issue des opérations de récolement: 
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 si le récolement est total: d'un état précis et exhaustif de tous les documents conservés à 
Maurice (ou en déficit) déjà numérisés; 

 si le récolement est partiel: d'un état précis, pour chaque établissement de conservation vi-
sité, des documents présents ou en déficit déjà numérisés. 

 Dans les deux cas, le récolement aboutira à un état des documents dont la conservation est 
compromise. 

Ces informations, une fois recoupées, permettront: 

 de numériser en priorité les documents dont la conservation est compromise; 

 de ne pas numériser deux fois le même document, ce qui aura également pour bénéfice 
d'économiser les efforts et de ménager les documents. 

M-4. Enseigner la conservation du patrimoine 

Une institution de plus? 

La présente mission de la Truth and Justice Commission prévoit la création d'un Institut de Conser-
vation. 

Or, nous avons été frappé de constater au cours de notre enquête la déficience de certains ser-
vices, notamment dans le domaine muséal. Nous avouons donc quelques réticences à recommander 
la création d'un nouvel organisme national de conservation du patrimoine documentaire – que nous 
jugeons pourtant indispensable à terme : le risque serait grand en effet de le voir aller au-devant 
des mêmes écueils que ses prédécesseurs, alors qu'un succès rapide sera décisif pour la survie 
même du patrimoine documentaire mauricien. 

Il nous paraît plus efficace de créer à l'University of Mauritius (UoM) un Master professionnel en 
conservation du patrimoine documentaire,318 quitte à créer l'Institut de Conservation dans un deu-
xième temps. 

Avantages attendus d'un rattachement à l'UoM 

Le rattachement à l'UoM aurait, selon nous, les avantages suivants: 

 se couler dans une organisation administrative fonctionnelle éprouvée; 

 pouvoir se connecter avec les deux cursus existants de bibliothéconomie-archivistique et de 
gestion du patrimoine; 

 pouvoir donner une professionnalisation utile aux étudiants en Histoire qui n'ont actuelle-
ment guère de débouchés faute d'enseignement généralisé de cette discipline aux enfants 
du pays; 

 bénéficier des compétences et des équipements scientifiques disponibles sur le campus 
(chimie, mycologie, entomologie, etc.) ou à proximité (MSIRI à Réduit). 

 
Formation à la conservation des documents anciens (UoM) 20/02/12 02/10/14 683

    Préfiguration 20/02/12 25/12/12 221
      Organiser l'armature institutionnelle du cursus (UoM) 20/02/12 04/08/12 120

FOR 20/02/12 17/03/12 20
        Prendre contact avec l'administration de l'UoM FOR 19/03/12 14/04/12 20
        Obtenir l'accord de principe de l'UoM FOR 16/04/12 07/07/12 60
        Accord de l'UoM obtenu FOR 09/07/12 10/07/12 1
        Fixer les modalités administratives du cursus FOR 09/07/12 04/08/12 20
      Obtenir des collaborations internationales en matière pédagogique 10/07/12 02/10/12 60
        Prendre contact avec les organismes étrangers de conservation et d'enseignement FOR 10/07/12 07/08/12 20
        Organiser la venue des enseignants étrangers STF 10/07/12 02/10/12 60
      Établir le programme pédagogique du cursus FOR 02/10/12 25/12/12 60
    Recruter des enseignants sur place 10/07/12 19/03/13 180
      Obtenir des collaborations avec d'autres cursus de l'UoM STF 10/07/12 21/08/12 30

      Prendre contact avec les responsables des institutions de conservation à MUR STF 10/07/12 07/08/12 20
      Recruter des professeurs occasionnels dans d'autres cercles professionnels STF 10/07/12 19/03/13 180
    Le cursus est opérationnel FOR 19/03/13 20/03/13 1
    Faire connaître le cursus FOR 20/03/13 12/06/13 60

    Recruter les étudiants FOR 12/06/13 07/08/13 40
    La première génération d'étudiants en conservation est formée FOR 01/10/14 02/10/14 1

        Établir un project proposal

Sciences naturelles : Biologie, Entomologie
Sciences humaines : Histoire, Relations internationales, Langues

- Étudiants d'autres cursus non professionnels à l'UoM
- Professionnels en poste dans les organismes de conservation du pays
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m-4.1. Préfigurer le cursus de formation 

a-4.1.1. Organiser l'armature institutionnelle du cursus 

Il convient d'abord de convaincre l'UoM de la validité d'un tel cursus, ce qui pourrait prendre plu-
sieurs années: un projet préliminaire (project proposal) sera rédigé et soumis aux instances de 
l'Université afin d'obtenir son accord de principe. Il contiendra: 

 une présentation de ses motifs, du degré d'étude préalable requis et du grade obtenu à l'is-
sue de ce cursus, 

 un descriptif préliminaire des enseignements (contenu, durée générale, matière enseignée 
et durée annuelle de chaque cours), 

 le type des étudiants attendus; élèves de l'UoM mais aussi: professionnels du patrimoine ac-
tuellement en poste et désireux de se perfectionner; auditeurs libres (accès payant), 

 les avantages attendus pour les étudiants à suivre un tel cursus (notamment leurs débou-
chés professionnels), 

 les collaborations académiques internationales prévues, 

 les collaborations locales prévues: par exemple, travaux pratiques et visites dans les 
centres de conservation mauriciens. 

a-4.1.2. S'assurer de collaborations internationales 

Une fois l'accord de principe de l'UoM obtenu, on recherchera les collaborations académiques sus-
ceptibles de lui apporter les compétences nécessaires ; nous envisageons des master-classes avec 
des professeurs étrangers en résidence pour des sessions de cours de quelques semaines afin de 
compléter l'enseignement des professeurs et maîtres assistants recrutés localement. Ces profes-
seurs étrangers dispenseraient leur enseignement et procéderaient à la correction des examens 
dont ils auraient établi le programme. 

Voici quelques pistes de recrutements, qui pourraient de surcroît bénéficier de financements inter-
nationaux ou au titre de la coopération entre états: 
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a-4.1.3. Établir un programme pédagogique 

Une fois les accords de principe obtenus des institutions et des professeurs pressentis, on procéde-
ra, par un jeu d'allers-retours, à l'harmonisation de leurs enseignements respectifs. 

On arrivera ainsi à la définition d'un cadre pédagogique: 

 conditions d'intervention des enseignants: rémunération et logement, matériel nécessaire, 
visites souhaitées (par exemple, dans les institutions de conservation locales); 

 durée générale du cursus, 

 détail de chaque enseignement: professeur, durée du cours, programme sommaire. 

m-4.2. Recruter les enseignants résidents 

On aura quelques difficultés à recruter des enseignants locaux319 dans les premières années du cur-
sus du moins; notre espoir est que cela devienne plus facile au fur et à mesure de l'élévation du 
niveau des compétences, sous l'effet du cursus précisément. 

On pourra cependant recruter d'emblée: 

 des scientifiques spécialistes dans l'étude des agents de destruction: entomologistes et bo-
tanistes, 

 des maîtres assistants en Sciences humaines chargés d'assurer les cours d'histoire locale ou 
coloniale. 

Enseignement Recrutement du corps professoral 

 Archivistique (Ancien Régime et époque con-
temporaine) 

 Diplomatique (Ancien Régime et époque con-
temporaine) 

 Histoire du livre 
 Histoire des bibliothèques 

Professeurs issus des établissements d'enseignement 
spécialisés : l'École nationale des Chartes (France), 
par exemple 

 Histoire des institutions coloniales 
 Histoire culturelle des colonies 

 Historiens, Historiens de la Culture 
 Archivistes en charge des fonds spécialisés 

des Métropoles (CAOM, PRO) 
 Conservateurs en charge des fonds d'archives 

des pays post-coloniaux (La Réunion) 

 Conservation des archives et des biblio-
thèques 

 Méthodes de restauration des documents 
 Menaces contre les documents anciens 

Spécialistes : 
 chercheurs des instituts spécialisés, 
 techniciens des ateliers de restauration dans 

les institutions de conservation, 
 scientifiques : entomologistes, botanistes, 

etc. 
 architectes spécialisés. 

Cours de gestion et de conservation spécialisés : 
 Photographie ancienne 
 Supports audio 
 Images animées 
 Patrimoine immatériel 

Spécialistes du domaine recrutés dans les institutions 
de conservation ou les centres de recherches acadé-
miques. 

 Déploiement de projets informatiques 
patrimoniaux (catalogues de fonds, sites Web 
culturels, etc.) 

 Interopérabilité des collections numériques 

 Chefs de projets informatiques des institu-
tions de conservation 

 Réalisateurs multimédia dans le domaine 

Gestion des documents d'archives numériques Conservateurs des fonds contemporains 

Application de l'informatique aux recherches en 
sciences humaines 

Enseignants spécialisés 
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m-4.3. Ouvrir le cursus 

La phase de préparation du cursus étant achevée, un dossier récapitulatif sera soumis à l'UoM pour 
approbation.320 

Une fois celle-ci obtenue, il s'agira: 

 d'aider l'UoM à préparer les dossiers de recrutement et de définition du contenu du cursus, 
 de préparer un dossier de présentation pour les étudiants et les professionnels du secteur 

désireux de parfaire leur expérience professionnelle, 
 de prendre contact avec les institutions et le corps professoral étrangers afin de leur con-

firmer leur enseignement et de fixer avec eux les conditions de leur venue, 
 de mettre en place la documentation en ligne sur le cursus (site Web de l'UoM),  
 de recruter les étudiants. 

M-5. Rénover la loi sur les Archives 

Nous recommandons une révision de la loi sur les archives (National Archives Act 2000); cette opé-
ration, dont nous ignorons à ce stade le cheminement institutionnel, pourrait se faire en trois 
temps: 

1. lors de la phase préparatoire au récolement, amendements réglementaires au National Ar-
chives Act dans le sens du renforcement des contrôles sur les archives en mains privées 
(voir p769); 

2. lors de la réorganisation de la numérisation au plan national, établissement d'un Comité de 
pilotage national de la numérisation; selon qu'il s'agira d'une extension des prérogatives du 
National Archives Advisory Committee ou de la création d'une institution nouvelle, les im-
plications seront différentes du point de vue du travail législatif. 

3. Enfin, une réforme de plus grande ampleur, qui nécessitera l'intervention du législateur. 

Cette dernière réforme devrait s'attacher, selon nous: 

 à faire de la communication de plein droit des archives publiques aux citoyens mauriciens 
la règle de base en précisant les types de documents sujets à délais de communication; 

 à réduire, par conséquent, les prérogatives des dirigeants des Archives nationales en ma-
tière de communication au public et notamment les interdictions, souvent non motivées; 

 à augmenter le budget alloué aux Archives nationales et à le sécuriser sur le moyen terme; 

 à établir dans les ministères et les administrations centrales des «missions d'archives» dont 
les responsables seraient dotés de suffisamment de pouvoirs et offriraient assez de garan-
ties pour les inciter à effectivement verser les documents qu'ils retiennent; 

 à renforcer le pouvoir des Archives nationales en matière de contrôle des fonds d'archives 
privées; 

 à ramener dans le giron des Archives nationales les fonds actuellement excisés (MGI). 
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9 CONCLUSION 

Les insectes, les champignons, les moisissures, l'acidité du papier, les encres corrosives, l'humidité 
ambiante, la chaleur excessive, les cyclones sont depuis longtemps désignés comme les ennemis du 
patrimoine documentaire de l'île Maurice. Leur nocivité, sournoise ou catastrophique, mais toujours 
menaçante, est inévitablement associée, dans le discours de la plupart des interlocuteurs mauri-
ciens, à une accusation implicite de maltraitance contre «nos archives» ou «notre histoire» – autant 
dire les archives de la communauté à laquelle ils appartiennent. 

Telles ne sont pourtant pas les constations de notre enquête: le patrimoine écrit mauricien est fort 
compromis mais nous n'avons jamais décelé d'action concertée malfaisante à son encontre; bien au 
contraire, des efforts louables se font jour. Les conditions de conservation des documents sont sou-
vent inadéquates et favorisent les agents de destruction biologiques ou climatiques; mais, ici en-
core, point d'intentionnalité décelable. 

Nous sommes, quant à nous, convaincus de la primauté des causes humaines dans cette évolution: 
manque de formation et de motivation des gestionnaires, réticences des services versants, budgets 
rétrécis et carences déontologiques des détenteurs privés sont, selon nous, les raisons primordiales 
de cet état de fait, malgré quelques bonnes volontés. 

Or, il semble qu'une nouvelle approche culturelle fleurisse dans le pays: la valorisation touristique 
des monuments, des musées et des sites, l'histoire de la nation qui commence à être enseignée aux 
enfants mauriciens, sont les signes encourageants d'une autonomie culturelle revendiquée. 

Le temps paraît donc advenu d'une sauvegarde coordonnée du patrimoine documentaire: puissent 
les solutions ici recommandées, sensées et rapidement applicables, ainsi que la constitution d'un 
corps de conservateurs instruits aux normes internationales, trouver une application rapide et du-
rable. 
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2011 - Hôpital Brown-Séquard: le Ward 24 

 

 
2011 Archives de la Cour suprême: nouveau dépôt
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2011 Archives de la Cour suprême: cave

 
                                                 
1 Alex Boraine to Stéphane Sinclair, “Post of Consultant - Truth and Justice Commission,” Contrat, February 17, 2011. 
2 Les institutions prévues à l'Annexe 1 du contrat de mission sont: 1.National Archives ;  2.Civil Status Office ; 3.National 

Library ; 4.Museum Council ; 5.Archives de L’Évêché ; 6.Registrar General. Selected Government repositories [sans pré-
cision] 

3 ICA, ISAD(G): norme générale et internationale de description archivistique�: adoptée par le Comité sur les normes de 
description, Stockholm, Suède, 19-22 septembre 2000., Norme internationale, Standards (Paris: International Council on 
Archives, 2000). 
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4 Luciana Duranti, “Pour une diplomatique des documents électroniques,” Bibliothèque de l’école des chartes 161, no. 2 

(2003): 603-623. 
5 Voir les différentes conceptions nationales dans: Ketelaar, Législation et réglementation en matière d’archives et de 

gestion des documents: une étude RAMP accompagnée de principes directeurs, 1-9. 
6 Michel Melot, “Axe théorique: L’archive et ses fonctions” (présenté à the Archives et Transdisciplinarité, quelles rela-

tions au bénéfice de la construction des savoirs?, IUFM de Paris: Pôle National de Ressources Patrimoine-Archives, 2004), 
4-6. 

 «Les archives [...] peuvent être à la fois matérielles et virtuelles. Elles sont fortement corrélées aux individus car elles 
sont le prolongement de l’activité de chacun d’entre nous. Elles leur sont également extérieures car elles s’inscrivent 
sur un support. La position des archives par rapport au patrimoine équivaut à celle de la langue. Celle-ci fait partie de 
chacun d’entre nous mais son intérêt est de nous permettre de nous comprendre. L’archive n’est pas un produit fini. 
Elle a une vertu performative : elle peut obliger le comportement social. […] Les archives connaissent également une 
extension conceptuelle. Il convient de travailler à définir ce qui peut faire archive : tout peut être archive mais il est 
impossible de tout conserver. Par le passé, c’est l’écrit qui faisait autorité pour constituer les archives. Aujourd’hui, 
elles intègrent l’audiovisuel et l’électronique. Elles deviennent insaisissables. L’état civil, le cadastre et les minutes 
notariales constituent les trois piliers des archives. De nombreux autres éléments sont cependant également conservés. 
Cela peut être le cas d’objets de la vie quotidienne. Les archives ne doivent pas être réservées aux administrations ou 
aux entreprises.» 

7 Selon la norme AFNOR: 

 «Un périodique est une publication en série, dotée d’un titre unique, dont les livraisons généralement composées de 
plusieurs articles répertoriés dans un sommaire, se succèdent chronologiquement, à des intervalles en principe régu-
liers.» 

8 L'histoire de l'écrit à Maurice commençant avec l'arrivée des colonisateurs européens, nous sommes dispensés de traiter 
de supports autres que ceux qu'ils utilisèrent (pensons à l'épigraphie et aux supports variés que l'on trouve dans les mu-
sées d'archéologie). Il ne reste, à Maurice, aucune trace écrite ni archéologique du passage de navigateurs avant celui 
des navigateurs hollandais: la mention (très hypothétique) de l'île figure seulement dans des ouvrages de géographie et 
de navigation arabes du Moyen-Âge. Ses découvreurs hollandais firent état de tablettes de cire, dont ils reproduisirent 
maladroitement quelques exemples – mais il n'en reste plus aucune trace tangible. Voir: Vijaya Teelock, Mauritian Histo-
ry (Moka: Mahatma Gandhi Institute Press, 2009), pp. 22-24. 

9 Toussaint, Bibliography of Mauritius (1502-1954), Covering the Printed Record, Manuscripts, Archivalia and Cartographic 
Material. 

10 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000. 
11 Toussaint, Early Printing in Mauritius, Réunion, Madagascar and the Seychelles, 16, sq. 
 Aucun lieu de conservation à Maurice ne conserve de documents aussi anciens à notre connaissance, la plupart ayant 

disparu ou ayant été dérobés, exportés puis achetés outre-mer par des bibliophiles peu scrupuleux. 
12 Par ordre alphabétique. On trouvera ci-dessous le détail des dates de visites et des personnes rencontrées. 
13 Alain Gordon-Gentil to Stéphane Sinclair, “Re: Lettres de créance”, March 10, 2011. 
14 Commission des Bibliothécaires municipaux de l’Ile Maurice, Bulletin des Bibliothèques municipales de l’Ile Maurice 

(Océan Indien), vol. 1 (Port Louis (Ile Maurice): De Luxe Printing, 1969). 
15 Ce sont: Les archives des hôpitaux du Nord et du Ministère de la Santé, entreposées en vrac dans un pavillon de l'ancien 

hôpital Brown-Séquard ;  Les archives anciennes de la Cour Suprême dans une cave d'un bâtiment administratif de la rue 
Lislet Geoffroy à Port-Louis. 

16 Évaluation globale laquelle s’était livrée, en 1978, dans un temps record et avec un résultat remarquable: Harrison, 
Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services. 

17 Voir notamment: Peghini, “Les impasses du multiculturalisme. Politiques, industries et tourismes culturels à l’île Mau-
rice.” 

18 Voir sa copie p. 134. 
19 Nous avons pour cela bénéficié de l'aide de la documentation interne du journal Le Mauricien où nous avons consulté les 

dossiers: Archives nationales, Bibliothèque nationale et Généalogie. 
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development (1999-2009) (Republic of Mauritius, Port-Louis: The National Library, 2009). 
21 Sur le modèle de le Bibliothèque Numérique Mauricienne (www.indicos.org) de Patrimoine en Partage (www.patrimoine-

en-partage.com), qui a pour objet de regrouper les textes historiques importants écrits sur Maurice et utiles à son his-
toire et de présenter le travail des chercheurs qui étudient son passé et sa société. L'accès à cette base de données ré-
pondra, bien sûr, au même calendrier que le texte du présent rapport : tant que l'accès à ce dernier sera réservé, cette 
base de données sera protégée par mot de passe. 

22 Voici les services dont nous n'avons pas reçu pleine satisfaction, malgré une relance: 
  Archives nationales : loi sur les archives de 1893 ; détails demandés sur la numérisation, la fréquentation du public, 
les qualifications académiques du personnel, le budget annuel, la composition du parc informatique, etc.  
  Mahatma Gandhi Institute: règlement intérieur applicable aux lecteurs des archives des engagés indiens. 
  Registrar of Civil Status Office: Civil Status Act et rapports annuels; la superficie du dépôt des registres, et sur le 
nombre de registres conservés. 
  Registrar General: Registrar General Act, décret de fonctionnement et rapports annuels ; détails sur le budgets an-
nuels. 

23 Republic of Mauritius, The Mauritius Museums Council Act 2000, Revised Laws of Mauritius, 2000. 
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24 Anthony S. Cheke, “Treasure Island. The rise and decline of a small tropical museum, the Mauritius Institute,” in Why 

museums matter. Avian archives in an age of extinctions, ed. N.J. Collar, C Fischer, and Feare C.J., vol. 123, Bulletin of 
the British Ornithologists’ Club, 2003, 197-206. 

25 National Library (Republic of Mauritius), Annual Report: 1999-2000, Annual Report (Port-Louis: National Library (Republic 
of Mauritius), 2000). 

26 “Après une fermeture temporaire de plus de quatre mois: la bibliothèque de l’Institut de Maurice de nouveau acces-
sible,”   L’Express   Dimanche (Port-Louis, May 16, 1999). 

27 Voir le détail ci-dessous. 
28 Stéphane Sinclair to Jocelyn Kwok, “TJC - Mission Archives anciennes de Maurice - Constat de carence de la Chambre 

d’Agriculture de Maurice”, April 18, 2011. 
29 Ce qui nous paraît constituer une lacune notable pour l'histoire économique et sociale de Maurice depuis le 19e s., vu la 

prééminence de la Commerciale dans le pays. 
 Qu'on se reporte, pour mémoire, à la politique archivistique d'une banque française de taille comparable (relativement 

au pays), le Crédit Lyonnais (désormais associé au Crédit Agricole) et sur l'action de sauvegarde et d'ouverture entreprise 
par son archiviste, Roger NOUGARET, désormais en poste à BNP-Paribas. L'ouverture des archives du Lyonnais a permis 
d'étudier l'histoire économique de la France au 19e et 20e s. Voir: 

 “Service des archives historique banque LCL”, n.d., http://www.lcl.com/fr/decouvrir-lcl/lcl-une-identite-forte/credit-
lyonnais-histoire/archives-historiques.jsp; 

 “Roger Nougaret: ‘L’archiviste: chef de projet?’”, n.d., http://aafchefdeprojet.wordpress.com/roger-nougaret; 
 Jean Bouvier, Le crédit Lyonnais de 1863 à 1882. Les années de formation d’une banque de dépôt, vol. 23, 2 vols., Af-

faires et gens d’affaires (Paris, 1961). 
30 Voir infra. 
31 Stéphane Sinclair to Philippe A Forget, “[Enquête sur les archives mauriciennes] Prise de contact”, February 26, 2011. 
32 Stéphane Sinclair to Emmanuel Richon, “[Enquête sur les archives mauriciennes] Prise de contact”, March 3, 2011. 
33 Stéphane Sinclair to Emmanuel Richon, “[Enquête sur les archives mauriciennes] CR de notre entretien”, March 4, 2011. 
34 Stéphane Sinclair to Philippe A Forget, “TJC - Mission Archives anciennes de Maurice - Constat de carence de la Mauritius 

Commercial Bank”, April 18, 2011. 
35 Dont nous ne sommes pas spécialiste et qui sont similaires à ceux qu'on rencontre dans la plupart des pays tropicaux. 

Voir une bibliographie à jour, p. 195. 
36 Auguste Toussaint, L’administration Française De L’île Maurice Et Ses Archives, 1721-1810 (Port Louis, Mauritius: Imp. 

commerciale, 1965). 
 Les papiers d'Auguste TOUSSAINT sont conservés au CAOM d'Aix-en-Provence (France); 
 voir: “Exemple PLEADE - Papiers Auguste Toussaint”, n.d., http://caom.archivesnationales.culture.gouv.fr/sdx/pl/doc-

tdm.xsp?id=FRDAFANCAOM_EDF033_d0e1523&fmt=tab&base=fa&root=&n=&qid=&ss=&as=&ai= 
37 Qu’on complétera volontiers de deux thèses de l’École nationale des chartes�: 
 Madeleine Bioche, “L’administration royale à l’île de France (île Maurice) de 1767 à 1789” (Paris: École nationale des 

chartes, 1929); 
 Rasoharinoro, “L’île de France de 1789 à 1803” (Paris: École nationale des chartes, 1964). 
 Les thèses d'École des chartes s'accompagnent statutairement du dépouillement exhaustif des fonds d'archives concer-

nés, d'une description des institutions émettrices et de conservation, d'un inventaire précis des fonds. 
38 Dans un mouvement réciproque d'élucidation puisque Auguste TOUSSAINT trouve les archives de Maurice dans un état où 

les fonds ont été démembrés et reconstitués en collections arbitraires: ces bribes d'archives lui permettent donc de 
mieux comprendre l'organisation des administrations qui leur ont donné naissance (avec l'aide de l'archiviste départe-
mental de La Réunion, Yves PÉROTIN). 

39 Paul Roussier, “Le dépot des papiers publics des colonies,” Revue d’histoire moderne 4, no. 22 (July 1, 1929): 241-262; 
 “L’état civil - L’Outre-Mer”, n.d., http://www.outre-mer.gouv.fr/?l-etat-civil,1741.html&artpage=3 
40 Camille Couderc and G. Lavalley, Catalogue des manuscrits de la bibliothèque de Caen, 1880. 
41 Baron d’Unienville, Statistique de l’île Maurice et ses dépendances, etc. (Maurice: Typographie de The Merchants and 

Planters Gazette, 1885). 
42 Royal Geographical Society (Great Britain), The journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London (J. Murray, 1850), 

75-88. 
43 Selon une approche archivistique totalement dépassée, même à cette époque: Michel Duchein, “Le respect des fonds en 

archivistique. Principes théoriques et problèmes pratiques,” in Techniques modernes d’administration des archives et de 
gestion des documents: recueil de textes; une étude RAMP, RAMP Studies (Paris: Unesco, 1985). 

44 KC Harrison, Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services, Restricted Technical Report, Operational Activ-
ities in the field of information (Paris: UNESCO, June 30, 1978), 28-29. À la fin des années 1970, le dépôt légal prévoyait 
six exemplaires déposés: 

1. au Mauritius Institute, 
2. à la Bibliothèque de l'Université de Maurice, 
3. à la British Library (Londres), 
4. à la Bibliothèque nationale (Paris), 
5. à la Bibliothèque du Congrès (Washington), 
6. aux Archives nationales de Maurice, qui assurent le bon acheminement des exemplaires destinés aux institutions de con-

servation précitées. 
45 Auguste Toussaint, Bibliography of Mauritius (1502-1954), Covering the Printed Record, Manuscripts, Archivalia and 

Cartographic Material (Port Louis, Mauritius: Printed by Esclapon, 1956). 
46 Une étude est en cours à la Truth and Justice Commission sur la bibliographie d'Auguste TOUSSAINT. 
47 Auguste Toussaint, Report of the Technical Committee on Libraries (Port Louis, 1959). 
48 Ce que déplore en termes très vifs Harrison, Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services, p.33. 
49 Voir son texte intégral ci-dessous. 
50 Accessibles aux Archives de France (Paris) dans la série 700 Mi 1 à 451 : Archives de l’île Maurice. XVIIIe-XIXe s. L'état 

civil de l'île Maurice est en cours de numérisation au CAOM (Aix-en-Provence, France) et sera accessible en ligne durant 
le 1er semestre 2012 (réponse d'Isabelle DION, Conservatrice en chef du CAOM à Stéphane SINCLAIR en avril 2011).  
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51 Toussaint, L’administration Française De L’île Maurice Et Ses Archives, 1721-1810, pp.8-9. 
52 Notamment: Auguste Toussaint, Les Missions d’Adrien d’Épinay (1830-1834), Société de l’histoire de l’île Maurice 3 (Port-

Louis, île Maurice: General Printing & Stationery Cy, 1946). 
53 Par exemple : Charles Darwin, Voyage d’un naturaliste autour du monde. Les Andes, les Galapagos et l’Australie, vol. II, 

1875: We were also surprised at seeing large booksellers' shops, with well-stored shelves; music and reading bespeak 
our approach to the old world of civilisation ; for in truth both Australia and America are new worlds. 

54 Auguste Toussaint, Early Printing in Mauritius, Réunion, Madagascar and the Seychelles, The Spread of Printing: Eastern 
Hemisphere (Amsterdam: [A. L.] van Gendt, 1969), pp.15-16. 

55 Notamment grâce à une loi très libérale sur la presse, obtenue de haute lutte en 1832, et qui provoqua une floraison de 
titres au ton très offensif. 

56 Robert Furlong and Vicram Ramharai, La production créolophone: des origines à l’indépendance, vol. 1, collection Ti-
mam (Paris: s.n., 2006). 

57 Ainsi de la Table Ovale qui est, dans les années 1810-1830, un cercle littéraire et un ardent foyer d'opposition des élites 
d'origine française aux Britanniques: “La Table Ovale,” Revue historique et littéraire de l’île Maurice: Archives colo-
niales (1891): 181, sq; “La Table Ovale,” Revue historique et littéraire de l’île Maurice: Archives coloniales (1894): 195, 
sq. 

58 Stéphane Sinclair and Johann Wiehe, Christian W. Wiehe (île Maurice, 1807-1878): Sucre & Raffinement, Jacques Wiehe. 
(Rose-Hill, île Maurice, 2010), pp.83-85. Nous avons également inventorié le dossier de factures de Christian WIEHE et de 
son épouse dans les années 1840-1850. 

59 Christian Wiehe est inscrit, dans les années 1840, à un cabinet de lecture uniquement anglophone. Les cabinets de lec-
ture payants sont les seules bibliothèques publiques accessibles avant l'ouverture au public de la bibliothèque de la Mu-
nicipalité de Port-Louis (1858):  

 1816, cabinet de lecture de Baron ; cabinet de lecture de Sauvignec; les deux étant ultérieurement fusionnés. 
 1828, Librairie de Maurice. 
 c. 1839, Mauritius Literary Institution de Francis Channel. 
 1855, cabinet de lecture réservé aux membres de la Chambre d'Agriculture. 
60 Et dont plusieurs sont conservés à la Bibliothèque Carnegie (Curepipe), notamment ceux de Saint-Elme LE DUC. 
61 Cheke, “Treasure Island. The rise and decline of a small tropical museum, the Mauritius Institute.” 
62 Ibid., 200, sq. 
63 Création d'une Public Service Commission en 1967. 
64 Commission des Bibliothécaires municipaux de l’île Maurice, Bulletin des Bibliothèques municipales de l’île Maurice, 

1:pp.9, sq. 
65 Il existait un fonds de Mauritiana à la Bibliothèque Municipale de Port-Louis, ouverte au public en 1858, mais il s'agissait 

d'ouvrages contemporains. Voir: Commission des Bibliothécaires municipaux de l’île Maurice, Bulletin des Bibliothèques 
municipales de l’île Maurice, (Océan Indien), 1:6-7.  

66 Robert M. Lester, A thirty year catalog of grants, showing recipients and totals of grants made by Carnegie Corporation 
of New York during the period November 10, 1911 to September 30, 1941 (New York: Carnegie Corp. of New York, 1942).  
Andrew Carnegie, magnat de l'acier états-unien d'origine écossaise, avait fait fortune en reconditionnant les armes 
abandonnées de la Guerre de Sécession américaine en un usage civil, au sein de son entreprise Carnegie Steel Company. 
Prenant sa retraite en 1901, il se consacra exclusivement à l'action philanthropique déjà engagée en faveur de l'éduca-
tion, de la paix, de la science et de la diffusion de la langue et de la culture anglaises.  La première bibliothèque Carne-
gie fut fondée dans sa ville natale de Dunfermline en Écosse (1881); aux États-Unis, à partir de 1889 (Braddock, PA), le 
nombre des bibliothèques Carnegie se multiplia (jusqu'à atteindre le nombre de 1,689, soit plus de la moitié des biblio-
thèques du pays) avec l'appui des clubs féministes, soutiens indéfectibles de l'éducation des femmes. 

67 Auguste Toussaint, Port-Louis, deux siècles d’histoire (1735-1935) (Port Louis: La Typographie moderne, 1936). 
68 Donations : Edouard ROUILLARD, le Dr. MÉNAGÉ, George ANTELME, Gabriel REGNARD; puis, après la Seconde Guerre 

mondiale : Camille de RAUVILLE (bibliothécaire de 1964 à 1974), Pierre de SORNAY, Philippe de KERVERN, le Consulat de 
France, Hector PATURAU, le Collège Labourdonnais, etc. 

69 Notamment l'achat de la collection du sculpteur Prosper D'ÉPINAY, décédé en 1914, qui constitua le cœur des collections 
patrimoniales de la Bibliothèque Carnegie. 

70 Jacques Pougnet, “Histoire - Il y a 50 ans, jour pour jour: le dimanche 28 février 1960: Le cyclone Carole dévastait l’île 
Maurice,” Week-end (Port Louis, February 28, 2010). 

71 Son apport principal est la création du concept d’indianocéanisme: Michel Beniamino, “Camille de Rauville et 
l’indianocéanisme,” in L’océan indien dans les littératures francophones., ed. Kumari R. Issur and Vinesh Y. Hookoomsing 
(Paris: KARTHALA Editions, 2001), 87-105. 

72 Voir ci-dessous. 
73 Exceptés pour les historiens de l'UoM ou du MIE, il serait sans doute plus adéquat de parler d'« érudits locaux », notam-

ment à propos des membres de la Société d'Histoire de l’Île Maurice (SHIM). L'histoire mauricienne n'est pas encore en-
seignée dans la totalité des classes des enseignements primaire ou secondaire. 

74 L'usage courant, aux 18e et 19e s. était que les administrateurs quittent leur service en emportant leurs archives. 
75 Tristan Bréville and Marie-Noëlle Bréville, “Truth and Justice Commission - Enquête sur les Archives historiques de la 

République de Maurice,” Questionnaire imprimé, March 15, 2011. 
76 Nous avons pu collecter des informations fiables sur cette affaire grâce à l'aide d'un des acquéreurs, M. Didier MERLE, 

que nous remercions : la vendeuse du fonds, désirant garder l'anonymat, n'a pu être contactée par téléphone malgré 
tous nos efforts. 

77 Association bénévole «d'amis du patrimoine» à Maurice. Voir le site Web de l'association et ses objectifs: “Qui Nous 
Sommes”, n.d., http://www.patrimoineenperil.mu/fr/qui-nous-sommes.html 

78 Voir son portrait à charge dans: Evenor Hitié, Histoire de Maurice (ancienne île de France) (Port-Louis: Imprimerie En-
gelbrecht & cie, 1897). 

79 Annexes sur CD. 
80 Qui n'est disponible dans cette complétude et cet état à Maurice, ni à la Bibliothèque nationale, ni aux Archives natio-

nales, ni à la Bibliothèque Carnegie. 
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81 Ce qui était, au demeurant, le droit des propriétaires. Le National Archive Act ne prévoit la présentation de fonds 

d’intérêt national aux Archives nationales que lorsqu'il y a vente aux enchères: Republic of Mauritius, The National Ar-
chives Act 2000, Revised Laws of Mauritius, 2000, Part II - 11. 

82 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000, pt. II, 42, 2-(h). 
83 Duchein, “Le respect des fonds en archivistique. Principes théoriques et problèmes pratiques.” 
 Voici la façon dont cet auteur édicte la règle: 

 «Le respect des fonds […] consiste à laisser groupées, sans les mélanger à d'autres, les archives (documents de toute 
nature) provenant d'une administration, d'un établissement ou d'une personne physique ou, morale donnée : ce qu'on 
appelle le fonds des archives de cette administration, de cet établissement ou de cette personne.[…] Aujourd'hui, on 
peut dire que – avec des nuances non négligeables – le principe du respect des fonds, ou principe de provenance, est 
admis universellement comme la base de l'archivistique théorique et pratique. Les critiques auxquelles il donne lieu de 
temps à autre ne portent, en fait, que sur telle ou telle de ses applications et non sur le principe même. On peut à bon 
droit considérer qu'il ne sera jamais plus remis fondamentalement en cause et qu'il constitue un acquis définitif de l'ar-
chivistique.»  

84 Le registre d'inventaire acquis par l'AGTF a été scanné et son cliché est disponible en ligne sur le site Web de «l'inven-
taire» de SOS Patrimoine en Péril à l'adresse suivante: “SOS Patrimoine En Péril - Base de données”, n.d., 
http://www.patrimoineenperil.mu/inventaire/item.php?itemId=128 

85 De son vrai nom Vadivelloo KADARASEN. 
86 Voir une présentation de ses trouvailles dans: Dominique Bellier, “Extraits des années ougandaises du peintre ‘optique’ 

Julian Stanczak,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, November 14, 2011). 
87 Voir son interview et une brève notice biographique dans: “Vadivelloo Kadressen, un grand monsieur de la photogra-

phie,” Le Matinal (Port Louis, February 21, 2007). 
88 Des bagarres d'origine crapuleuse dégénérèrent en affrontements communautaristes à Port-Louis, entre Créoles et Mu-

sulmans. En janvier 1968, un régiment britannique basé en Malaisie (King's Shropshire Light Infantry – KSLI), fut appelé 
par le Gouverneur pour assurer la sécurité intérieure du pays, mis sous couvre-feu. 

89 Deva D. Tirvengadum, “Le Mauritius Institute - une institution centenaire au service de la communauté,” Bulletin du 
Mauritius Institute, no. 9 (1980): 1-15. 

90 Mauritius Sugar Industry Research Institute. 
91 Charles-Léon DOYEN (1816-1876), professeur au Collège Royal, avait entrepris un travail de recherche approfondi afin 

d'écrire une histoire de l'île Maurice. Mort prématurément, ses fiches furent utiles à Albert PITOT pour son histoire de 
l'île en cinq volumes ; ces documents furent légués à la Société Royale des Arts et Sciences de l'île Maurice en 1952. 

92 Shenaz Patel, “Interrogations - Patrimoine en péril,” Week-end (Port Louis, April 23, 2006). Nous reproduisons cet article 
in extenso en Annexes p186. 

93 “Livres disparus - Carnegie lance une enquête,” Week-end (Port Louis, May 21, 2006); 
 “Patrimoine littéraire malmené à la bibliothèque Carnegie,” Week-end (Port Louis, June 25, 2006); 
 “Précisions de Solange Jauffret,” Week-end (Port Louis, July 9, 2006). 
94 “Patrimoine littéraire malmené à la bibliothèque Carnegie.” 
95 Il s’agit de: Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Voyage à l’île de France, à l’île de Bourbon, au Cap de Bonne-Espérance, 

etc. Avec des observations nouvelles sur la nature et sur les hommes, par un officier du roi, 2 vols. (Amsterdam: Merlin, 
1773); Jacques-Raymond de Grenier, Mémoires de la campagne de découvertes dans les mers des Indes, par Mr le cheva-
lier Grenier,... où il propose une route qui abrège de 800 lieues la traversée de l’Isle-de-France à la côte de Coromandel 
et en Chine (Brest: R. Malassis, 1772); Émile Trouette and Joseph Hubert, île de la réunion. Papiers de Joseph Hubert 
(Saint-Denis (Réunion): impr. de G. et G. Lahuppe, 1881). 

96 Helen Morgan, “Tropical Island Treasure: the Mauritius Collection,” National Library of Australia News, July 2007; 
“Formed Collection - Mauritius Collection | National Library of Australia”. 

97 Le catalogue de la NLA est accessible en ligne : http://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Search/Advanced 
98 Son seul ouvrage répertorié est: Andre de Chapuiset Le Merle, Précis d’histoire de l’île Maurice (XVe au XVIIIe siècle) 

(Port-Louis, île Maurice: Nouv. Impr. Coopérative, 1950). 
99 “E. M. Lawson & Co. - Book dealer - ILAB-LILA”, n.d., http://www.ilab.org/eng/booksellers/592-

e__m__lawson__co_.html 
100 La communauté des Mauriciens en Australie comprenait, en 2001, plus de 17,000 personnes. 
101 Pamela de Saint Antoine, “Includes many titles about Mauritius: Rare book collection finds new home at New York Uni-

versity,” Week-end (Port Louis, July 29, 2007). 

102 “Bowman said he had considered trying to sell the collection - or parts of it - to institutions in Mauritius or elsewhere 
in the Indian Ocean. "But the logistics of doing that were very difficult," he said. "It was my fantasy to sell it back into 
the Indian Ocean, but the problems of doing so were so daunting."  

 He cited managing a sale long-distance and shipping the items overseas. The 1,121 books bought by NYU, for example, 
filled 29 boxes. He also said that several of the oldest and most valuable books need special care, requiring them to be 
kept in special collections under temperature-controlled conditions.” 

103 Pamela de Saint Antoine, “Richard Lesage: A little piece of Mauritius at Harvard University,” Week-end (Port Louis, April 
19, 2009). 

104 On apprend que Google, qui avait été pressenti pour la numérisation des fonds mauriciens, a récemment déclaré forfait. 
105 Nous nous sentons, jusqu'à preuve du contraire, fondé à en utiliser ici les résultats puisqu'ils reflètent, sans les déformer 

d'aucune façon, la teneur intégrale et le déroulement de notre entrevue. 
106 Cette direction est intérimaire (depuis 2006) puisqu’il n'est pas archiviste (cursus de bibliothéconomie, cursus de Re-

cords Management en auditeur libre), ne lui permettent pas de remplir les conditions stipulées dans le National Archives 
Act 2000 – Part II, Section 4 : 

 “The Department shall be administered by a Director of National Archives who shall be – 
 (a) a public officer ; and 
 (b) an experienced archivist possessing high academic qualifications in the field of archives.” 
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107 M.W. Pascoe, La pollution de l’environnement et ses effets sur les documents d’archives: une étude RAMP, RAMP Studies 

(Paris: Unesco - General Information Programme and UNISIST, October 1988); R Teygeler, Preservation of Archives in Tro-
pical Climates. An annotated bibliography (Paris/The Hague/Jakarta: International Council on Archives/National Archives 
of the Netherlands/National Archives of the Republic of Indonesia, 2001), 
http://www.cultureindevelopment.nl/boeken/tropical.html 

108 Pamela de Saint Antoine, “Preserving Mauritian history: U.S. Library of Congress offers tips on saving historic library 
collections in Mauritius,” Week-end (Port Louis, June 12, 2011). 

 Cet article est paru dans Week-end en juin 2011, huit mois après la visite de Mme Claire DEKLE, en octobre 2010. 
109 Dominique Bellier, “INTERVIEW – Pr. Hervé Cheradame, chimiste spécialiste des papiers anciens : « Il faut commencer par 

trouver un vrai bâtiment d’archives »,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, February 19, 2011). 
 Cette visite a même donné lieu à une intervention du leader de l'opposition parlementaire mauricienne, M Paul BÉREN-

GER : “Affaire MedPoint: Bérenger invite Ramgoolam à suivre l’exemple indien,” Week-end (Port Louis, February 27, 
2011). 

 Voici sa déclaration : 

 «Paul Bérenger explique que, « depuis des années », il s'efforce de faire comprendre que les locaux « infestés de rats et 
de pigeons » qui abritent jusqu'ici les Archives dans la zone industrielle de Coromandel sont « inappropriés ». Un cons-
tat qui, dit-il, vient d'être confirmé par l'expert français, le Professeur Hervé Chéradame, chimiste spécialiste des pa-
piers anciens et président du Centre de Conservation du Livre de  Arles, France, pour qui les locaux actuels des Archives 
nationales « favorisent la destruction des documents ».  

110 Le dépôt légal était autrefois dévolu aux Archives nationales ; depuis la loi de 1999, c'est la Bibliothèque nationale qui 
en est principalement chargée, un exemplaire revenant tout de même aux Archives nationales ; la création de la Biblio-
thèque nationale s'est accompagnée de la soustraction de tous les fonds du dépôt légal des Archives nationales. 

111 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000, pt. II - 5 (a) et (c). 
112 Ibid., pt. III - Public Records Appraisal Committee. 
113 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000, pt. II - 5 (b), (e), (g) et (m). 
114 Seule exception, implicite : les archives notariales dont les minutes sont versées aux Archives nationales après 60 ans, 

soit un délai de communication cumulé de 90 ans. 
115 Nous revenons ci-dessous sur la nécessité, selon nous, de réviser cet aspect de la Loi. 
116 En revanche, nous notons une certaine confusion dans la façon dont le Mauritius National Archives envisage le décompte 

des années avant communication des documents au public puisque le Deputy Director p.i évoque en notre présence 
« trente années à partir de la date de dépôt » ; or, c'est inexact et il faut comprendre « trente années à partir de la 
date d'émission du document ou de la clôture du dossier d'affaire par son administration émettrice ». 

117 Voici le texte de la loi : 

 “(2) The Director may refuse access to any member of the public to any public archives, which he considers –  
 (a) may cause – 
  (i) prejudice to any other member of the public; or 
  (ii) social unrest in the country; or 
 (b) it is not in the public interest to permit.” 

118 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000, pt. II - 5 (f). 

 “The Director shall – 
 (f) arrange the archives according to established principles of archival administration and prepare all the reference 

instruments.” 

119 Il s'agit d'une collection de pièces dignes d'intérêt (actes, sceaux, timbres) isolées des fonds par Auguste TOUSSAINT en 
un « Musée des Archives ». 

120 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000, pt. II - 7 (1) (a), (b), (c), (e), (g). 
121 Ibid., pt. II - 5 (e). 
122 Ibid., pt. II - 12. 
123 Sans plus de précision car nous n'avons pas reçu des Archives nationales, malgré nos demandes réitérées, la liste du per-

sonnel ni de ses qualifications. 
124 Office of the Director of Audit of the Republic of Mauritius, Report of the Director of Audit for the year ended 30 June 

2001 - Volume 1�: Financial Audit - Account of Ministries and other Offices - Ministry of Arts & Culture - 11.4 National 
Archives, Audit National (Port Louis: National Audit Office, 2001). 

125 Teygeler, Preservation of Archives in Tropical Climates. An annotated bibliography, pp.18-19. 

 “Experience shows that lamination can no longer be considered a viable preservation option for papers of enduring 
value (Department of Archives and History, 1997).” 

126 Ce travail fut réalisé en grande partie mais, semble-t-il, jamais achevé, ni payé ; on a complètement perdu trace à Mau-
rice de ces microfilms ; un entretien avec M Gérard MAUJEAN nous apprend qu'ils furent malencontreusement anéantis 
par un planton lors du déménagement de la société ONE. 

127 L’Express Dimanche (Port Louis, August 11, 1996). 
128 Office of the Director of Audit of the Republic of Mauritius, Report of the Director of Audit for the year ended 30 June 

2001 - Volume 1 : Financial Audit - Account of Ministries and other Offices - Ministry of Arts & Culture - 11.4 National Arc-
hive: ‘The Microfilming Laboratory was in a deplorable state - the two air conditioners were out of order since long and 
several items of equipment were either obsolete or not in use.’ 

129 “Les documents des Archives préservés sur ordinateur,”   L’Express (Port Louis, May 30, 2002); “Les archives se moderni-
sent,” L’Express (Port Louis, June 24, 2002); “Cartes géographiques numérisées,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, July 4, 2002). 

130 Dominique Bellier, “ÉTAT CIVIL EN PERDITION: Généalogiste passionné cherche petite main pour sauver les archives,” Le 
Mauricien (Port Louis, July 11, 2008). 

131 Cercle de Généalogie Maurice - Rodrigues, “Le CGMR et les Archives de Maurice,” CGMR Info, June 2011. L'article ne 
précise pas les spécifications techniques de cette numérisation. Or, une évaluation, par un expert français, des clichés 
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pris par cette association dans un lieu de conservation du pays indique que 28% de ses numérisations sont floues, donc 
inutilisables. 

132 Un portail remarquable pour son exhaustivité : “La numérisation des fonds patrimoniaux”, n.d., 
http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/mrt/numerisation/index.html 

133 “EAD: Encoded Archival Description Version 2002 Official Site (EAD Official Site, Library of Congress)”, n.d., 
http://www.loc.gov/ead/; 

 “Archives de France | Informatisation de la description : la DTD EAD (Encoded Archival Description)”, n.d., 
http://www.archivesdefrance.culture.gouv.fr/gerer/classement/normes-outils/ead/ 

134 “ICA-AtoM: Open Source Archival Description Software”, n.d., http://ica-atom.org/. 
135 National Audit Office, Report of the Director of Audit on the Accounts of the Republic of Mauritius for the Year Ended 31 

December 2010, Audit National (Port Louis: National Audit Office, 2011). 
 Nous reproduisons la partie de ce rapport concernant les Archives nationales en Annexes p182. 
136 Citons les articles qui nous paraissent les plus éclairants: 
 Myette Ahchoon, Le Mauricien (Port Louis, February 21, 1997); 
 Nathalie Baissac Daruty, “Un avenir incertain pour nos Archives Nationales,”    L’Express    (Port Louis, April 20, 1996); 
 Raj Boodhoo, “Archives: une lueur d’espoir ou la perte des Mémoires?,”   L’Express   (Port Louis, January 2, 2001), sec. 

Tribune débat et opinion. 
137 Office of the Director of Audit of the Republic of Mauritius, Report of the Director of Audit for the year ended 30 June 

2001 - Volume 1: Financial Audit - Account of Ministries and other Offices - Ministry of Arts & Culture - 11.4 National Arc-
hives. Nous reproduisons la partie concernant les Archives nationales de ce rapport d'audit en Annexes p176. 

138 Notamment la préservation du patrimoine, avec la reproduction photographique d'un document attaqué par les in-
sectes : 

 “Documents were not properly preserved and there was delay in their restoration. [...]. In the context of the Cultural 
Exchange Program with the People’s Republic of China, two experts were delegated from China National Library from 3 
February to 1 May 2001, to train officers of the NA in the restoration of archival documents. At the time the project 
was initiated, some 30,000 records needed restoration. Given that restoration is a slow process, it will take time to re-
store all documents.” 

139 “Further, according to set norms, the restored documents must be kept in conditions where the temperature is 20o C 
and humidity 50-60 per cent. It appears that these conditions do not prevail at the building housing the NA.” 

140 “The Archives Act No. 71 of 1952 and its regulations were repealed and replaced in August 1999, by the National Arc-
hives Act No.22 of 1999. Some two years after the proclamation of the Act on 1 February 2000, regulations have not 
been made. Fees were still being collected in accordance with Government Notice No. 87 of 1990, which was made un-
der the Archives Act of 1952. 

 A Records Centre and a Film Archives Section, as prescribed in the National Archives Act 1999, have not yet been set up. 
The Public Records Appraisal Committee was not yet operational. The Archives Advisory Council met for the first time 
in February 2002.” 

141 Toussaint, L’administration Française de L’île Maurice et ses Archives, 1721-1810, pp. 8-9. 
142 Lindsey Collen to Motee Ramdass, “Deplorable Lack of Care for History of the People in the Archives,” Lettre ouverte, 

January 3, 2002. Nous citons ce courrier en Annexes p. 178. 
143 “Selon Lalit: les Archives victimes de ‘criminal negligence’,” Week-end (Port Louis, January 20, 2002); Thierry Chateau, 

“Les documents du 18e s. en danger,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, January 8, 2002). 
144 G Suneechur, “Archives: Functions of national Repositories and Uses of archival Records,”   L’Express   (Port Louis, June 

25, 1986). 
145 Nazim Esoof, “Archives dépoussiérées,”   L’Express   (Port Louis, April 16, 2002); “Du neuf aux Archives,”   L’Express   

(Port Louis, April 16, 2002); “Les archives se modernisent.” 
146 Navichandra Ramgoolam, “Speech by Dr The Honourable Navichandra Ramgoolam, Prime Minister,” in National Library - 

Annual Report 1999-2000 (présenté à  the Opening ceremony of the National Library, Port Louis: National Library (Repub-
lic of Mauritius), 1999), 50-41. 

 “The procedures for the setting up of a Culture House which will also accommodate the National Library are on the 
way. The land acquisition procedures are expected to be finalized by January 2000 and construction will start soon af-
ter. This, Ladies and Gentlemen, clearly shows the commitment that we attach to this prestigious project.” 

147 “PATRIMOINE Incessamment�: Archives Nationales�: transfert de Coromandel à Chebel,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, Janua-
ry 7, 2010). 

148 Mme RAMNAUTH a fait des études de Géographie puis une Maîtrise de Bibliothéconomie ; a reçu une formation à la Bi-
bliothèque nationale ; elle dispense maintenant des cours à l'UoM. 

149 Mme RAMNAUTH évoque notamment, aux tout-débuts de son mandat : 
 le sans-gêne de certains lecteurs de Curepipe, qui « se servaient » dans les réserves et ne tenaient aucun compte du 

règlement intérieur ; 
 les vols commis par le personnel politique municipal (voir ci-dessus) ou par les employés de la bibliothèque ; 
 le manque de crédits. 

150 Voici les chiffres de fréquentation (recrutement sociologique très varié, surtout constitué de scolaires et d'étudiants) de 
la bibliothèque : 
 5,000 abonnés actifs, 
 3,000 abonnés « dormants », 
 300 lecteurs par jour pour une salle de lecture de 90 places. 

151 Par exemple sur « Malcolm de Chazal », « l'Abolition de l'esclavage » ou à l'occasion du lancement d'un livre. 
152 “Amlib Library Management Solutions [OCLC - Amlib]”, n.d., http://www.amlib.net/ 
153 Municipal Council of Curepipe, Curepipe Carnegie Library Act, 1982; Municipal Council of Curepipe, Curepipe Carnegie 

Library Regulations 1997, 1998. 
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154 Voir l'historique de leur constitution ci-dessus. Nous avons pu, pour notre part, consulter quelques menus fonds photo-

graphiques intéressants : albums privés (famille Gujadhur), clichés du club hippique, Curepipe d'autrefois (bazar, Collège 
Royal), etc. 

155 Malgré son désir constant de se perfectionner en conservation des documents anciens : depuis 2009, elle a suivi, à ses 
propres frais, trois séminaires de formation en Italie, en Turquie et au Japon. 

156 Notamment la collection complète et reliée de l'édition de l'Histoire des Indes de l'Abbé RAYNAL. 
157 Notamment le récolement informatique des fonds anciens, qui réservera probablement de mauvaises surprises et laisse-

ra apparaître un certain nombre de manques. 
158 Il nous a notamment confié la série complète des rapports annuels de son établissement, la législation mauricienne ap-

plicable aux bibliothèques et aux archives, des textes rétrospectifs ou d'analyse sur la Bibliothèque nationale. Nous con-
sidérons les rapports annuels comme des supports d'information pertinents à notre enquête et les utilisons donc dans le 
présent compte-rendu. 

159 “Rapport du Comité adhoc (août 1993),” Week-end (Port-Louis, February 6, 1994). 
160 L'ouverture de la Bibliothèque nationale sera reportée d'un trimestre, notamment à cause du refus des Archives natio-

nales de transférer leur fonds de Mauritiana : “Ouverture de la Bibliothèque Nationale fin septembre,”   L’Express   Di-
manche (Port Louis, August 15, 1999); “Refus des Archives de transférer les documents,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, Octo-
ber 12, 1999). 

161 Organisation de festivals du livre à Maurice et à Rodrigues. 
162 University of Mauritius - Faculty of Social Studies & Humanities - Department of Social Studies, “Diploma in Library and 

Information Science (P/T) – SH220”, January 2010. 
163 “Mercredi dernier�: Inauguration du National Library; Présentation prochaine d’un Council of Professional Librarians 

Bill,” Impact News (Port Louis, December 12, 1999); 
 “About LIA «LIA – Library & Information Association’ Blog (Republic of Mauritius)”, n.d., 

http://liamofmauritius.wordpress.com/about/ 
164 Harrison, Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services. 
165 National Library (Republic of Mauritius), Annual Report: 1999-2000. 
166 Munavvar Namdarkhan, “La première bibliographie nationale de Maurice,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, August 7, 2002). 
167 National Library of the Republic of Mauritius, Annual Report: 2004-2005, Annual Report (Port-Louis: National Library 

(Republic of Mauritius), 2005). 
168 “Bibliothèque Nationale: Appel ministériel au don de documents familiaux,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, April 8, 1999). 
169 “Donation Ceremony,” Week-end (Port Louis, February 26, 2000). 
170 L’Express   (Port Louis, December 7, 1999). 
171 “BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE: Ces livres que l’on asphyxie.” 
172 Sharon Leung, “Don de quelques 500 ouvrages appartenant au Dr Alfred Orian,” Le Mauricien (Port Louis, January 11, 

2007); National Library of the Republic of Mauritius, Annual Report: 2007-2008, Annual Report (Port-Louis: National Li-
brary (Republic of Mauritius), 2008). 

173 “Projet d’un répertoire des bibliothèques,”   L’Express   (Port Louis, May 22, 2000). 
 Ce catalogue regroupait les établissements suivants : Bibliothèques municipales, Bibliothèques des Conseils de Districts, 

MSIRI, EPZDA (Export Processing Zone Development Authority), Media et les centres de documentation suivants : Minis-
tères, Police, UoM, Collège des Ondes, MIE. 

174 National Library of the Republic of Mauritius, Annual Report: 2001-2002, Annual Report (Port-Louis: National Library 
(Republic of Mauritius), 2002). 

175 “SirsiDynix”, n.d., http://www.sirsidynix.com/ 
176 Investissement initial : 2 Millions de Rs. 
177 Frais de maintenance annuels : 410,000 Rs. Environ. 
178 Chitra Seewooruttum, “La National Library certifiée ISO9001:2000,” Le Matinal (Port Louis, February 23, 2005). 
179 Expérience vécue en avril 2010 avec le journal Le Cernéen de 1834. 
180 “Patrimoine documentaire. Melody Chen: La nécessité de mesures de conservation,” Week-end (Port Louis, July 26, 

2009). 
181 Voir le tableau récapitulatif en Annexes sur CD. 
182 Groëme-Harmon, “Yves Chan Kam Lon, Directeur de la Bibliothèque Nationale: «Je militerai pour que nous ayons un 

bâtiment.» 
183 Republic of Mauritius, The National Library Act 1996, Revised Laws of Mauritius, 1999. 
184 Sauf pour les périodiques transférés depuis les Archives nationales, qui semblent en être partis en bon état et se trou-

vent maintenant dans un état de conservation critique. 
 Voir : Aline Groëme-Harmon and Naden Chetty, “QUESTIONS A ABDOOL CADER KALLA, CHERCHEUR «Les conditions aux 

Archives m’écœurent»,”   L’Express   (Port Louis, April 17, 2009). 
185 Toussaint, Report of the Technical Committee on Libraries. 
186 Sidney W Hockey, Development of Library Services in Mauritius: a Report Submitted to the Ministry of Education (Port 

Louis, January 1966), http://liamofmauritius.files.wordpress.com/2008/12/hockey-rep-on-libs-in-mauritius-1966.pdf; 
 Ivor Goodacre, Confidential Report (London: British Council, 1973); 
 Arthur Bentley, Confidential Report (London: British Council, 1977); 
 Harrison, Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services. 
187 Synthèse dans: Harrison, Mauritius - Libraries, Documentation and Archives Services. 
188 Voici les notices saisies pour un ouvrage identique se trouvant en deux lieux de conservation distincts : 
 #1 .............................. WZ 969.82 
  ................................. Histoire de Maurice 
  ................................. Hitié, Evenor 
 1 copy available at Mahatma Gandhi Institute in MAURIT 
 
 #2 .............................. WZ 969.8202 
  ................................. Histoire de Maurice (ancienne île de France) 
  ................................. Hitie, Evenor 
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 1 copy available at Mahatma Gandhi Institute in MAURIT 
 
 #3 .............................. 969.82 HIT 1897 
  ................................. Histoire de Maurice - (Ancienne île De France) Tome Premier 
  ................................. Hitie, Evenor 
 1 copy available at Simone de Beauvoir Public Library in STACKS 
189 Source : Rapports annuels de la Bibliothèque nationale. 
190 Ce sont : 
  1 : plaintes en dommages et intérêts dépassant 500,000 Rs. 
  2 : Divorces. 
  3 : Appels criminels des cours de 1e et 2e instance. 
  4 : Appels au civil. 
  5A : Motions en Cour et actes de procédure. 
  5C : Appels contre les décisions du juge en chambre (concernent la fiscalité, les corps para-étatiques, etc.) 
  5E : Référés par le juge en chambre, pétitions électorales. 
  6A : Appels criminels contre les jugements de la Cour Suprême. 
  6B : Appels contre les décisions de la Cour civile de la Cour Suprême.  

191 Ensemble de textes réglant la vie des esclaves noirs dans les îles françaises sous l'Ancien-Régime. Il existe deux versions 
du Code noir : la première version a été élaborée par le ministre Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1616-1683) et fut promulguée 
en mars 1685 par Louis XIV ; la seconde version fut promulguée par Louis XV au mois de mars 1724. 

192 Voir nos clichés ci-dessous. 
193 Voir nos clichés ci-dessous. 
194 Arlette Farge, La Vie fragile�: Violence, pouvoirs et solidarités à Paris au XVIIIe siècle, Points Histoire (Paris: Le Seuil - 

Points, 2007). 
195 Arlette Farge, Le Bracelet de parchemin�: L’Écrit sur soi, XVIIIe siècle, Le rayon des curiosités (Bayard Centurion, 2003). 
196 Ainsi celle pour le 80e anniversaire du journal La Vie Catholique. 
197 Rappelons qu'en France, par exemple, les archives médicales sont protégées par un délai de communication de 120 ans à 

dater de la naissance ou 25 ans à dater de la mort de la personne concernée, si ce délai est inférieur (loi du 15 juillet 
2008). 

198 Voir nos clichés ci-dessous. 
199 Un historique succinct dans: Republic of Mauritius - Ministry of Health, “Brown-Séquard Hospital Centenary (1879-1979)” 

(Brown-Séquard Hospital, December 11, 1979). 
200 Nous adjoignons aux résultats de cette visite la déposition de Mme Saloni DEERPALSINGH, ancienne Directrice du MGI, 

devant la Truth and Justice Commission, le 17/06/2011. 
201 Ces archives provenaient des bureaux de l'Immigration et furent ensuite transférées à la Sécurité Sociale où elles ser-

vaient de référence administrative. 
202 Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund and Ministère des Arts et de la Culture, Proposition d’inscription d’Aapravasi Ghat sur la liste 

du patrimoine mondial (Port Louis, February 2005). 
203 Selon un accord dont nous n'avons trouvé nulle trace écrite. 
204 Dont nous n'avons pu obtenir communication et qui, contrairement aux déclarations de Mme DEERPALSINGH et de M GO-

VINDEN, diffère fortement du National Archive Act tel qu'il est appliqué aux Archives nationales. 
205 Éric Chan Wah Hak, “Auditions de la Commission concernant les archives d’immigration au MGI,” interview by Vijaya 

Teelock et al., June 17, 2011. 
206 Thierry Laurent, “Le Mahatma Gandhi Institute ouvrira ses archives à la Commission Justice et Vérité,”   L’Express   (Port 

Louis, June 23, 2011). 
207 Saloni Deerpalsigh, “Auditions de la Commission concernant les archives d’immigration au MGI,” interview by Vijaya 

Teelock et al., June 17, 2011. 
 Il s'agit d'informations d'identité (numéro d'immigrant, nom, prénom, origine, caste), généalogiques (mariage, enfants), 

judiciaires (peines encourues) ; des liens sont ménagés vers d'autres bases de données de personnes : Nelson Mandela 
Centre for African History, Aapravasi Ghat, Central Statistical Office. 

208 Liste des projets: “Memory of the World Projects - Communication and Information Sector’s Photobank”, n.d., 
http://www.unesco-ci.org/photos/showgallery.php/cat/557 

209 Que nous n'avons pu constater de visu, M GOVINDEN n'ayant pas donné suite à notre demande de visite du dépôt. Cet 
état de conservation prête cependant à controverse : quelques chercheurs estiment que l'encre des registres a pâli avec 
le temps, sans doute du fait des fumigations avec des agents chimiques trop corrosifs. 

210 Voir ci-dessous. 
211 “Musée de la photographie. Réouverture du musée: le patrimoine photographique rendu accessible,” Week-end (Port 

Louis, March 8, 2009); 
 “Vendredi après-midi: Nouvel accident sur le site de Garden Tower,” Week-end (Port Louis, February 10, 2008). 
212 Tristan Bréville to Stéphane Sinclair, “Re: Remerciements”, March 17, 2011. 
213 “Joyeux Anniversaire�: Le Musée de la Photo légitimé pour ses 40 ans,” Week-end (Port Louis, December 17, 2006). 
214 Selon le calcul suivant : quatre personnes travaillent à temps plein sur le musée (le couple BRÉVILLE et leurs deux en-

fants), ce qui devrait donner, au minimum, lieu à un salaire mensuel global de 100,000 Rs. Bréville to Sinclair, “Re: Re-
merciements.” 

215 “RS. 2 M pour le musée de la photographie�: ‘Un pan du patrimoine mauricien préservé’,” Week-end (Port Louis, May 24, 
2009). 

216 Voir ci-dessous. 
217 Statuts de l’ICOM, adoptés lors de la 21e Conférence générale à Vienne (Autriche) en 2007. 
218 La notion même d'artiste ne donne lieu à aucun effort d'approfondissement, malgré l'abondante littérature sur la ques-

tion ; une première approche : Nathalie Heinich, Être artiste, 50 Questions (Klincksieck, 2005). 
219 “RS 2 M pour le musée de la photographie : ‘Un pan du patrimoine mauricien préservé’.” Tristan Bréville évoque parmi 

ses projets, Le Répertoire Culturel Mauricien, sur support DVD. Un projet qui sera prêt d'ici décembre 2009, au coût es-
timé de RS 20M. Si l’État et le secteur privé contribuent à ce projet, le patrimoine culturel sera enrichi.  
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220 “Répertoire Culturel Mauricien: Tristan Bréville: ‘un cadeau à mon pays’,” Week-end (Port Louis, May 31, 2009). 
221 Land Administration Valuation and Integrated Mauritius Services. Cadastre informatisé de l'île Maurice. 
222 Au coup par coup pour les particuliers, annuelle et forfaitaire pour les études juridiques et leur personnel. 
223 Mise au point dans: Peghini, “Les impasses du multiculturalisme. Politiques, industries et tourismes culturels à l’île Mau-

rice,” 299, sq. 
224 “National Budget”, n.d., http://www.gov.mu/portal/site/MOFSite/menuitem.5b1d751c6156d7f4e0aad110a7b521ca/ 
225 Certains sont des administrations étatiques dépendant directement d'un Ministère (par exemple les Archives nationales, 

qui dépendent du Ministère de la Culture puis du Ministère de l’Éducation, de la Culture et des Ressources humaines) 
donc assujettis à des comptes détaillés tant pour leurs dépenses d'investissement (capital) que pour leurs coûts de fonc-
tionnement (recurrent = dépenses de personnel + dépenses de fonctionnement). 

 D'autres sont des organismes parapublics (parastatal bodies) dont le financement par l'État prend la forme de dotations 
(Grants, Subsidies and Contributions) : par exemple, la Bibliothèque nationale. Il convient, pour avoir plus de détail, de 
rechercher l'information dans les documents internes à ces organismes, leurs rapports annuels par exemple. 

226 Par exemple, les Archives nationales sont maintenant intégrées au HRKAD Fund (Human Resource, Knowledge and Arts 
Development Fund) placé sous l'égide du Ministère de l'Éducation. Or, faute d'avoir obtenu des Archives nationales un 
budget détaillé, nous sommes dans l'incapacité d'en savoir plus pour 2010 et 2011. 

227 Ainsi, s'agissant du budget de la Culture (notre point de comparaison essentiel), qui n'est nullement réductible : 
 au budget du Ministère de la Culture, qui s'occupe également des cultes ; 
  au budget du Ministère de l’Éducation, de la Culture et des Ressources humaines, de plus grande ampleur. 
  Au budget de la fonction « Recreational, cultural & religious services », qui résulte de l'agrégat de postes variés 

appartenant à plusieurs ministères : par exemple, le Ministère de l'Éducation et celui des Sports. 
228 Par exemple, les détails pour le Ministère de la Culture et les Archives nationales pour 2004-2005. 
229 Entre 2002 et 2006, seules années pour lesquelles nous disposons de séries continues. 
230 Republic of Mauritius, The National Library Act 1996. 
231 Republic of Mauritius, The National Archives Act 2000. 
232 Peghini, “Les impasses du multiculturalisme. Politiques, industries et tourismes culturels à l’île Maurice,” 303-304. 
233 Évaluation extraite du Budget de Maurice en l'absence de réponse à nos questions de la part des Archives nationales. 
234 Valeurs extraites de ses rapports annuels. 
235 Par exemple : les archives d'arrivée des travailleurs engagés indiens et africains au MGI. 
236 Yvan Lagesse, Comment vivre À l’île Maurice en 25 leçons (Cassis, île Maurice: Editions I.P.C, 1981). 
237 Avec pour séquence invariable : 

1. L'arrivée de l'expert qui réside dans l'un des hôtels du bord de mer puis est cordialement reçu dans la « meilleure so-
ciété ». 
2. L'expert constate l'étendue des dégâts et fait preuve de courtoisie pour ne pas froisser ses hôtes. Il communique 
néanmoins ses premières impressions (sombres) et recommandations (alarmistes) au cours d'interviews ménagées dans la 
presse locale. 
3. L'affliction des Mauriciens devant les tristes révélations (déjà connues au demeurant) de l'expert, par l'entremise de 
leur presse ravie de l'aubaine de ce « marronnier ». 
4. Les formations dispensées par l'expert à la plus grande part des responsables de conservation du pays – pour peu qu'il 
reste plus de cinq jours – et qui occasionnent une certaine désorganisation des services concernés. 
5. Le départ de l'expert. 
6. L'oubli général, brièvement interrompu par la réception du rapport dudit expert, après quelques semaines ou 
quelques mois (il a d'autres engagements). Le retour à la routine, jusqu'au prochain voyage d'expert. 

238 Ce que déclarait le Pr Hervé CHERADAME dans une interview récente : Bellier, “INTERVIEW - Pr Hervé Cheradame, chi-
miste spécialiste des papiers anciens : « Il faut commencer par trouver un vrai bâtiment d’archives ».” 

 «Pour faire une évaluation complète et sérieuse, il aurait fallu que je passe bien plus que trois jours sur place, disons 
trois semaines.» 

239 Les Archives nationales ou le Ministère des Arts et de la Culture semblent avoir perdu trace de la totalité des microfilms 
réalisés avec la collaboration d'équipes étrangères. 

240 Le Centre Inter-régional de Conservation du Livre d'Arles (France) est une entreprise privée spécialisée dans la restaura-
tion et la conservation des documents anciens ; elle a pour clients des institutions d'État, des entreprises et des particu-
liers. 

241 Au contraire de ce qui se passe en France, par exemple, où les Archives départementales sont l'un des services les plus 
prisés du public local, avec des chiffres de fréquentation enviables, ce qui dénote une grande vivacité de l'histoire locale 
ou des familles. Voir l'excellente enquête menée aux Archives départementales par Lucien MIRONER :  

 Lucien Mironer, ed., “Les publics des Archives départementales et communales. Profil et pratiques. Présentation de 
l’enquête et analyse des résultats,” Développement culturel 137 (October 2001): 15; Lucien Mironer, “Les publics des Ar-
chives départementales et communales. Profil et pratiques. Présentation de l’enquête et analyse des résultats - An-
nexes�: Florilège des entretiens de l’enquête qualitative,” Direction de l’administration générale / Département des 
études et de la prospective (2003): 161; Lucien Mironer, “Les publics des Archives départementales et communales. Pro-
fil et pratiques. Présentation de l’enquête et analyse des résultats - Annexes�: Tableaux détaillés des résultats et relevé 
des réponses aux questions ouvertes de l’enquête par sondage,” Direction de l’administration générale / Département 
des études et de la prospective (2003): 143. 

242 Morrad Benxayer, L’action éducative et culturelle des archives; Enquête sur les services éducatifs, Enquête (Direction 
des archives de France / Département des publics, 2004); Caroline Piketty, “Concevoir les archives comme porteuses de 
valeurs citoyennes” (présenté à  the Concevoir les archives comme porteuses de valeurs citoyennes, IUFM de Paris-
Molitor, CHAN: Pôle National de Ressources Patrimoine-Archives, 2005), 22-24. 

243 Il a fallu une décision en Cour pour que les Archives nationales acceptent de livrer leurs fonds imprimés issus du dépôt 
légal. 

244 Voir la Bibliographie p194 et suivantes, dont la plupart des items figurent sur Internet. 
245 Ce sont, inscrits au Budget 2010-2011 : 

  African World Heritage Fund, 
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  Association Internationale des Archives Francophones, 
  Association of Commonwealth Archivists and Record Managers, 
  Convention for Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO), 
  International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM), 
  International Council of Museums (ICOM), 
  International Council on Archives, 
  International Fund for Cultural Diversity (UNESCO), 
  World Heritage Fund. 

246 Karoly Kecskemeti, “Archives, développement et souveraineté nationale,” in Techniques modernes d’administration des 
archives et de gestion des documents: recueil de textes; une étude RAMP, RAMP Studies (Paris: Unesco, 1985), 
http://www.unesco.org/webworld/ramp/html/r8532f/r8532f07.htm#Archives,%20d%C3%A9veloppement%20et%20souver
ainet%C3%A9%20nationale 

247 Saliou Mbaye, “Les archives en Afrique de l’Ouest: un patrimoine en mutation,” in Conférences de l’École des chartes, 
vol. 6 (Paris: École nationale des chartes, 2004), http://elec.enc.sorbonne.fr/document10.html 

248 Robert-Henri Bautier, “Le rôle des archives: La mission des archives et les tâches des archivistes,” in Techniques mo-
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To Sunil Nosib 

 «II appartient à une Société comme la nôtre d'offrir aux travailleurs tous les 
renseignements nécessaires, pour les aider dans la composition d'une histoire 
de Maurice dont le besoin se fait sentir ; car nous devons avouer que nous 
ignorons généralement les faits qui se sont déroulés depuis la découverte de 
I'île. II n'est pas besoin de faire ressortir qu'on a souvent, et pour des 
questions sérieuses, pris avantage de notre ignorance. Notre jeunesse n'a eu 
jusqu'ici entre les mains; que la relation de faits plus on moins faussement 
racontés et dénaturés.» 

 

Société Royale des Arts et des Sciences, Ile Maurice, Volume 17, 1885:71  
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1.EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The report on “Memory representations of slavery and indenture in Mauritius: towards the 
recognition of silent heritage” proposed to study how slavery and indenture are depicted as 
historical references for almost 90% of today’s population. Representations in museums and historic 
sites, as symbols of slavery and indenture, were studied to appreciate the process through which 
expressions of memory took place and how they contribute to national recognition and the unity of 
the nation.  

Representations are expressions of the past generated by an act of memory. As such, 
representations of slavery and indenture were considered within the memory process that led to 
the construction of a national vision of the past. In Mauritius, the memorial framework was 
inherited from the colonial elite who established western references in the colony. Our research 
first analysed the concept of heritage as understood by the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences 
(RSAS) and by the Historical Records Committee (HRC) in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
These two entities were instrumental in the creation of a memorial framework at national level.  

Excluded from the Elite’s consideration, representations of slavery and indenture did not form part 
of the memorial process before the years 2000. These years mark a shift in the memorial process: 
memory expanded to include the experiences of the formerly dominated population. Our research 
in museums specifically showed the development of representations during this period. As part of 
its reorganisation in 2000, the National History Museum in Mahébourg presents indenture as an 
experience leading to a positive evolution in the society. However, representations of slavery imply 
that ex-slaves were victims of an inhuman system and consequently, were not given the 
opportunity to become actors in the society. At l’Aventure du Sucre created in 2003 by a 
consortium of sugar companies, the museum discourse provides positive accounts of local history in 
the perspective of international context. This provides an account of the “negative” events beyond 
the local context and helps to conciliate a national vision of the past. In addition, it also states that 
the descendants of the former Elite generate a vision of the past that accepts the colonial 
undertakings which affected the population. In this sense, the acceptation of the past acts towards 
the evolution of the memorial process in museums and serves the contemporary dynamics of nation 
building. Ultimately, this process of conciliation leads to remember why the Mauritian society took 
shape and evolved to form a nation. It was interesting to compare L’Aventure du Sucre, a private 
museum, with the Musée du Peuplement created by the State in 2010. The Musée du Peuplement 
interprets the past to remember the positive accounts: its dynamics are very similar to those of 
Aventure du Sucre activating the positive memory to establish a new approach to the past. This 
approach results in the recognition of a common heritage: it is the first instance in which the 
heritage deriving from the population’s interactions is represented. Although we may question the 
quality of the display, the Musée du peuplement is marking a major shift in the memory process: it 
formulates the existence of a common heritage shaped by the various groups in action. 

In the same manner, the inscription of two sites on the World Heritage List in 2006 and 2008 
certainly marks a significant step in the evolution of the memorial framework. It established a 
formal recognition of slavery and indenture and also initiated the formulation of common national 
memory. In the Mauritian context, the example of the two World Heritage Sites shows how common 
references can be established in a multicultural society where the various segments of the 
population may refer to different appreciations of the past. In the instance of Le Morne and 
Aapravasi Ghat generally subject to ethnic considerations, the external recognition allows the 
establishment of commonly recognised values as they are considered beyond the national dynamics. 
The local values are re-interpreted beyond potential contestations or misleading considerations. As 
such, it encourages their general acceptation as heritage of the nation. 

Our research showed that the memorial process is now taking place through new actors who are 
descendants of the former colonial society. The memorial framework undertakes a complete 
redefinition. The portrayal of National History now intends to include the memory of the majority 
of the population and not just a small segment of the Mauritian population. In this undertaking, the 
representations of slavery and indenture hold a major place as the experiences of more than 90% of 
the current day population. 
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In this respect, the Government has undertaken action to recognize the silent past of the nation. 
Heritage projects initiated in recent years are an interesting indicator to appreciate how the shift 
in the memorial process has operated. This shift may be explained by the need to preserve the past 
disappearing with the fast growing development but also, raises the concern to situate Mauritian 
culture facing globalization. Mauritius as many other countries expresses its concern to retain its 
cultural roots and specificity.  

In this undertaking, heritage and MUSEUM MANAGEMENT play a significant role in the preservation 
and promotion of heritage. This report ends with considerations on MUSEUM MANAGEMENT to 
propose recommendations to improve management and ensure the sustainability of Mauritian 
heritage. The elaboration of policies for museums and heritage would be beneficial to the 
development of heritage in a sustainable manner and support the appropriation of heritage by the 
Mauritian population. The consultation with the population was identified as a main objective. It 
would foster an appropriate restitution of the past for the population and sustain nation building.  
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2. INTRODUCTION  

The recent years were marked by an unprecedented development of heritage projects in Mauritius. 
We may want to believe that the emerging concern for the past is related to the fast-growing urban 
development bringing significant changes to the society. The consequence of globalization 
ultimately leads to question. “Where the nation is heading?” and “on what fundamentals can we 
built our future?” 

The projection of the nation in the future raises a number of questions relevant to our knowledge 
of what really defines the nation and what constitutes its identity so that it may evolve in a 
sustainable manner. In this instance, the statement of Melville Herskovits that “a people without 
past is a people that nothing anchors in the present”1 can probably explain why for the last thirty 
years, research in Mauritian history has developed and also led to a focus on heritage to establish 
national symbols representing the roots of the nation.  

The focus on heritage is particularly significant since the inscription of two Mauritian sites on 
UNESCO World Heritage List. This can only bring to our attention the shift in the way heritage was 
considered prior to the 2000s. Heritage was mostly the legacy of the Colonial Administration and 
heritage was mostly focusing on the history of the former colons. However, the heritage process 
turned to an under-researched part of Mauritian history, with the project of recognition of Le 
Morne and Aapravasi Ghat both referring to two traditionally silent episodes of Mauritian history: 
slavery and indenture.  

These two episodes of Mauritian history are not only a subject of concern established by the Truth 
and Justice Commission Act of 2008, but they are also two historical facts that led to the migration 
of the ancestors of more than 90% of the present-day Mauritian population on the island. Through 
coerced migrations, these immigrants suffered inhuman treatments, annihilation of their identity 
and also, all were unrooted to settle in a new land where their cultural referential were not 
present. Encouraged by the colonial policy aiming at securing available workforce Mauritian society 
slowly took shape to become one of the most dynamic nation of the African continent. At the turn 
of the 21th century, it is thus not surprising to see Mauritian society engaging to question its past 
when most of the past evocative of the population has almost never been the subject of recognition 
and is now facing disappearance, for the benefit of modernity.  

In this respect, research on heritage seemed a legitimate concern as part of the undertakings of the 
Truth and Justice Commission. Heritage is established through a process of memory: as the legacy 
of the past, it stands for symbols and values chosen by the nation. It thus represents what the 
nation believes to be part of its identity. Our focus on heritage ultimately aims at exploring the 
memory process in Mauritius in order to better appreciate according to what references and 
fundamentals the Mauritian nation defines itself. Our research focused on representations as 
expressions of memory in contemporary society and explored, in particular, expressions of slavery 
and indenture as the founding experience of almost the totality of the population.  

Representations of the past are fundamental elements for the constitution of the nation (Anderson, 
1996): they tell us how the society views its past and how slavery and indenture are perceived. The 
representations thus provide us with an understanding of how the past was assimilated and 
disseminated on a national scale. It also tells us how the various segments of the population are 
viewed and how their own experience are transcribed in the public space. One chief aim was to 
evaluate if the vision of the Other was fair and in line with factual experience, or if the 
representations led to a distorted image that could cause prejudices to our evolution in the society.   

Ultimately, the representations of the past - transcribing a social experience – forms part of the 
heritage process establishing a common referential for the society that sustains its evolution. On 
the contrary, distorted images of the past may also constitute an obstacle. We therefore explored 
this question to formulate recommendations supporting a fair transcription of the memory of the 
past to encourage the production of images that will help a common recognition of various 
segments of the population and support national unity. This how this report proposes to address the 
consequences of slavery and indenture in Mauritius today. 

R E S E A R C H  O B J E C T I V E S  
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As part of our assignment, it seemed important to explore the evolution of the heritage process to 
understand better what constitutes the common values of the Mauritian nation. Heritage appears as 
a main area of focus since it is a collective expression of how the society views itself. The notion of 
heritage symbolises how the nation has built a social attachment with places invested with values 
and symbols that respond to the society's identity and memory. It did not seem possible to focus on 
our assignment dealing with the study of the representations of slavery and indenture, without an 
overall understanding of the context in which these representations were elaborated. 

In this respect, the present report proposes to address the research results of the project of 
“Memory and Representations of Slavery and Indenture in Mauritius,” based on the revised project 
proposal submitted on 27 June 2010. The objective of this project was to focus on the expressions 
of memory in the public space to assess how slavery and indenture are depicted. Through the 
analysis of representations, the objective was to describe how slavery and indenture are portrayed 
as common references for the nation. This approach assumed that representations in public space 
express what is considered to be a commonly-accepted vision of the past and how at an 
institutional level, the past is portrayed as being the commonly-accepted version of the society's 
experience. Museums were of particular interest since they provide a transcription of the past seen 
by authorities as the society's fundamentals. In museums, the past is reflected as being the official 
version of what constituted the society. Our objective was to establish through which process 
expressions of memory arose and how these memories are expressed and represented. More 
specifically, how do they contribute to national recognition and the unity of the nation? 

The ultimate goal was to propose recommendations that would speak to the expectations of the 
society and propose actions encouraging fair representations of slavery and indenture. The 
definition of “fair representation” needs to be expressed to explain our approach. Fair 
representations were defined as views of the past that respond to historic veracity but also, that 
speak to the experiences of slaves and indentured labourers in Mauritius as generally accepted by 
descendants. To a certain extent, it was also essential to take into consideration the memory 
representations of slavery and indenture by descendants. In this respect, our research focused on 
expressions in the public space so that the recommendations proposed could be considered within 
the governmental scope of action.  

R E S E A R C H  P E R S P E C T I V E S  A N D  L I M I T A T I O N S   

the position of the researcher 

As part of the research perspectives and limitations of the project, it seems essential to define my 
position as Researcher to better appreciate the point of view or interpretations expressed in this 
report.  

The heritage topic is my main interest. I enrolled at University to study Museology, Anthropology 
and Archaeology and obtained qualifications2 in these subjects. 

I arrived in Mauritius in 2003. A year later, I had the chance to join the Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund 
entrusted to preserve, manage and promote the Aapravasi Ghat World Heritage Site. The institution 
also conducts research projects to document the history of indenture. Our daily undertakings at 
AGTF lead us to discuss problematic related to heritage and public perception of the past. The 
institution is one of its kind. Created in 2001, it is led by AGTF Board who has, throughout the 
years, invested in building capacity in the heritage field among the technical staff of the 
institution. From its early days to now, the staff has continuously gained significant experience by 
being involved in the various stages leading to the inscription of the Site on the World Heritage List 
and also, in the challenges aiming at retaining this status. 

This experience showed that hardly any legislation exists to preserve, enhance or promote the 
heritage in Mauritius. This led to the constitution of various tools – legal and managerial – to enable 
the preservation of the World Heritage Site, AGTF, and also, its development. This experience also 
stressed the need for the development of competence in heritage management including all fields 
of specialisation, an emerging discipline in Mauritius, often not known as a professional field of 
competence. It also showed that the population and the authorities show a significant growing 
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interest in heritage and are becoming aware of the challenges to overcome to better manage 
heritage in Mauritius. 

This seems important to underline this problematic resulting from experience at AGTF as the 
subject of this report directly relates to this professional field. This experience significantly helped 
to appreciate our research interest and propose recommendations. In this respect, this report is 
perceived as an opportunity to share this experience for interaction and for dialogue on heritage in 
Mauritius.  

It was also for me, the chance to focus on a topic directly related to the problematic encountered 
in the course of my professional life. The study of the representations of slavery and indenture are 
currently a main subject of concern. The AGTF has engaged in the setting up of an Interpretation 
Centre aiming at presenting the history of the World Heritage Site and also, the experience of 
indenture. This subject thus directly addresses the problematic encountered at AGTF so as to fairly 
transcribe the historical experience to reconstruct the past and produce a vision with which the 
Mauritian population identifies.    

towards the representations   

This report first proposed to explore the representations of slavery and indenture in museums. In 
the course of our research, this objective seemed difficult to achieve in a satisfactory manner, if 
representations were considered as isolated items. It therefore seemed essential to consider the 
representations within a wider context, allowing the exploration of the dynamics that led to the 
creation of these representations. Our research thus expanded to focus on the overall framework 
within which museums were created and also, are currently functioning. The outcome of our 
research revealed many limitations in the way museums are managed and we felt that this aspect 
was a fundamental element to be reported as the improvement of MUSEUM MANAGEMENT and the 
establishment of a defined framework would provide a better restitution of the past in the museum 
space.  

This also included heritage sites where much development is noted these last few years and, in 
particular, at Aapravasi Ghat World Heritage Site inscribed in 2006 and also directly referring to the 
history of indenture. The analysis of its recognition process showed an evolution in the 
representation of indenture that deserved specific focus and that also speak to the change in the 
way the past is perceived after the inscription of the Site on the World Heritage List. 

studying the expressions in the public space  

Museums and historic sites were the two main areas of focus, since it seemed essential to address 
the question of representations in the public space. This would allow for possible actions proposed 
through the recommendations after the completion of the Commission. In this respect, museums 
were particularly important as a place contributing to the national memory process, by establishing 
official and non-official representations of national history and take part, as public institutions, in 
the national construction of the past. To orientate our research towards the study of museums, our 
focus was on internationally recognized notion of museum as defined by the International Council 
of Museums (ICOM):  

“a non-profit making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its 
development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 
communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material 
evidence of people and their environment.”3 

Our research could not include all representations of slavery and indenture in museums. Fieldwork 
focused on a selection comprising of the Mauritius Institute in Port Louis, the National History 
Museum and the “musée du peuplement” located in Mahébourg, and l'Aventure du sucre in Beau 
Plan. The selection of museums relied on the fact that they do portray slavery and indenture as a 
constitutional element of Mauritian society. If the Mauritius Institute does not directly address 
memories of slavery and indenture, it seemed to be of interest as it is the oldest museum on the 
island and helped us understanding how museums first took shape and how the concept of museum 
was elaborated to better appreciate its evolution within the Mauritian context.  
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As such, the Museum of National History was particularly interesting since it was the first attempt 
to depict the National History of Mauritius, seen by a governmental agency, while the musée du 
peuplement is the most recent expression of the vision of Mauritian history by the same authorities. 
Similarly, the other museums seemed an essential area of study as they are the result of private 
initiatives. This allowed the confrontation with the museums of the public sector and led to an 
interesting conclusion on the perception of the past by a segment of the local community and by 
the governmental agencies. In our analysis, the Code of Ethnics of ICOM was the reference 
document to assess the performance of museums and also to evaluate how they responded to the 
international standards.  

methodological considerations  

To approach our research topic, the methodology relied on detailed descriptions of representations 
of slavery and indenture in museums. This led to their analysis supported by background 
information on the context of museums' creation. Research in the archives and secondary sources 
were essential to appreciate the context of evolution of the cultural institutions and also to 
understand the dynamics leading to the formulation of the representations of slavery and indenture 
in the various museums. This report therefore proposes to address the dynamics of memory 
representations of slavery and indenture in their context of appearance.  

This part was followed by a broader analysis of heritage dynamics to better appreciate the context 
in which the recognition of slavery and indenture took place. The objective is to better appreciate 
in which instances the restitution of the past seemed to address contemporary concern in a 
successful manner. This part relies on a survey polling 50 people and on the study of official 
documents. This also includes an analysis of MUSEUM MANAGEMENT at the Mauritius Museums 
Council to consider how MUSEUM MANAGEMENT and conservation could be improved to create a 
sustainable environment for heritage and ensure the restitution of the national past in favourable 
conditions.  

This part led to the identification of key elements supporting the recognition of heritage related to 
slavery and indenture and the sustainable development of heritage. It supported the formulation of 
recommendations proposed for the improvement of heritage recognition and sustainability in 
Mauritius.  

Our area of study was thus delimited to better appreciate the expressions of memory in their 
context of	 production. It was essential to limit our scope to allow fine definitions of representations 
and thus allowing their analysis requiring their consideration within their context of occurrence and 
general perspectives on museum and memory dynamics. It would have been a difficult enterprise to 
only focus on representations as such as they would not have led to an overall understanding of 
what they meant for the population or how they were generally perceived. Considering 
representations in their context of production was thus our approach to better analyse their 
meaning and also, better identify their shortcomings.   

To initiate this report, the definition of two key concepts seemed essential to set a base for our 
research and analysis. These two key concepts were memory as a process required to allow the 
occurrence of representations of the past; and heritage as the general framework within which the 
process of memory generates expressions.  
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3. KEY CONCEPTS: MEMORY AND HERITAGE  

It seemed essential to consider the concept of heritage in the light of the recent academic research 
focusing on the process of heritage formation and consider why an object, tangible or intangible 
becomes a heritage. Heritage necessarily implies that there is a common recognition which 
ultimately leads to local, national or international status, formal or informal.  

This recognition is the result of a process that necessarily implies an act of memory. An object 
becomes heritage because it is remembered, thus initiating the memorial process leading to the 
recognition. The transformation of an object into an object of heritage is the result of – what Jean 
Davallon calls- the process of memoration. Jean Davallon refers to this expression to convey the 
idea that an object of heritage necessarily refers to memory. The object of heritage was invested 
with symbols and values that has a direct relevance to the memory shaped by the nation. Heritage 
is commonly recognized specifically because it makes sense for a specific entity. Indeed, an object 
considered by an external group would not be considered as such since one may not share the same 
cultural references4. This aspect is particularly interesting in Mauritius where the population is 
formed by groups with various cultural backgrounds. This raises the question of how to grant the 
status of heritage to an object when it necessarily implies that external references must be 
recognized to form a national entity.  This aspect may also explain why we notice the absence of 
recognition of major historical events in the case of slavery and indenture, hardly ever considered 
before the years 2000 as far as heritage is concerned.  

Precisely, the study of the evolution of the notion of heritage is essential if we are to understand 
through which process common values were elaborated and also bring to light the overall 
framework that activated expressions of memory representations. We therefore assumed that 
representations of slavery and indenture could not be isolated from an overall process that led to 
the construction of a national perception of the past. Especially in the case of museum, 
representations as museums “must allow to give to the communities concerned the keys to 
understand the local history and environment (and not only focus on national history). The 
museum must enable us to define the image of oneself that one wishes to communicate to 
others”5. In this respect, museums seemed the right place to appreciate a common vision of the 
past and the expressions of shared values.  

To ensure an objective appreciation, the study of representations includes an understanding of the 
context in which representations were generated as perceptions of the past. Indeed, they are part 
of a process that relies on dynamics of transmission through time. This is the reason why we 
consider that heritage is an evolving notion: it carries social values expressing concerns of a 
particular period and conveys expressions of an attachment to the past serving current challenges. 
Representations were formulated at a given time and with time, they may no more respond to the 
current concerns of the society. In this respect, we may want to assume that fair representations 
are those recreating a link between the past and the present with which the society identifies.  

In this respect, the context in which a museum is created dictates its content. Museums can be 
described a social space created by authorities or private entities to present a representation of 
the past evocative of a given period. The museum thus opens a window on an “institutional past” or 
on a social past which presents the commonly accepted (or not accepted) vision of the 
society/cultural group’s past at a precise moment in time. Consequently, the representations 
generated earlier in time may no more address the contemporary concerns and set out a vision that 
fails to respond to the present expectations. 

This discrepancy between visions generated in the past and current appreciations shows that the 
memorial process is evolving. In this section, the objective is to appreciate how the memorial 
process took shape to identify heritage. It seemed important to include such considerations as it 
allows us to understand how the memorial process evolved until today and also, consider why parts 
of the national history remained silent until recently.   

To this end, it was interesting to analyse the concept of heritage as understood by the Royal 
Society of Arts and Sciences (RSAS) created in 18476 and by the Historical Records Committee 
(HRC) taking shape in 1883. These two entities were instrumental in the creation of a memorial 
framework at national level. Their actions later led to the creation of heritage institutions that 
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inherited their understanding of heritage. This had a direct incidence on the formulation of 
representations of slavery and indenture. The representations of the past were actually driven by 
the colonial Elite. The account on the RSAS and the HRC can help us appreciate why it is only in the 
recent years that public expressions of slavery or indenture were included in museums.  

the royal society of arts and sciences (rsas) 

The emergence of the notion of heritage in the colony is associated to the development of Science 
and Agriculture. The Société des Sciences et des Arts de l'Isle de France, first created in 1846, is 
elaborated upon the European model. The Society gathers members from the Scientific community. 
This Society and the Société d'Emulation created in 1805 7  both aim at developing science, 
agriculture and, to a certain extent, trade in Mauritius8. The scientific research and the promotion 
of the Arts progressively developed with the creation of the Société d'Histoire Naturelle9 by George 
Cuvier, Charles Telfair and Julien Desjardins in 1828 (SRAS, 1883:42). When Queen Victoria granted 
the authorization to use the word “Royal” in 1847, the Société recognized as being of public utility 
is renamed Society of Arts and Sciences or Société Royale des Sciences et des Arts, an appellation 
used in both French and English until today. The Société largely contributes to the development of 
scientific research and to the emergence of a historical consciousness.10  

The Société benefits from its international reputation, considering the composition of its members11 
all recognized for their confirmed scientific aptitudes. A strong collaboration is established with 
other societies in the world including those in European metropolis12. The activities of the society 
focus on natural History, Ornithology, Zoology, Biology and Botanic, and largely contributes to the 
development of sugar cane which has become the main economic driver as from the 1840s (Ly-Tio-
Fane, 1972; Allen, 1999). One of the first reports on the activities of the society indicates that the 
society's purpose is to «encourager le développement de l'agriculture dans notre colonie en 
général, et particulièrement, à notre seule ressource et à sa production ingénieuse»13 (SRAS, 
1850:5). As such, the Society advises the agriculture sector and the colonial authorities on scientific 
matters (Sornay, 1950:470). 

As part of its activities, the Société organised agricultural exhibitions aiming at supporting the 
improvement of agriculture and the industry from the end of the 1840s (SRAS, 1849). The annual 
exhibitions presented the best sugars, the latest inventions related to techniques used by the sugar 
industry, natural history specimens and products of the local and regional agriculture. These annual 
exhibitions are the opportunity to also present works of art made by local Artists (SRAS, 1881:111).  

In 1847, the Comité des Beaux Arts of the Société organised an important artistic exhibition. The 
report of July 1848 indicates that 1,500 people visited the exhibition which lasted four days. More 
than 350 works of art were exhibited: paintings from Masters, oil paintings of local Artists, 
watercolours, drawings, daguerreotypes, engravings, busts and medals. The master paintings and 
those of foreign Artists represented 59% of the artistic exhibition, as against 17% of paintings of 
«Créoles ou artistes résidents» and 24% by amateurs (RSAS, 1848:103). The exhibition required 
important investment that did not allow the Société to renew the event the following year but the 
société proposed to set up a new exhibition in the years to come to allow the local Artists to 
produce works of art specifically for the event. The société wished to “to encourage the 
development and improvement of Talent among artists and of taste in the community at large” 
(RSAS, 1848:106). 

Through these exhibitions, the organisers expressed the ambition to present works of art in line 
with European aestheticism and corresponding to the liking of the elite. The presentation of works 
of art by Albert Cruyp, Jordaens, Paul Véronèse, Brueghel de Velours, Frank Hals, Canaletto or 
Jacques-Louis David showed the intention to promote the European aestheticism and cultural 
values of Western societies (RSAS, 1848:104). During this first artistic exhibition of this kind, the 
Société wished to encourage local artists to improve their art. The objective was to reach an ideal 
aestheticism based on the fundamentals of Classical art promoting the beauty and the technical 
feat. The ambition was to emulate local talent and act in favour of the training of novice artists as 
in European Academies. These artistic references appealed to the elite composed of literates and 
intellectuals. The elite thus took part in the cultural life of the country by promoting a Western 
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vision of the arts. As such, the elite also acted in favour of its prestige and positioned itself in the 
undertaking of the great European artistic enterprises which were references for the colonial power 
in place.  

However, the Société could not continue these expensive initiatives. The artistic exhibitions were 
later incorporated in those dedicated to Science. The first one took place in 1881: an artistic 
exhibition was organised by the Société as part of the Inter-Colonial Exhibition taking place at the 
Government House, the seat of the Colonial Government. Each year, the exhibition regrouped 
industrial products and natural resources of Mauritius and other colonies of whose sugar 
«surpassent en beauté ceux des années précédentes» (SRAS, 1881:112). The artistic exhibition 
presented «objets rares, curieux ou historiques existant à Maurice […], quelques belles toiles de la 
Réunion et de Maurice, ainsi que des aquarelles» (SRAS, 1881:112).  

The exhibition focused on Mauritian objects and Artists. The Société now turned to the 
presentation of regional arts and promoted the local contribution. This trend became stronger as 
from the 1880s which were also the years seeing the emergence of a new elite among the gens de 
couleur libres. The Société then started to recognize the symbols of the local elite and, in 
particular, its founding figures. In its undertaking, the Société responded to the need to promote 
their original culture through the presentation of works of art and endorsed the role of an artistic 
academy to train local Artists to promote European culture as a reference for the emerging nation. 
In this context, their action was in line with a colonial strategy aimed at transposing the Metropolis 
hegemony in the Colony. 
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Illustration 1 Inter-colonial Exhibition held in November 1894 in Port Louis 

  

  

Source: Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture 
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the emergence of a local memory in the recognition of first settlers and figures of the colonial 

power 

In the 1880s, the Société started to recognize the symbols of the local elite, marking the memorial 
process that led to the emergence of a local heritage. This undertaking was initiated by the 
intention of the Société to promote local history. Although the promotion of human sciences is not 
the primary mission of the Société, its participation in the cultural life of the colony was very 
active. As early as 1858, the members of the Société Royale expressed their intention to encourage 
historical research financially and intellectually. They argued that the richness of events that took 
place in Mauritius deserved to be researched for transmission to future generations (RSAS, 
1860:217). This ambition led to the creation of a section on History and Literature within the 
Société on 22 June 1859 (SRAS, 1870:8). This committee proposed to recompense the members that 
would produce a contribution on the history of Mauritius, or scientific or literary publications (RSAS, 
1860:334).  

The Historical Committee of the Société met to talk about the significant events that marked the 
history of Mauritius and, in particular, those contributing to the development of Science. During the 
monthly sessions, members recalled the contributions of Scientists to local knowledge and proposed 
to undertake actions to recognize the importance of their work and pay homage to their memory. 
In the course of 1859, the Société financed the erection of two commemorative monuments and 
indicated its intention to pay homage to the local Scientists.  

The first proposal was submitted by Mr. Liénard in a letter14 sent to the President of the Société: it 
was to create «un monument en forme de pyramide ayant pour but d'honorer la mémoire d'un 
nombre assez considérable de personnes qui ont concouru à son bien-être, en y faisant progresser 
l'agriculture, ou en l'enrichissant de plantes et d'animaux utiles et intéressants» (SRAS, 1860:330). 
He further provided criteria that would justify the inscription of names of the monument: « [une 
colonne]où l'on y inscrivit que les noms de ceux qui ne sont plus, les vivants devant être 
expressément exclus quels que soient leurs droits à y prendre place». Mr. de Robillard recalls that 
in 1885, Liénard «a voulu que les personnes de Maurice, qui se distingueraient dans les sciences, 
les arts, l'étude de l'histoire naturelle, et qui rendraient au pays des services réels, eussent après 
leur mort, leurs noms inscrits sur cette colonne afin que le temps et l'oubli ne vinssent pas 
déployer un voile sur leur mémoire» (SRAS, 1885:25). 

In his letter, François Liénard requested that the President of the Société should constitute a 
committee of which the “mission serait de rechercher les noms de tous les hommes utiles qui 
doivent figurer sur ce monument destiné à éterniser parmi nous leur souvenir» (SRAS, 1860:330). 
Liénard naturally proposed that the column be erected in the Botanical Garden in Pamplemousses, 
a highly symbolical place for the Société as the Botanical Garden was created in 1770 by Pierre 
Poivre, one of the founding figures of Natural Science in Mauritius. On the monument erected in 
1861 appear the names of the famous Scientists which were, for the most, former members of the 
Société (Sornay, 1950:487). 

The Société took action to commemorate the pioneers of Scientific Research in Mauritius through 
another initiative, by paying homage to Philibert de Commerson, a member of Bougainville 
expedition and also, one of the first Scientists who introduced Natural Science in the island. This 
historic character is also an emblematic figure for the Société. He expressed the intention, during 
his stay between 1768 and 1773, to create an Academy devoted to the study of Nature, agriculture 
and tropical diseases (Ly-Tio-Fane, 2003:102). Louis Bouton, Secretary and Botanist, proposed to 
erect a monument in memory of Commerson in 1859.15 In this undertaking, the Société considered 
this as the best homage to his work, since the entity regrouped the necessary competence needed 
to appreciate the importance of his contribution: 

«This homage to the memory of a man of science, the greater part of whose labours were 
achieved in Mauritius, is an act of justice which can be but highly honorable to the Society, 
better placed than any other, to appreciate the merit and value of such labours" (RSAS, 1860, 
part 2, vol.1: 346). 
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The later initiatives of the Société responded to the same concern of commemorating the memory 
of those who contributed to the advancement of the colony. The Société, therefore, approved the 
erection of commemorative monuments and the creation of funeral monuments for its former 
members16  or for those who undertook actions leading to its creation. The Société also paid 
homage to famous figures17 and to the founding father18 of the island in Pierre Poivre or Mahé de 
Labourdonnais whose statue was erected on the Place du Quai, in front of the Government House, 
on 30 August 1859 (Sornay, 1950:521). The Société later expanded its scope for action to “de 
promouvoir le progrès de la science, de l'art, de l'histoire et de la littérature à Maurice” (SRAS, 
1883: 42).  

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Société acted to perpetuate the memory of Scientists who 
worked in the colony. Monuments were erected as symbols of perpetuity of the Société but also of 
the scientific knowledge that it promoted. The Société thus delimitated a space of memorial 
expression that paid homage to progress and, in particular, to the evolution of Science which was 
necessary for the development of the sugar industry, the major economic activity of the island. The 
Société ultimately created local historical references based on the recognition of the various 
contributions and, indirectly, highlighted the contribution of the metropolis in the island. The 
Société, thus, showed through its commemorative actions its concern to establish strong links 
between the metropolis, and positioned its actions in the continuity of the scientific activities 
conducted in Europe at the same period. 

The Société thus created a referential background to support the elite and developed references to 
metropolitan models that valorised and legitimated the place of the elite in the colony. The 
recognition of the founding figures of the Société and of the colony set a basis for the emergence 
of heritage in a young society and showed that the notion of heritage was still not defined. The 
elite engaged in a travail de mémoire that focused on the extraordinary personalities who inspired 
intellectual admiration. However, the elite showed no interest in the ethnological heritage, 
referring to inferior ‘foreign’ classes -as it was the case in Europe in the same period.  Nor was it 
interested in the built heritage already granted as a symbol of the elite, thus not requiring 
appropriation to legitimize their position. 

The concern for legitimacy seemed omnipresent, when we note that the Société erected symbols 
through the construction of monuments that represented outstanding characters, historic figures or 
representatives of authority19. These three categories showed the need to anchor the position of 
the nineteenth-century elite and convey a concern for the past that focused on local realisations 
with reference to European markers. The memory process of the elite operated on the strength of 
Western references to identify local symbols. The elite developed a memory that negotiated its 
contribution to local history and affirmed its cultural belonging. Through this process, the elite 
created and instituted a local anchorage on the colonial territory.  

Throughout this process, the elite selected precise memorial representations based on its 
experience and reduced the scope of historical events to the memory of personalities. This led to 
the creation of a public space of recognition where the elite signified the close relationship of 
political authorities with the economic power of the colony. The elite thus created a social 
representation of memory that was exclusively extracted from its own colonial circle of 
experience. The elite inscribed itself on a social project that claimed its intellectual and political 
predominance by codifying references to the past supported by the authorities. This led to the 
creation of an institutional memory prevailing over the rest of the population.  

the institution of a local memorial framework: the alliance of the colonial powers 

The Société was supported by the Colonial Government which allocated funds to support its 
subsistence. The Société understood that the colonial support was instrumental to its existence and 
its influence. In the same manner, the colonial power saw in its affiliation to the Société, the 
opportunity to share the same interests, thus getting closer to the white elite controlling the 
economic sector of the colony. The alliance of power can be attested in the memorial process that 
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privileged the Western symbols present in the recent past of the country; and also, in the 
recognition of historical events that showed the close relationship existing between the Colonial 
Authorities and the white elite.  

The representative of Colonial Power also held a significant role in the Société: the Governor was 
the President of the Société throughout its years of existence during the colonial period. This 
marked deeply the conciliation existing between the two parties and ultimately, the close 
relationship among the elite. Together, they contributed to the development of Western culture in 
the memorial process. This process would lead to the recognition of an heritage defined on Western 
grounds. This would be the fundamental element leading to the recognition of local heritage. This 
would survive colonial times and last until recent years.  

In this process, the Colonial Government signified its adhesion to the elite and created the image of 
a strong central power, allying the economic and political power. The example of the Historical 
Records Committee is also particularly significant in the elaboration of this memorial process. It is 
also important since it was created as an institutional body. Almost thirty years after its creation, 
it would become the Ancient Monuments Board and later lead to the creation of the actual 
National Heritage Fund.  

the historical records committee (hrc) 

The Historical Records Committee was created by Governor Pope Hennessy in 1883 as a 
Commission20 which later became an instituted committee through Proclamation No. 146 of 1889.21 
This initiative shows that the notion of heritage first appeared through a colonial initiative, and 
that heritage was thus recognized at its base in terms of its modalities and definition.  

The creation of the Historical Records Committee took place a year after the promulgation of the 
Ancient Monuments Act in Great Britain, aimed at identifying ancient monuments through an 
inventory and protecting the monuments from accidental or voluntary destruction (Delafons, 
1997:12). In Mauritius, the Committee was “chargé de la conservation et de l'entretien de tous les 
monuments et emplacements considérés comme historiques» (Sornay, 1950:494). According to 
Pierre de Sornay, it was precisely the intention to preserve “historical memory” that motivated the 
Governor Pope Hennessy to create the HRC. It seems that the idea of the Committee took shape, 
when the Governor took cognizance of the destruction of the place where the terms of the 
capitulation were discussed in 1810 (Sornay, 1950:494). 

The main focus of the HRC was to recognize the memory of personalities who had contributed to 
the constitution of Mauritius as a nation in colonial times. It is interesting to note that heritage was 
not so much dealing with tangible heritage then, but rather dealt with the setting up of monuments 
or commemoration plaques. Hence, heritage was not perceived as what we understand today by it, 
namely “anything that has been transmitted from the past or handed down by tradition,” or as 
“the evidence of the past, such as historical sites, buildings, and the unspoilt natural 
environment, considered collectively as the inheritance of present-day society,” but was indeed 
the recognition of memory and any tangible expressions of this memory. 

The main focus was on historical events featuring the British and the French. The action of the 
Committee focused on events marking the foundation of the colony. An example was the setting up 
of a monument commemorating the death of soldiers during the Battle of Grand Port won by the 
French, who four months later, were defeated by the British. This event marked the point of origin 
of the British presence in Mauritius and also, the supremacy of the British over the French. The 
Committee commemorated this by a plaque posted on the façade of la Maison de Robillard; this 
fact recalled that the French and British Commanders were both injured during the battle and 
received care in the same room (Sornay, 1950). The entente between the British Authorities and 
the French elite was honoured through this commemorative action. 

Considering this historical background, it is essential to consider that heritage is not so much a 
notion related to the recognition of a place, but rather the achievement of a personality or of a 
community through its experience in Mauritius. As such, it is relevant to consider that what we 
understand by “heritage” in Mauritius from its first expressions, is not linked to the experience of 
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the population at large, but rather it deals with the recognition of first colons' achievements on the 
island.  It serves the position of the colony as an Oligarchy. 

The pressing need to preserve heritage and a national framework is expressed through an initiative 
of the Historical Records Committee, to press for the elaboration of a legal framework.22 The 
motion of M. Clément Charoux to invite the “Government to vote an Ordinance with a view to 
preserve the historic buildings of the island or those recognized as such by the committee” was 
unanimously accepted during the Committee meeting held on 28 September 1928.23 The objective 
was to list identified heritage and give a legal status to 'historic buildings”.24 

The Historical Records Committee had the mandate to advise the Ccolonial Government by 
recommending the recognition of objects of heritage25. The proposed Bill wouldl later stipulate that 
the HRC has the mandate to “advise generally on the maintenance of ancient monument in the 
Colony”26. At this stage, the notion of heritage specifically dealt with “the most interesting ancient 
monuments of the island: old forts, the coastal batteries, the ruins of Grand Port, the public 
buildings, the family houses nearly centenary etc. Several testimonies of our glorious past are in 
state of dereliction that predicts their forthcoming disappearance. To fix its memory through 
photography and printing before it is too late, seems to be a beneficial undertaking for the 
country as a whole, as part of our historic heritage would thus be preserved from oblivion”. The 
letter further indicated that the objective of subscriptions was to regroup the “most venerable 
souvenirs of our great ancestors”.27 

It is, indeed,a fact that most heritage preserved by the Historical Records Committee refers to 
tombs in memory of colonial ancestors. The list of tombs provided in Archival Records for the 
1930s 28  refers to British or French personalities, including Governors. 29  The list of ‘historical 
monuments’, as described in a letter dated 17 February 1937, in fact referred to a list of 122 
names. It seems that as early as 1892,30 the Historical Records Committee was allocated a budget 
referred to as “tombs of Governors”.  

The need to preserve the memory of French ancestors and heritage was further underlined by a 
letter to solicit funds from the Compagnies sucrières de Maurice dated 5 May 1933, stating that 
“the Committee, by addressing the Sugar Companies of Mauritius, thought that all had attachment 
to the past as most date back to the French occupation period and that their Directors would not 
remain indifferent to these two movements which refer to historic remembrance.”31   

Although the mandate of the HRC was the result of a Government Proclamation, the Historical 
Records Committee denounced the lack of support from the Government which showed a “lack of 
cooperation and refuses any kind of support to the committee members” and most importantly, it 
underlined that “in this country, very little interest exists for historic objects as they are abandon 
to dereliction”32. This is the reason put forward by the Committee in the proceedings dated 1930 to 
prepare a “list of various buildings that could be listed as historic.”33  

During the same session, the HRC indicated that the listing did not imply specific measures nor 
impacted on the owners as the listing consisted in posting a plaque on the building “recalling the 
history of the building, of the Church or the place” and that the Government “would not take at 
its charge the maintenance of all the buildings or monuments that could be listed as historical”. 
The objective was thus to indicate the historical importance to the public for the purpose of 
remembrance and raise consciousness. It was, therefore, an act of memory and did not aim at 
integrating a wider heritage framework that would serve the aim to restore or preserve the 
heritage for the nation, as per today's conception. The HRC undertakings focused on the 
commemoration of people and events. 

The same proceedings dated 1930 provide with a first list of monuments identified by HRC:34 

1. Hôtel du Gouvernement 

2. L'ancienne Chapelle Sainte Anne 

3. Le Château Mon Plaisir Pamplemousses 
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4. Le Château de Rivière la Chaux 

5. La Cheminée et la maison de Grande Rosalie 

6. La fontaine monumentale de la Place de l'Eglise 

7. La fontaine Place de l'Artillerie 

8. Le Tombeau Malartic 

9. Les deux pierres cylindriques sur la Place de l'Eglise 

10. Le Corps de Garde de Trou Fanfaron 

11. L'ancien hôpital de la Grande Rivière Nord Ouest 

12. Les ruines de l'ancienne Batterie du Vieux Grand Port 

13. La Tour dite “hollandaise” au Vieux Grand Port 

14. La Loge de la Triple Espérance 

15. Les Tours Martello à la Rivière Noire 

16. Les ruines de l'Ancien Arsenal 

17. La Tour du moulin à poudre 

18. La Chaussée Trommelin 

19. Le Réduit 

20. Les fortins de l'île de la Passe 

21. Les ruines de la Batterie Dumas 

22. L'abreuvoir de la rue Moka (formant partie de l'ancienne Boulangerie du Roy) 

23. Les tombes ou monuments commémoratifs: 

1. Du Gouverneur Smith à Port-Louis 

2. Le Cenotaphe à la mémoire du Colonel Joseph Yates, Port-Louis 

3. De Commerson 

4. Du Prince Candien 

5. Du Colonel Draper à Rivière Noire 

6. De Stadamania Petite Rivière  

7. De Monseigneur Buenavita aux Pamplemousses 

8. Du Gouverneur Magon de Saint Pilier aux Pamplemousses 

9. De Papeneuse à Eau Coulée Curepipe 

If we examine this list, 36% of the proposed listed heritage refers to commemorative monuments. 
The comparison with the figures for 1944 also shows a large proportion of heritage devoted to 
commemorative purpose which reaches 42% in total.35 
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Year Religious 
buildings 

 

Buildings 

 

Ruins  

Tombs and 
cemeteries 

Commemorative 
monuments 

Items of civil works 

  Civil Military Batteries Fortifications   Fountain Canal 

1930 3% 23% 7% 7% 13% 33% 3% 10% - 

1944 - 26% 13% 6% 9% 21% 21% 3% 3% 

Sources: 
MNA: X18/1 –  List of Historic Monuments identified by the Historical Records Committee, 1829; 

Ordinance no. 8 of 1944 entitled the Ancient Monuments Ordinance, 1944. 

 

This table shows the predominance of the identification of heritage as a commemorative object. 
The memory process is activated by the white elite and instituted by the Colonial Authorities. It is 
also directly related to places and sites referring to their experience in Mauritius. Concurrently, the 
references to slavery and indenture are totally discarded from recognition, as the memorial process 
is activated by the higher class of the society. However, it is precisely, at this period, that the 
working classes started to be represented in the political life of the country, but their action does 
not enter memory problematics but rather their social recognition.  

The memorial process leads, in the 1930s, to the creation of a legal framework expressing the 
intention to include heritage in the General Policy of the Government. The Legislative allow us to 
explore further the place devoted to heritage by the authorities as a means to recognize sections of 
the society and also understand the continuity in the perception of the heritage object, at a time 
when the representations of the past took shape in dedicated institutions such as museums.  

	  

Illustration 2  listed heritage per categories established in 1930s-1940s 
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4. THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF HERITAGE: THE 
ESTABLISHMENT OF A NATIONAL MEMORY FRAMEWORK  

 

The institutionalisation of heritage marks the ratification of the actions of the Historical Records 
Committee and also, the national establishment of the memorial framework developed by the elite. 
It is precisely the HRC that acted towards the creation of an appropriate Legislation for heritage.  
The discussions to elaborate a legal framework took place at the heart of the HRC. In 1937, the 
President of the Historical Records Committee (HRC) wrote to the Colonial Secretary to comment 
on a proposed draft Ordinance entitled “Bill to provide for the protection and preservation of 
ancient monuments”. This would materialize in the Proclamation of the Ordinance No. 19 of 1938, 
entitled the Ancient Monuments Preservation Ordinance. The notion of National Monument is at an 
embryo stage. The Bill defines the concept of Ancient Monument and expresses for the first time 
the recognition of a common heritage for the colonial nation.  

The Ordinance established the process of listing monuments in the schedule that were  

“any structure or erection, monument, or part or remains of a monument, or any 
object the preservation of which is a matter of public interest by reason of the 
historic, architectural, traditional, artistic, or archaeological interest attaching 
thereto, and the site of any such monument or of any remains thereof, and any 
part of the adjoining land which may be required for the purpose of fencing, 
covering in, or otherwise preserving the monument from injury, and also includes 
the means of access thereto.” 

This shows that the local process is highly inspired by the European example and makes provision 
for a local recognition because it constitutes European references in the colony. The legislation will 
be elaborated further with the Ordinance no 8 of 1944 “to provide for the preservation of ancient 
monuments and places or areas of historical or other interest”. As far as our undertaking is 
concerned, this historical overview of the development of the notion of heritage in Mauritius does 
not only tell us how heritage was defined and considered; it also tells us how heritage was managed 
at the level of Government. The Historical Records Committee was operating under the colonial 
government and as far the archival records testified, it seems that not much funds were allocated 
hence it reduced the actions of the committee composed of educated members forming part of the 
Elite. The focus was on the preservation of heritage that related to the historical background and 
origins of this segment of the population. This shows that the framework dynamics were not 
inclined to consider the lower classes which had no representatives nor mediators transmitting 
their potential intentions. Mauritius was ruled by an Oligarchy generating the heritage process to 
their benefits. The Elite responded to a colonial strategy aiming at establishing an extension of 
Europe in the colony.  

The study of the notion of heritage provided with an overall picture of the memorial framework 
established in Mauritius. The analysis of the proceedings of the RSAS and the Historical Records 
Committee gave us a full insight on the perception of heritage by the Oligarchy. We can better 
appreciate who formulated the representations of the past and also why they took shape or on the 
contrary, why they never materialised. In the same manner, we would not be in a position to 
appreciate the absence or the scarcity of representations of slavery and indenture today if we did 
not try to understand in what circumstances the first museum was created on the island. 

The Mauritius Institute  

“Le musée est un des lieux qui donnent la plus haute idée de l'homme.” André Malraux  

The creation of the Mauritius Institute is the result of the heritage process led by the Elite. The 
museum came into existence through the initiative of the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences. It 
shows how the Société has implanted a Natural History Museum in the colony according to the same 
heritage dynamics attested in Europe in the same period. The account on the Mauritius Institute 
help us appreciating how heritage was inherited from the colonial Elite and later in the report, we 
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will consider what is the impact today on the appropriation of heritage by the former dominated 
population.  

establishing the european hegemony 

The project of Mauritius Institute originated in 1826, when Charles Telfair launched the idea of a 
colonial museum and invited the Zoologist Julien Desjardins and the Botanist Louis Bouton to 
donate their collections to the State. At this point in time, the Colonial Authorities did not show 
any interest in this proposal. Finally in 1842, Julien Desjardins established a museum in one of the 
wings of the Royal College of Port Louis, a symbolic place of excellence for the white elite (Cheke, 
2003:198). 

At the end of the 1870s, the Royal Society proposed to gather the library and the Natural History 
collections in one place. This project of an Institute was finally supported by the Colonial 
Authorities whose representative, Governor Sir George Bowen, laid the first stone on 23 November 
1880. The Mauritius Institute came into existence through the Proclamation of the Ordinance No. 19 
of 1880 to promote the Arts, Sciences, Literature and Philosophy, in order to educate and entertain 
the public. The Mauritius Institute opened its doors during the Colonial Exhibition in 1884 (Cheke, 
2003: 199). Its objective was to regroup the Collection of the Desjardins Museum established in 
1842 in the Royal College in Port Louis and other National History Collections and the library in one 
location. As the minutes of proceedings of the Royal Society of Arts and Science state: 

The new building to be set up “doit contenir le Muséum Desjardin, la bibliothèque 
publique et donner aussi asile aux différentes sociétés de la colonie qui adhèrent au 
règlement qui sera préparé bientôt afin de les rassembler pour certaines questions, 
en une fédération qui aura le titre de ‘Mauritius Institute’” (SRAS, 1884:95).  

The exhibition of December 1884 marked the inauguration of the Mauritius Institute (SRAS, 
1886:192). The minutes of proceedings report that it was the first time that an exhibition was held 
for eight days and that it attracted more than 20,000 visitors, including 4,045 children for which 
entrance was free. The entrance fees were brought down to a low price in order to « permettre à 
toutes les classes de la société de bénéficier d'une solennité aussi instructive » (SRAS, 1886:196). 

The Mauritius Institute regrouped the collections of Julien Desjardins, a Botanist who collected a 
number of National History specimens from Mauritius, two paintings representing “Raphael and the 
Fornarina” by Van Der Burhne and “Passage of Que” by Washington, given by Edgar de Rochecouste. 
The objective, with the acquisition of this paintings, was to develop a compete gallery of portraits 
similar to European Museums, to “développer le goût des arts dans notre petit pays” (SRAS, 1885: 
Vol.17:73).  

The creation of the Mauritius Institute was a national project conveying the ambitions of the 
Scientists, the cultural elite and the Colonial Authorities to gather in one location all the 
expressions of ‘knowledge’ as per European standards, with a view to sharing this knowledge. This 
is very clear in the statement of Julien Desjardins regarding the Constitution of what was to 
become the Mauritius Institute:  

“A des distances infinies. iI fait don de compléter le titre, il faut arriver à faire connaître à nos 
compatriotes qui ne peuvent aller admirer au foyer même des lumières, les merveilles qui y 
sont accumulées. Pour cela, il faut mettre à exécution mon idée, faire les démarches 
nécessaires auprès des autorités pour y arriver, et l'on dira peut-être plus tard: que si le père a 
doté son pays d'un riche Muséum, le fils y a fait germer et fleurir, après bien de vaines 
tentatives, le goût et la culture de la peinture”. (SRAS, 1883, vol.12:75) 

This statement of Julien Desjardins underscores the ambition to establish a European concept of 
culture as a fundamental reference for the country. We could also understand indirectly that the 
project was initiated by the Franco-Mauritian elite, thus claiming their position of pioneers on the 
island, in opposition to the British newcomers. However, both shared the same objective, to 
establish the European model as a fundamental reference. In these words, the colony was to 
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become an extension of the European metropolis, as expressed through the statement of Governor 
Pope Hennessy, Chairman of the SRAS: 

“A notre époque, dans toutes les villes d'Europe qui ont une certaine importance, aussi bien 
que dans I'Inde et dans toutes les colonies anglaises, on a établi des Muséums dont quelques-uns 
sont très beaux, entre autres ceux de Melbourne et de Sydney. M. Daruty, qui les a visités, les 
a beaucoup admirés. Celui de Sydney, pour son administration, son entretien et son 
accroissement, dépense annuellement £13,000. L'histoire naturelle de nos jours est enseignée 
dans les collèges en Europe ; les directeurs ont formé, pour cet objet, des Museums Scholars. II 
est bon et utile que la jeunesse apprenne à connaître toutes les beautés et les richesses que le 
Créateur a réunies sur le globe où il nous a placés. La Faune marine de Maurice est très riche et 
pourrait, à elle seule, fournir bien des éléments pour enrichir le Muséum et le rendre plus 
intéressant, surtout pour les étrangers qui le visitent” (SRAS, 1885, vol. 17: 73). 

Pope Hennessy’s ambitions was to provide Mauritius with cultural opportunities corresponding to 
the Imperial enterprises, already established in other colonies. The cultural policy responded to a 
European archetype of knowledge, is considered as another expression of British Imperialism.    

The intention was to recreate the European model in Mauritius and seemed very clear:  

“There is in Europe no town containing a considerable population, which does not 
possess a Library, and often, a Museum. Why should Mauritius, now so important by 
her commerce, her agriculture, her wealth and her population represented by men 
of great intelligence and governed by an enlightened chief, not do what her 
position and the condition in which she is placed imperiously demand?”36 (RSAS, 
1860:347) 

The institution is the archetype of Natural History Museums developed outside Europe in the 
nineteenth century (Gob et Drouguet, 2004). The dissemination of the European concept of Culture 
and its application in various colonies can refer to what Richard Grove calls ‘green imperialism’.37  

Its establishment followed the same process: a scientific society donates its collections to the 
authorities which ensure in exchange that free access is given to the largest audience to promote 
the Sciences and Education for the public. However, museums are mostly visited by the Elite. It is 
similarly the case in Mauritius where during its first five years of existence, the Museum Desjardins 
received only slightly more than 4,000 visitors or 2.5% of the total population at the time. Probably, 
45% of the 10,000 visitors formed part of the ‘General Population’ including the white and Creole 
elite who were the only ones to have access to the Royal College (Toussaint, 1972; Cheke, 
2003:198). 

About forty years later, the Colonial Authorities stated their intention to open the new Institute to 
all. In a letter sent to the President of the Royal Society, Governor Bowen mentioned that the role 
of the Royal Society and of the Government was to encourage the creation of places of knowledge 
aiming at educating “toutes les classes de notre population mixte» and supported the Royal Society 
in its actions that would allow to « élever la morale et la capacité intellectuelle de toutes les 
composantes de la population» 38 (SRAS, 1883:44). His support was motivated by the conviction 
that nothing couldbe accomplished without education: “Sans morale et sans culture intellectuelle, 
la vie locale est incertaine, et les meilleures intentions des institutions politiques fonctionneront 
sans résultat »39 (SRAS, 1883:44). The Governor ended his letter by inviting the Royal Society to 
support the Colonial Authorities in the project of increasing the number of reading places and 
libraries offering access to all.  

The Mauritius Institute was established according to the European model of Natural History 
Museum: the Institute adopted the same functioning system by assembling the local scientific 
competences, the same categories of classifications and the European conservation norms and 
presents Natural History Collections from the local fauna and flora, from Madagascar, from the 
South of Africa and the neighbouring islands (Cheke, 2003). This Corpus of collections indicated the 
intention to document the local and regional environment and to make of the Museum, a place of 
exception. This national project absorbed the resources of the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences 
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which worked towards the enrichment of collections of the only museum in the colony until 1900. 
At this date, a Committee of Directors, composed mainly of scientists among which a 
representative of the Royal Society, was created. This Committee was set up under the aegis of the 
Colonial Secretary, thus marking the shift to the colonial control and a change of status for the 
Institute (Cheke, 2003:200). 

 

 symbol of cohesion among the elite 

The Institute received increasing financial assistance from the Colonial Power whose measures in 
favour of the promotion and the conservation of Heritage became more and more important. The 
colonial support granted to the institution gave the opportunity to reinforce the alliance with the 
Franco-Mauritian elite on various aspects: it allowed the dissemination of European culture as a 
sign of adhesion to the economic elite. Together, they undertake a common national project to 
establish an image of cohesion among the elite.  

Evidence in support of this statement can be found in the Colonial Authorities’ action in favour of 
the recognition of one of the founders of the Royal Society. The Colonial Power, through the 
Historical Records Committee, recognized officially the local contribution to the national project by 
inscribing the name of Julien Desjardins at the entrance of the building. This gesture aimed, at first 
glance, to pay homage to the action of one of the founders of the Society. However, Julien 
Desjardins was mainly a figure representing the sugar elite who opposed the abolition of slavery. 
Like most Planters, Desjardins was not in favour of ending slavery. As early as the 1820s, the 
Colonial Power attempted to implement laws to improve the living conditions of the slaves. These 
laws condemned all forms of bad treatment reported to the Protector of Slaves (Allen, 2001). 
Desjardins was accused. A report stated the following facts: 

“Notorious for harsh and cruel treatment of his slaves either by himself or his 
brother, the overseer. The complaints against them are more numerous than any 
other planter on the island and they are also notorious for opposing the slave laws 
with impudent effrontery and grossly insulting those charged with their 
execution.”40(Teelock, 1998:117) 

The overwhelming influence of the Planters over the judicial and economical powers and on 
the District councils did not allow the Protector of Slaves, in charge of implementing the laws, 
to conduct his work successfully. The complaints only rarely reached the end of the judicial 
process, as the Lawyers acted in favour of the Planters and only supported “just and founded” 
cases reported by Slaves (Teelock, 1998:117). Through the same process, the condemnation of 
Desjardins was discarded in 1831. 

This aspect of the life of Desjardins does not seem to have dissuaded the colonial authorities to pay 
homage to his actions in favour of the recognition of natural science and the promotion of 
knowledge. The colonial authorities retained the positive contribution of Desjardins and discarded 
the tensions that threatened the relations between the colonial and Planters' Elite. In this 
undertaking, the colonial power satisfies the need to mark the end of tensions with the sugar Elite 
after the abolition of slavery. 

towards the consolidation of the elite omnipresence through the constitution of a local history 

The motivation behind the creation of the Mauritius Institute was to establish a place of exception 
marking the European hegemony in the colony. It also signifies that the Elite wanted to create 
cultural institutions similar to the European model and was culturally rooted in western Empires 
ruling indisputably over the colony. This is also perceptible through the commemorative dynamics. 
In early years, the memory process operates to acknowledge the actions of the Elite in favour of 
the progress of the colony and creates a sense of belonging for them on the island. The memorial 
process primarily confirms the implantation of the colonial Elite and transposes the European 
references in the colony. These dynamics serves the legitimation – and affirmation - of their 
position. This process is soon consolidated by the expansion of the memory scope to signify the 
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Elite’s omnipresence in the constitution of the island: the Elite naturally inscribe its contribution in 
a depiction of the National History. 

This is also perceptible through the commemorative dynamics aimed at recognizing the local 
contribution of the elite. This is instrumental in the legitimating – and affirming - their position in 
the society.  If there was a concern to consolidate a link with their homeland or country of origin, 
the memorial process seemed primarily intended to serve the implantation of the elite in the 
colony. In early years, the memory process operated to acknowledge the actions of the elite in 
favour of the progress of the colony and created a sense of belonging to the island. This process 
was soon consolidated by the expansion of the memory scope to signify the omnipresence of the 
elite in the constitution of the island: the elite wanted to inscribe its contribution through a 
depiction of the National History. 

	 	  

Illustration 3 Plaque commemorating the Battle of Grand Port 
The plaque placed by the Historical Records Committee in 1896 by recalling that the 

French and British Commanders, wounded during the fight, were both treated in the same 
location.  

	

Source: C. Forest, TJC 
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5. REPRESENTING NATIONAL HISTORY IN THE PUBLIC SPACE: 
THE NATIONAL HISTORY MUSEUM – MAHÉBOURG 

	

By the second half of the twentieth century, the setting up of the naval museum and later, the 
National History museum shows a specific object of concern: there is a need to portray the national 
history at national and international level. The establishment of the Mahébourg museum appears as 
an outcome of the memorial process taking shape with the SRAS and HRC. The memorial process is 
evolving to organise isolated events into a national representation of the past. As such, it confirms 
primarily the omnipresence of the Elite in the colony. Ultimately, it shows how the colonial State 
visualizes its past. 

The museum takes shape as the combination of a major place of heritage where a depiction of the 
life of the colons is presented. The Elite create a link with the past by the evocation of its own 
experience. The museum institutes a national vision of history seen by western eyes. Only recently, 
the museography evolved to integrate more information on slavery and indenture and enabled an 
analysis of how the Museums Council perceives the experience of the former “dominated” 
population.  

The study of Mahébourg museum offers an interesting insight as the first museum depicting the 
National History. Considering this, our purpose was to explore how the representations of slavery 
and indenture were integrated and how they were portrayed. In this undertaking, it seemed 
important to initiate our research by a short evolution of the museum to better appreciate the 
current vision of the National History elaborated upon the legacy of the colonial perception of the 
past. 

 

Historical background  

the implantation of the museum in a historic building: the legacy of the colonial way of life  

The choice of the building where a museum is set up is never meaningless. Representations of the 
past in most instances are presented in a meaningful location which stands as a reference for a 
nation or a group. The Maison de Robillard or Château de Rivière La Chaux was probably 
constructed by Granière de Kerlavant Family in 1770.41 The house was donated to Gertrude de 
Robillard in the second half of the eighteenth century. The building was one of the finest places 
where balls and receptions were held for the Elite re-creating the social atmosphere of the 
European countries. The house belonged to the Commandant of the District of Grand Port, Jean de 
Robillard. For many years, the Château de Rivière-La-Chaux was the residence of Commanders.  

Besides the mundane life of the elite, the house was also the location of an historical event during 
Ile de la Passe Battle of 1810, when the French defeated the British just before their formal 
capitulation of the island. The British Commander, Nesbit Josiah Willoughby, and his French alter-
ego, Guy Victor Duperré, were both transported to the Château de Rivière La Chaux to receive 
medical care. This event was commemorated in 1896 by the Historical Records Committee which 
placed a plaque on the façade of the building.   

The Maison de Robillard was part of the overall military and organisational system as the place of 
residence for the District Commanders.42 It was also a place where the former rulers and the new-
established British elite had the opportunity to develop courteous relations through formal events. 
In the event of Ile-de-la-Passe Battle, the residence became a symbol of the entente cordiale 
between the French and the British – thus echoing the situation in the new British colony, where 
the former colons of Isle de France retained the economic power, while the British ruled politically. 
In these circumstances, the white elite required British support to develop the colony in a 
favourable manner.  

The event of Ile-de-la-Passe battle encouraged the Historical Records Committee to recognize the 
Château de Rivière La Chaux as a place of heritage by including it in the first list of Ancient 
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PART 3:French period: naval events  PART 1: Dutch period 

PART 2: French period: way of life (evocation of slavery) 

Sketch of the display on the ground floor  

PART 5: British period up to (Displays on slavery and indenture) 

PART 4: Temporary exhibition space  

Sketch of the display on the first floor 

The representation of National History is based on the evocation of the colonial experience through 
the collections. The social time – that we define as the recognition in the public sphere of the 
articulation of the national history – focuses on the life of the colons in the colony and related 
events. Other segments of the population are hardly represented. A rough estimation shows that 
75% of the displays – excluding the temporary exhibition space- deal with the white elite's 
experience in Mauritius, while 25% present information concerns the former dominated population's 
past. 

The main reason for this unbalanced representation probably lies in the fact that the Museum 
evolved as a result of the desire to present events that marked the lives of the colons on the island. 
The Museum was instigated by the white elite wishing to present, in a symbolic location, most 
objects saved from destruction by Mr. Austen. The Museum thus became a place devoted to the 
actions of the white elite which led the colony: their position of power enabled them to set up a 
public institution that transcribed their vision of the history of the island. The Museum is therefore 
is a continuation of the concept of museum initiated with the Mauritius Institute, where the 
European vision supersedes. 

The Museum of National History responds to the objective of a traditional museum of history 
highlighting the main battles and events induced by the ruling segment of the population. It is thus 
a good example of how the people in power engaged in the creation of museums and indirectly, 
legitimated their position at the head of the State. It is only after the year 2000 that the display 
was reviewed to integrate representations of slavery and indenture to allow a better appreciation 
of the Mauritian history. 	

 

Representations of slavery and indenture  

The first evocation of slavery appears in Part 1 where the focus is on the first navigators and the 
Dutch settlement, with a focus on the East India Company. The display also presents the Dodo as an 
extinct bird. This section is devoted to the Dutch experience and most the display explains the 
discovery of Mauritius, the settlement of the Dutch and their way of life on the island.  

A hierarchy of figures 

RULING FIGURES  

More interesting is Part 2 where the objective is to present the French period and the way of life of 
the French Colons. The overall presentation respects a chronological organisation that starts with 
the Act of “prise de possession” of the island in 1715, marking the settlement of the French. The 
room depicts the role of the main French figures, especially Labourdonnais, the first French 
Governor, Abbé de la Caille, Pierre Poivre, Lapérouse, the Amiral Pierre André de Suffren and 
Malartic, to name a few. 
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Dominated figures 

Besides the portrayal of personalities, the first implantation of people of Indian origin and of 
slavery are also presented through various exhibits. A palanquin is exhibited to recall how the 
conditions of transport were rudimentary and also, to show the role of slaves and a workforce 
recruited on contract in the early days of the colony. This also suggests how they were integrated 
into the society. The exhibit evokes the role of the Rangan who was a palanquin carrier and among 
the first labourers under contract brought to Mauritius. The text specifies that most of the 
indentured Tamil labourers were employed as Masons or Carpenters; and that people of Indian 
origin also engaged in other professions, such as Blacksmith, workers, Coolies (meaning homme de 
peine) and Lascars defined as Sailors. 

The presentation of the various sections of the population is striking; on one side are the 
personalities and leading figures of the island, while the other segments of the population under 
French rule are presented from a professional point of view. The parallel between the functions of 
each shows how the colony was organised and how the society had to function towards the 
development of the island, especially through the use of contracts to recruit people from India and 
through slavery. This underlines the position of the people as being dominated by the French colons 
described through well-known accounts.  
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Illustration 6 Les Fers for Slaves 

 

 

Source: C. Forest, TJC 
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But who is a slave?   

The presentation of slavery is based on information from a scientific point of view, providing key 
dates and within the framework of the overall context of slavery in French colonies. This point of 
view offers a good historical understanding of how slavery evolved through time in Mauritius. It also 
allows visitors to grasp slavery chronologically within the history of Mauritius. The display presents: 

 the first aborted abolition 
 the Code Noir 
 the Camp des Noirs  
  

Information provides an overview of slavery in Mauritius, starting with the first abolition of slavery 
during the French Revolution. However, it was not a success as the Colonial Assembly refused to 
abolish slavery in Mauritius, and it was legally re-established by Napoléon I. The presentation of the 
overall framework of slavery continues with information on the Code Noir, used in all French 
colonies to regulate slavery. The overall presentation of slavery ends with a depiction of where the 
slaves were living and in what kind of lodgings.  

Following this presentation, the visitor has an understanding of how slavery functioned. However, it 
is to be noted that most representations of slavery mainly focus on the inhuman treatment that 
slaves received, thus underlining their legal position. When drawing a parallel with indenture or the 
first engagements, it is striking to see that it is the system of slavery that is referred to, rather 
than the experiences of the slaves as such. If little information is available in the archives, the 
positions that slaves held or how they took part in the functioning of the society are not expressed, 
although the active part that indentured labourers took in the society at that period is described. 
The episode of slavery is hardly individualised and does not transcribe the people's experience and 
thus, the Museum discourse makes a clear difference between slavery, where the focus is on the 
binding system, and indenture, depicted as an active contribution.  

THE DEEP TRAUMA OF SLAVERY  

The study of the discourse on slavery in the second room underlines the focus on the system of 
slavery, rather than on the experiences of the slaves. The part on slavery is in line with a general 
scientific discourse but does not transcribed the individual experiences of slaves in the Mauritian 
context: The presentation of slavery deals with: 

 The punishment given to slaves (Noirs) 
 The torment of the collar 
 The whip 
 Transport on the ships   
 The slave trade  

The institution of slavery is explained and we are provided with a clear description of the harsh 
treatment slaves had to endure. There is no individualisation of the slave as there is for the 
indentured workers, for which the cultural practice of marche sur le feu or a description of the 
jobs which they did are depicted in detail. Slavery is treated in a very different manner by referring 
to its modalities and by showing its trauma. This vision lacks the perspectives of the life of the 
slaves and how the conditions of slaves evolved in Mauritius. The possibility of being emancipated 
or a positive experience of a slave do not form part of the display which distorts the discourse 
describing slavery and indenture.  

Indenture, or engagement, in the 18th century is largely referred to when in fact, the portion of 
people coming as indentured, mainly from India, did not constitute the majority of the 
“dominated” population and were in much smaller number than slaves.  

no future for slaves and ex-slaves   

a negative past annihilating individuals  
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Further traumas imposed on slaves are depicted in Room 5, where the following elements are 
presented: 

 A showcase provides details on the chains of the slaves; 

 A showcase presents ankle fetters.  

 

The discourse on slavery focuses on the traumas experienced by the slaves. The two showcases 
presented above, in room 5, do not directly address the storyline of the display dealing with British 
Mauritius. In this section of the Museum, the showcases are part of an overall presentation of the 
population of Mauritius, but does not present the slaves: the showcases only present the traumas 
which they went through.  

Emancipation is also presented as a negative event in history and as only benefitting the rich and 
powerful: “the abolition, proclaimed in 1835 in all the British colonies, eventually proved to be 
more beneficial to the masters than to the slaves, since the period of apprenticeship that followed 
was strangely identical to slavery, as the fundamental human rights were still being flouted.”  

According to the Museum discourse, slaves had no chance to escape their fate. The discourse 
focuses on the characteristics of slavery and fails to present – although it is done for others- who 
were the slaves and what they engaged in, after the abolition of slavery.  

 

Slaves are victims and not actors in the society  

A neighbouring showcase is devoted to the “Ancient trades” and presents how the “Indians” could 
engage in other economic and professional activities at the end of their contracts. Thus, many of 
them started new businesses or remained on sugar estates to work. They also became carters, 
hawkers, farmers, barbers, green grocers etc.  

The parallel between the showcases on slavery and the experiences of the ex-indentured is 
unavoidable, considering their physical location. One statement is striking: The ex-indentured 
labourers evolved to access higher economic positions in society, while the slaves remained 
apprentices, thus ex-slaves, with no possible future, according to the Museum discourse.  

In this part of the display that aims at presenting the early British period, an anachronistic parallel 
is drawn between the situation of emancipated slaves – the presentation is limited to the period of 
apprenticeship (1835-1839) – and the evolution of the ex-indentured labourers who started to settle 
and be independent through the acquisition of land mainly, in the 1860s-70s (indenture ended in 
1910). 

Not only is the parallel chronologically not justified, but the situation of the slaves after 
apprenticeship is not even referred to, while information on the evolution of indentured labourers 
provides clear indications of the activity they engaged in.47 

 

Slavery and indenture, the unavoidable comparison  

Considering this part of the display, one may wonder why placing slavery and indenture side by 
side: the general impression is that the experience of slavery was negative and indenture, positive. 
This display ultimately suggests that the portion of the population that suffered slavery never 
recovered from its traumas as they were bound – whatever liberty they were offered – to remain 
slaves. No evolution or progression of their status is possible according to the museum discourse. 

This is particularly striking, especially when displayed next to a showcase presenting the lives of 
the indentured labourers after the end of their contract. The discourse is precise and shows how 
they managed to evolve in the society by engaging in other activities.  



VOL 4: PART X – PRESERVING THE MEMORY OF THE MAURITIAN NATION – MEMORY AND REPRESENTATIONS 

	

Truth and Justice Commission  832 

The ex-indentured worker, a Heroic Figure  

The presentation on slavery stops with emancipation that did not offer many opportunities to 
slaves. However, the discourse related to the experiences of indentured labourers continues further 
to conclude with the portrait of Duraisamy Vandayar (1862-1905), who is presented as one of the 
“finest masterpiece of Mauritian heritage”.   

Duraisamy Vandayar was a trader and a “wealthy man” who succeeded in his professional life. He is 
presented as heroic figure, painted according to the principles followed by the traditional portraits 
of eminent personalities, before the advent of photography. The presentation of this heroic figure 
implicitly refers to the experience of indenture, since it serves as a conclusion to the line of 
discourse relating to the “Indians”. The portrait is given the same consideration as the portraits of 
the Governors presented in the same room. The display implicitly suggests that the ascension of the 
ex-indentured in society led to dominant positions at the head of the State.  

On the contrary, the experience of slavery and post-slavery stops with emancipation which did not 
offer many opportunities: according to the Museum discourse, it seems that the slaves population 
only experienced trauma. While the discourse on the evolution of people of Indian origin presents a 
favourable outcome, by showing the portrait of Mr. Vandayar, no such equivalent heroic figure is 
represented to convey the possible evolution of ex-slaves as individuals during the post-slavery 
period.   This is even more striking when the portrait of Duraisamy Vandayar is displayed in a 
prime location, suggesting that his success reached the highest rank of the society as a wealthy 
merchant.  

The experiences of the ex-slaves are ultimately depicted as unproductive for the society, since the 
evolution of the ex-slaves in society is not referred to. The experience of slavery is represented as 
a non-evolutional process, where the ex-slaves remained trapped in a fixed status, and where they 
were not empowered to evolve positively. The Museum discourse also fails to portray a positive 
experience of an individual – although it does for indenture- thus reducing the experience of slavery 
to a trauma, with no possible evolution for the ex-slaves.  

Such portrayal may not be voluntary. However, it certainly conveys a general perception or, even, 
a stereotype. Further attention could have been given to the fact that slavery was not a 
straightforward experience for all and that ex-slaves also evolved to achieve a different social 
status and engaged in other activities. This representation of slavery has the effect of underlining 
how the experience of indentured labourers was positive and resulted in the “heroisation” of 
indentured labourers who managed to evolve positively, while the slaves had no future.  

This leads to the conclusion that there was no outcome of slavery nor any future for the ex-slaves. 
The conditions of slaves are thus portrayed as one of no accomplishment and an inability to 
progress in the society. Only the traumas of the bad treatment remains the subject of focus, thus 
failing to show other aspects of slavery and how slaves later evolved to lead different in new lives. 

   

Perceptions and limitations of Mauritian history representations  

The rule of representativity  

The figure of the indentured labourer is represented as an active contributor to the sugar industry 
and the cultural life in a section on British Mauritius that also includes the presentation of people 
from other cultural backgrounds. The portrait of Log Choisanne (1706-1874), the initiator of the 
Chinese presence in Mauritius, is integrated into the display to represent the Chinese segment of 
the population, while information is also provided on Muslim merchants and other aspects of the 
Muslim community. 

The Museum responds to the general policy of representativity, aiming to devote an equivalent 
space to the various cultural groups in order to establish an “ethnic” and “religious” balance. We 
may question this point of view in the context of the Museum’s representations, since it ultimately 
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implies an unfair comparison between the various segments of the population who did not go 
through the same experiences in Mauritius. Each immigrated either through coerced or voluntary 
migrations, at different periods and lived in various contexts of life and had a diverse status. The 
experience of the past is thus not unanimous and cannot be drawn up as a straight line which would 
lead to the representations of stereotypes, thus failing to convey the idea that the experiences of 
all Mauritians towards the past are not equivalent.  

Personalisation of history: history through the prism of the individual accomplishment 

Such focus on the achievements of individuals (also portrayed through the presentation of busts of 
former Governors) or of a community, reduces the scope for understanding by visitors who cannot 
contextualise the representations within a broader context. For foreigners, this may lead to the 
visualisation of a small window on Mauritian History, as they do not have the knowledge of a local 
context to interpret what they see. From this point of view, the Museum does not actually 
transcribe an overall vision of Mauritian History. On the contrary, a Mauritian visitor may have the 
opportunity to relate to the objects in a broader perspective, but representations only lead to a 
focus on individuals or items serving the purpose of community’s representation, when the 
presentation of their experiences in Mauritius could have provided a better appreciation of 
Mauritian specificity. 

We may thus question the opportunities provided to visitors to help their interpretation of museum 
objects. In this instance, the general perception is that only “patches” of history are presented 
through personal accomplishments of figures complemented by views of Mauritius in the nineteenth 
century and by photographs of heritage buildings and few illustrations of the sugar industry. The 
general perception is that the display does not provide a coherent approach linking museum objects 
together. This results in creating a distance between the objects and visitors. The distance 
between the museum object and the visitors is a core element since in museums; the display 
ultimately addresses ways to reduce this distance by proposing elements allowing the visitors to 
understand by himself what he is given to see. On the second floor, we may want to question the 
core theme around which the display was organised and for which purpose. This question is 
fundamental since the original organisation of the display was maintained conveying specific 
messages while new elements were added to provide an additional layer of information that does 
not relate to the original display orientation. This may have deserved an overall re-organisation to 
better convey messages to visitors. A reorganisation would question what would be the best tools to 
allow a clear interpretation of history by visitors and avoid a scattered view.  

Nurturing stereotypes 

The presentation of the ‘various types of Mauritius’, drawn by Alfred Richard that depict the 
nineteenth-century vision of the Mauritian population is a good example. The drawings depict a set 
of 8 framed lithographs presenting examples of professions in British Mauritius: 

 The vagrant (ex-slave); 

 The wife of the small owner (of African origin); 

 The Indian labourer; 

 The Constable; 

 The Chinese Marchand; 

 “Marmite” or the Malagasy drover;  

 The small owner (goods in a cart - African type); 

 The Parsi trader.   
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Source: Alfred Richard	 	

 

	

Illustration 7  Wife of small owner

Illustration 8 Small Owner 
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The fact that the lithographs of Richard are presented next to information on slavery and indenture 
is misleading. In this respect, the two sets of information – Richard's lithographs and showcases on 
slavery and indenture - do not address the same objective. Richard's lithographs refer to the way 
Europeans perceived the Mauritian population, while the showcases present a historical account of 
slavery and indenture. The two exhibits, therefore, relate to two different visions that would 
require a better organisation to be fully appreciated. Throughout this section of the Museum, we 
may want to consider what message is to be conveyed and for whom? Such questioning would assist 
in the elaboration of a better-constructed Museum discourse to convey clear messages.  

The current perception, when one visits the second floor, is the absence of a line of evolution – not 
so much for the representation of the “Indian” experience – but for the other segments of the 
population. Therefore, the representation, presented in the absence of context of evolution, 
provides us with a scattered view of the Mauritian people, creating a segmentation of the different 
“types” of Mauritians. Therefore, the display fails to present a vision of the nation that was 
formedon the basis of common motives to settle in Mauritius.  

We may also argue that the depiction of the various “types” conveys the idea of diversity. 
However, the display encourages a comparative perspective between individuals in the colonial 
context, thus failing to show the evolution of the society as a whole. We may want to consider the 
creation of a display that would express this intention to focus on diversity to better transcribe the 
rich cultural heritage of Mauritians and also provide hints of the ways in which unity led to the 
creation of an independent nation.    

 

The museum discourse and the notion of National History in Mahébourg museum 

The visit of the Museum ends with the section on the events relating to the Battle of Grand Port 
and other naval historical facts during the British and the French periods. This section provides an 
insight to transition between the French and the British periods in the colonial context, following 
the second part on the French period.  

The configuration of the building does not allow the presentation of a linear history of Mauritius. 
However, when visitors enter this section, there is a clear understanding of the period referred to, 
thanks to the organisation of the display that presents the context leading to the establishment of a 
British colony in Mauritius.  

At the end of the visit, visitors leave the Museum with a vision of colonial Mauritius. In this respect, 
this also leads to the question of what is the notion of National History in the Museum of 
Mahébourg? 

The display is devoted to the presentation of the colonial history of Mauritius seen through the eyes 
of the white elite. The Museum of National History represents how the colonial elite evolved and 
lived in colonial Mauritius before the emergence of a ruling elite among the formerly dominated 
population. The notion of National History at Mahébourg refers to the genesis of the Mauritian 
nation from its beginnings to the early nineteenth century.  

The Museum of National History thus addresses a fundamental part of Mauritian history that 
certainly deserves preservation and recognition. Nowadays, the notion of National History would 
deserve further attention, and should include the history of Mauritius from the early nineteenth 
century to the present day. However, we may want to discard the idea of including this recent part 
of Mauritian history in the present National History Museum which has its own overall theme. 
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5. EXPRESSING SLAVERY AND INDENTURE  

The Mahébourg Museum was reorganised in the early 2000s and was certainly the Museum where 
the first representations of slavery and indenture were portrayed. Our research showed that it is 
precisely at this period that a concern for the representation of slavery and indenture started to 
emerge. The initiative of the National History Museum is commendable, in that it tries to recognize 
two silent episodes of Mauritian history but it was mostly directed in museums by the vision of the 
White elite. However, it is interesting to note that the need to raise consciousness of slavery and 
indenture was not only a Governmental concern. It was also supported by private initiatives during 
the same period. The chief example was the creation of “L'Aventure du sucre” which today is the 
most frequently visited Museum in Mauritius.  

 

From the National History Museum to Aventure du sucre: the formulation of the untold  

background of aventure du sucre  

Inaugurated on 28 October 2002, l'Aventure du Sucre is the second private initiative that aimed at 
setting up a museum48 and is considered as the first project of its kind in Mauritius by its instigators 
(Gufflet, 2003:4). The Museum is the result of the collaboration of Constance and La Gaité Sugar 
Estate Company Ltd., Deep River Beau Champ Ltd. and the Beau Plan Sugar Estate Company Ltd. 
The three sugar industry Companies joined forces to create L'Aventure du Sucre, presenting the 
history of the sugar industry in Mauritius and the evolution of its technologies. The idea emerged 
from the intention to convert Beau Plan Sugar Factory, closed on 22 July 1999 as a result of the 
centralisation of sugar production, into a museum, an initiative of Mr. Aldo Vallet, Chairman of the 
Company Sugar World Ltd. 

The main purpose of the Museum is to evoke the history of Mauritius through the evolution of the 
sugar industry. For the instigators of the project, the history of Mauritius developed around the 
sugar industry (Fauque, 2002:6). This central theme is, thus, the opportunity to present an 
overview of how the country evolved. This shift marks a significant evolution in the way the history 
of Mauritius is approached. In museums created at an earlier date, the vision was focused on the 
lives of the former colons and not on a common binding dynamism leading to the creation of today's 
Mauritian society. The creation of L'Aventure du Sucre thus marks the emergence of a different 
vision of the past, especially when this vision was initiated by the descendants of the first 
inhabitants of the island and also, its former rulers.  

According to literature, the concept was to create mainly a cultural and leisure place where the 
visitor can learn and entertained. The objective was also to preserve the memory of the sugar 
industry that largely contributed to the shaping of Mauritian identity. For Sugarworld Ltd., this 
states the need to promote History among Mauritians and tourists (Gufflet, 2003:5). The main 
motivation is also to develop Cultural Tourism and Eco-Tourism and provide new offerings to 
tourists, as the Tourism Industry is mainly centered on Mauritius as a place for beach and sea. Their 
aim is thus to convey that the country has a rich culture and to promote a “new image of Mauritius” 
as a cultural destination (Gufflet, 2003:8). Not only would L'Aventure du Sucre be a place of 
history, but it is also ideally located to attract a large number of visitors, since the converted 
factory is near the Pamplemousses Gardens that receive more than 220 000 visitors in 2002 (Week-
End, 2002).  

The project thus supports a new conception of the Museum in Mauritius by associating economic 
concerns with the need to promote Mauritian history in a wider perspective. The overall approach 
is presented as a philanthropic undertaking by the former sugar barons who wish to share a 
common heritage:   

“Trois groupes sucriers se sont réunis pour recréer l'Aventure du sucre […] fruit de 
l'investissement de promoteurs privés issus du monde sucrier qui l'ont voulue et 
imaginée au service de tous, l'Aventure du sucre met en valeur l'âme mauricienne 
derrière le terme apparemment tout simple de “sucre”. (Fauque, 2002:6) 
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However, Sugarworld Ltd. does not deny that there are economic challenges, considering that the 
project involved an investment of 75 millions (l'express, 2002). L'Aventure du Sucre marks a major 
development for the notion of Museum in Mauritius. It is the result of concerted efforts from 
investors from the sugar industry who involved various competences, including Researchers, 
Historians, Architects, Interior Designers etc., to create a major cultural space devoted to the 
history of Mauritius. To achieve this goal, the creators remind us that they wished to achieve high 
standards in order to “fill in a gap”49  in Mauritius, where no structure was devoted to the history 
of the sugar industry.  

 

The benefits of rupture 

The concept of L'Aventure du Sucre is very much inspired by the project of Stella Matutina, 
initiated by Bernard Bachman, Museologist, which was a former sugar factory closed in 1978. The 
factory of Stella was converted into a Museum in 1991, with the support of the President of Reunion 
region (Vaxelaire, 2006). The concept of l'Aventure du Sucre is therefore not new, but inspired by 
similar enterprise aimed at converting former flourishing industrial sites into a tourist orientated 
places where the memory of the former economic forces is kept alive and where education 
becomes one of the main objectives.    

In Reunion Island, Stella Matutina was one of the first initiatives to preserve the memory of the 
local industry and thus, a cultural place was defined as a Museum aimed at promoting and 
preserving the local past for the public. It is interesting to note that the word ‘Museum’ was 
deliberately banned from the marketing and promotional strategies of L'Aventure du Sucre. The 
Management of L'Aventure du Sucre explains that the notion of ‘Museum’ is not positive in 
Mauritius, as it is perceived as a static environment reserved for the elite. According to Aventure 
du Sucre Management Team, the notion of ‘Museum’ itself is an ‘obstacle’ to encouraging visits by 
Mauritians who are not actively exposed to cultural offers (Gufflet, 2003:11).  

This viewpoint is open to debate as, on the contrary, foreign tourists may have difficulties 
identifying the nature of the place and questioning motivation to visit. Besides, Mauritians are not 
given the opportunity to associate the place with the concept of Museum. They, therefore, cannot 
appreciate in what ways modern Museums now address visitors in a totally new approach.  
L'Aventure du Sucre can be described as a profit-making Museum according to the definition of 
ICOM.50 It is interesting to note that its founders chose to change its appellation to prevent any 
affiliation with local or international Museums - thus discarding any continuity between the 
traditional Museums and l'Aventure du Sucre which is promoted as a more democratic place 
devoted to education for all.  

L'Aventure du Sucre also creates a rupture with the past of the White Elite visible at Mahébourg or 
at the Mauritius Institute for example. The Aventure du Sucre detaches itself from any association 
with the former white Elite who established the first cultural institutions in Mauritius. The creators 
of l'Aventure du Sucre are the direct descendants of the white Elite and represent the former 
oligarchy of planters. However, they mark a rupture with their past: it is the first time that the 
descendants of Planters take the initiative to talk about slavery and indenture. The establishment 
of a rupture conveys the intention to reconstruct an objective vision of the past and ultimately, 
contribute to the national interest. The opening of the museum created a rupture in many ways: it 
offered a new vision of history based on academic justifications, involved substantive investments 
in culture and set out a new concept of cultural place devoted to local history.  

 

The museum experience: an overwhelming amount of information available 

The visit of the museum is divided in eight main parts:  

Part 1. Mysterious entrance;  

Part 2. For a sugar taste (“Pour un goût sucré”); 
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Part 3. “A l'ombre de la cheminée: le pavillon de l'histoire” [Eng: In the shade of the  
 chimney: the History Pavillon]; 

Part 4. From cane to juice (“De la canne au jus”); 

Part 5. “Le pavillon des technologies” [Eng: The History Pavillon]; 

Part 6. From juice to sugar;  

Part 7. Different types of soils;  

Part 8. Sugar routes.  

The Museum’s storyline covers the entire scope of Mauritian History. It starts with the presentation 
of the geological formation of the island of Mauritius followed by first settlements. The first section 
ends with a chronology of events that marked the last four centuries on the island. The section  on 
‘origins’ is followed by an account of the importance of the sugar market considering that sugar 
was a refined good in Europe since 15th century, when Mauritius was not yet a sugar producer. This 
section stresses the shift from a scarce and refined good, reserved for the elite, to its consumption 
spreading among the population at large. This section only presents an overview of the use of sugar 
in Europe and describes as such, the main market destination of the sugar produced in Mauritius. It 
also presents sugar as a product from a European perspective. This section tends to valorise the 
contribution of Mauritius in the production of sugar, by stressing that sugar was a prestigious 
product that Mauritius was trusted to produce for the high European aristocracy.  

The history section is presented after these two introductory parts and is followed by sections 
referring to the various technologies illustrated by machines preserved from Beau Plan factory. The 
final display focuses on the specificities of sugar cane. The Museum collections end with an account 
of the sugar routes throughout the world and its exportation from Mauritius until a recent date. 

The Museum thus covers a wide scope of information, all related to the sugar industry. The concept 
of the Museum involved the development of a display containing an impressive amount of 
information available in the large space available in the former factory. This makes the Museum 
experience intense and demands a high degree of concentration from visitors. This is evident in the 
duration of the visit which exceeds an hour and a half, also the average rate of visitor 
concentration. The display thus passes visitors’ expectations and also makes us overwhelmed by 
information.  

The ambition to cover such a wide scope may not be the best strategy to enhance the visitors’ 
experience. Indeed, the information deals with such a wide perspective that the core focus of 
conveying the essence of the Sugar Industry History may be lost. The random survey effected at 
l'Aventure du Sucre reveals that most visitors enjoyed the setting, but found that too much 
information was available and that it was difficult to take in a clear understanding of Mauritian 
History. This impression is also expressed on online forums: 

“Inconvénients: .  .  . dans un musée un peu trop foisonnant. 

Les explications sont nombreuses. L'on a aménagé là un véritable musée de l'île 
Maurice, avec de longs textes bilingues (français/anglais) consacrés à l'histoire de l'île 
comme à celle du sucre, à la traite négrière comme à l'immigration indienne, à la 
botanique comme à l'agriculture. 

Il y a là matière à s'instruire, le visiteur apprend par exemple que l'île qui comptait 
60,000 habitants à l'arrivée des britanniques en 1810 reçut 450,000 indiens après 
l'abolition de l'esclavage, un apport massif de coolies qui explique que la 
communauté indo-mauricienne soit largement majoritaire de nos jours ! 

Mais l'abondance est excessive, il y a trop de textes, sur trop de choses, et l'on sature 
un peu, d'autant plus que nombre des explications données ici recoupent celles 
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disponibles dans d'autres musées mauriciens (par exemple le Musée Historique de 
Mahébourg), ou ce que l'on aura pu découvrir de ses propres yeux au gré de ses 
visites. 

Le touristus expressus aurait donc là de quoi combler entre deux séances de plages 
ses lacunes, en ayant une vision assez complète de l'île Maurice, mais je doute qu'il 
consacre alors le temps nécessaire à une visite exhaustive du musée, le touristus 
culturellus trouvera en revanche nombre de redondances avec ce qu'il sait par 
ailleurs, et cette accumulation de textes n'est pas trop réussie, comme si l'on avait 
cherché à meubler l'espace plutôt qu'à monter un projet muséal cohérent. 

Sans doute aurait-il mieux valu limiter le projet, et se restreindre plus au sucre, 
plutôt que de diluer le concept dans des disgressions diverses […]”51 

L'Aventure du Sucre display may have been better if it had chosen to focus on its central theme so 
as not to lose visitors through excessive information. This trend is also noticed in the History 
Section of the Museum. It has an impact on representations of slavery and indenture, since 
information displayed reveals the same ambition to cover the full range of information dealing with 
slavery and indenture. Thus, it sometimes fails to directly address the Mauritian experience and the 
close relation between slavery and indenture and the local context. 

 

sugar industry: the federative element of society  

The History Section called “A l'ombre de la cheminée” is introduced by a statement indicating that 
sugar, as a product and exported good, is a fundamental theme to explain the History of Mauritius. 
According to L’Aventure du Sucre, the exploitation of sugar is central to the formation of the 
Mauritian society: 

“C'est à l'ombre de la cheminée que s'est developée la vie historique et sociale de 
l'île”. A chimney was “l'assurance d'un foyer de travail, d'une protection, d'un lieu 
d'échanges et de sécurité, de la vie de dizaine de petits métiers autour de la 
sucrerie. La cheminée c'était l'équivalent du clocher du village”.52 

This text presents a sweetened vision of the conditions of life on sugar plantations in Mauritius. This 
also sets aside the coerced or “free” immigration waves to Mauritius. This statement waters down 
the conditions and experiences of slaves and indentured labourers in Mauritius. The vision 
presented here does not refer to the negative aspect of coerced recruitment and places the sugar 
industry as a major element contributing to the constitution of the society.  

By underlining the predominant position of the Sugar Industry, it legitimates the initiative of 
constituting a Museum focusing on the Sugar Industry and sets aside the negative implications of 
slavery and indenture. The historical events and context, that brought the slaves or indentured 
labourers to Mauritius, are set aside to retain the ‘positive contribution’ of the Sugar Industry. This 
positive view helps to position the Museum within the Mauritian social context as a federative 
cultural place.  

In this section, the role of the sugar aristocracy is also implicitly referred to as a binding element 
for the society. The plantocracy is referred to as a group wishing to offer protection. This vision 
discards the main objectives of the planters to recruit cheap labour to respond to industrial 
requirements. The discourse here focuses on an ideal interpretation of history where the sugar 
industry is central to the constitution of the nation. According to this vision, it has thus contributed 
to federate the different components of the society to constitute a nation. This introduction thus 
highlights the intention of the museum to retain positive accounts of the past: the main one being 
that the sugar industry was a federative element in the constitution of Mauritian society.  

Slavery and indenture are referred to in the last part of the introduction entitled “À l'ombre de la 
cheminée” or “In the shade of the chimney”. The shade may indirectly refer to the difficulties 
encountered by the dominated population throughout the History of the Sugar Industry.  
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SLAVERY: A SCIENTIFIC SUBJECT  

The representations of slavery and indenture are presented in the History section – Part 3 – entitled 
“À l'ombre de la cheminée: le pavillon de l' histoire”. Slavery and indenture are presented within 
the large scope of Mauritian History, stretching from the Dutch settlement to nowadays. 
Representations of slavery and indenture account for 1.6% of the Museum and 10.5% of the section 
on the History of Mauritius.  

The discourse is chronological: slavery is first referred to in the section presenting the first 
development of the island. The status of slaves is explained through the presentation of the Code 
Noir and ‘Patent Letters’. This is the introduction to a small section devoted to the History of 
Slavery in Mauritius, illustrated by texts and two screens showing a film on slavery in Mauritius 
elaborated by Claude Fauque, Museologist, in collaboration with the Nelson Mandela Centre for 
African Culture, the University of Mauritius and UNESCO Slavery Route Project.  

The story-line refers to: 

1. the chasing of slaves in their countries of origin; 

2. the acquisition of slaves on the African Coast; 

3. the transportation of slaves; 

4. the selling of slaves; 

5. the health obligations of the masters towards the slaves; 

6. slavery in Mauritius as forming part of a global economic system; 

7. the institutional texts for slavery – Code Noir of Louis XV for Caribbean and Patent  
 letters of 1723 for Isle de France; 

8. Marronnage in Isle de France; 

9. the abolition of slavery and the setting up of the Slave Route project by UNESCO to  
 construct the base of a common future. 

In the film, the History of Slavery is presented from Antiquity to the 19th century. This chronological 
approach supports a clear understanding of the nature of slavery and also of its presence in 
Mauritius, as this section is well documented and illustrated in respect of academic expectations. 
Slavery is presented as a global phenomenon and the Mauritian experience is considered from an 
international perspective. This discourse helps to understand the global phenomenon of slavery and 
ensures the quality of discourse; justifications are given for presenting in such details, the 
experience of slavery.  

This display provides a scientific account of slavery that addresses facts versus memory. By 
resorting to a scientific discourse, the Museum responds favourably to the need to refer to slavery 
as a historical fact and serves a clear educational purpose. The scientific approach creates a clear 
link between the past and the present. This scientific discourse objectively supports the 
formulation of a traumatic experience. This is particularly important as the discourse on slavery 
refers to the inhuman conditions of the slaves and may give raise to emotional considerations, 
leading to contemporary demands. The scientific discourse is thus instrumental in formulating 
slavery as a historical fact. This stand discards personal misleading appreciations of slavery. In this 
respect, the scientific discourse recreates a clear link with the past. It helps to consider slavery 
with objectivity and sets a basis for the process of acceptation of slavery as a historical fact and as 
forming part of the nation's past. The trauma would need to be formulated to offer the opportunity 
to contemporary generations to accept and appropriate in a positive manner this part of their 
History.    
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The local insight: a positive account on slavery 

Slavery also appears in other sections which evoke indirectly the relationship between the slaves 
and their masters. A panel located in the section devoted to the advent of the Sugar Industry cites 
the example of Charles Telfair as an ‘exemplary entrepreneur’. The introduction of the plough by 
Telfair in the sugar cane fields is presented as a major improvement in cane cultivation: “Two 
years after, he [Charles Telfair] had already 120 arpents of sugar canes cultivated with the plough 
that his delighted slaves picturesquely called ‘pioche bèf.” 

The text indicates that to create an emulation among slaves, he [Charles Telfair] instituted plough 
competition in which the winners were “largely celebrated by all” dixit Telfair.  

The example of Telfair highlights his actions in favour of slaves. These initiatives are depicted with 
emphasis on his intentions to ease the work of slaves during cultivation. Telfair is an emblematic 
character in the sense that he allowed his slaves to learn to read and write “so as to enable them 
to read the Bible and write”. “Mr. Telfair is the only person in the Colony who permits elementary 
instruction to be given to his slaves” (Anti-Slavery Reporter, No. 87, August 20, 1831). The 
conditions on Telfair's sugar estate are described as an ‘exception’ in the same report of 1831, in 
which the case of 220 complaints of slaves against their Masters are reported. Indeed, the action of 
Charles Telfair, Secretary to the former Governor Farquhar, is confirmed by Vicars who states that 
he “has instituted schools for the children, and encouraged the pious exertions of different 
missionaries on his estates” (Vicars, 1830:13).53 Telfair also wrote ‘Some Account of the State of 
Slavery at Mauritius since the British Occupation in 1810; in refutation of anonymous charges 
promulgated against Government and that colony’ in 1830, in response to the reports of the Anti-
slavery Monthly Reporter that reported the death of 65,000 “Black human beings have been put to 
death by a hundred holders of sugar estates in six years” and “the sheets of the Reporter 
containing accusations against Mauritius and Myself [Telfair]” (Telfair, 1830:i).  

Telfair refutes the accusations of the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter and presents himself as a 
fervent proponent of the improvement of the conditions of the Slaves: 

“Had the author given one redeeming fact, one observation, one argument, 
calculated to benefit the Slave, or to accelerate his physical, moral, or religious 
improvement, I should have been disposed patiently to meet the obloquy lavished on 
me; because something would have been done towards the completion of my 
favourite object, through a long period of life – the bettering of the condition of the 
Slave” (Telfair, 1830:v). 

He also advocated that his purpose was to contribute to the amelioration of slaves' conditions for 
the benefit of all – Slaves and Planters - considering the forthcoming abolition of Slavery: 

“I cannot longer remain in obscurity and silence. I am already at the bar of the public; 
and from them I expect a verdict that will cover my accusers with shame; and 
perhaps, will hasten the annihilation of that fraternity of which they appear to be 
convenient members. Lucky would be such a result for the cause they ostensibly 
advocate – happy for the Slave, who would thus be relieved from one great obstacle to 
his moral and religious melioration, which must precede his right to freedom- happy 
for the Master, who would feel security among men instructed in the truths of 
morality and religion, instead of beings immersed in brutal ignorance. Then, I should 
scarcely regret being exposed to the attack; because I should have a return for my 
labours.” (Telfair, 1830: vi) 

According to Telfair, his actions have been largely criticised because they did not seem to be in line 
with the tradition by which Slaves were treated. His contribution was seen as a threat, rather than 
a positive undertaking: 

“My situation, indeed, is singular. The only reproach I have experienced in this Colony, 
was – that the measures I put in practise, for the improvement of my Slaves, were 
calculated to produce a rapid, hazardous, and fearful revolution. Some of the Planters 
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complained that I was adding the irresistible power of intellect to the preponderating 
physical force of the Negroes, and sad consequences were predicted; while, on the 
contrary, my anonymous assailant in London, contends, that my efforts have tended to 
brutalize and to destroy the slave population.” (Telfair, 1830: viii, ix) 

He further argues that “the Slave has been raised, in many respects, to the rank of a 
European labourer; and he often possesses greater comforts, while his irksome toil has 
been changed into an easy task; indeed, nine-tenths of human labour have been 
replaced by eighty steam engines and sugar mils, by implements of agriculture of all 
kinds, and by beasts of burden, of which not less than 30,000 have been importer 
within five years, and nearly 11,000 since January 1829. the religious, moral and 
physical condition of the Slave has also advanced more rapidly, and already has 
attained a greater elevation than in any other colony during an equal time.” (Telfair, 
1830:xi) 

The account presented in L’Aventure du Sucre support the actions of Telfair who asserts that:  

“It will be seen that my Slaves had, and have, better food and more abundantly 
supplied, better clothing and less occasion for it, better cottages, better bedding, 
better furniture, more recreations, and more money, than the home labourer.” 
(Telfair, 1830:xiii) 

This representation of slavery through the actions of Telfair present not only a positive account of 
the experience of slavery, but also illustrates how the Masters could contribute to the 
improvement of the conditions of Slaves. This representation highlights a positive relation between 
the ‘dominated’ and the ‘dominant’. This is in line with the position of the Museum founders to 
show the positive contributions, besides the historical facts based on accounts of the indisputable 
inhuman experiences endured by the Slaves. It thus serves the general discourse, underlining the 
positive contribution of the Sugar Industry in binding all segments of the population to form a 
nation.  

indenture: a process derived from the abolition of slavery and the need of the sugar industry 

The discourse on indenture is inspired by the same vein: the display provides us with a scientific 
account leading from the abolition of slavery to the establishment of a new system of recruitment 
called indenture. Mahébourg National History Museum's representations failed to portray a clear 
evolutive process. At L'Aventure du Sucre, the process of evolution is clearly transcribed to help an 
overall understanding of the Mauritian experience. What we identified as Section 12, clearly states 
the mutation experienced by the society after the abolition of slavery. The discourse is organised 
as follows:  

12. A new organisation 

 Abolition of slavery; 
 A society in mutation; 
 The question of compensation;  
 The devotion towards Père Laval; 
 The social problems; 
 New immigrants.  

This part introduces a film on indenture to which a space equivalent to the section on slavery is 
dedicated. The film on indenture provides us with the experience of indentured immigrants from a 
scientific point of view. The discourse carefully transcribes historical facts supported by archival 
evidence. The film is complemented by the following panels introduced by the title Indenture: 

 Panel 1: Recruitment and immigrant tickets – pre-indenture; 
 Panel 2: Suspension of immigration between 1838-1842;  
 Panel 3: As from 2 November 1834, transport India – Mauritius;  
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 Panel 4: About families;  
 Panel 5: Arrival and recruitment by the sirdars and planters;  
 Panel 6: Definition of the contract;  
 Panel 7: End of indenture: emergence of villages and “petits planteurs”; 
 Panel 8: The sugar estates;  
 Panel 9: Work in sugar cane fields.  

The panels –as in the case of slavery – provide an additional layer of information fully detailed. It 
also stresses the contribution of the Planters in these terms: 

“Les anciens propriétaires sucriers ont non seulement permis la construction des 
temples et des autels près des sucreries, mais ils y contribueront en y apportant une 
aide matérielle.” 

The few experiences of Planters allowing the setting up of temples on sugar estates become here a 
general statement. The display recalls only the positive element and once more – as it did for 
slavery- stressing not only the positive contribution of Planters, but also the existence of a close 
relationship between the Planters and the indentured labourers, even though the Planters are 
portrayed as the ruling Aristocracy, thanks to whom slaves or indentured labourers could evolve 
favourably. Planters are, in this sense, those opening a window on a better life for the dominated 
segments of the population.  

A positivist discourse 

We may argue that this provides a positivist account of the slave and indentured experience, but 
we should also underline the hidden intention to create a vision of the past that does not divide, 
but rather intends to unite. Through the display of Aventure du Sucre, the process of memoration 
is interesting as it provides with a scientific approach thus annihilating all misinterpretation and 
indirectly implies an acceptation of the drifts of the sugar industry, ex-recruiters of slaves and 
indentured labourers. The scientific account largely contributes to the creation of a link between 
the past and the present that provides an objective insight of the experiences of the current 
population. It sustains the contribution of each in the formation of the Mauritian society.  

This is further supported by the intention to situate the Mauritian experience within international 
historical context. It certainly helps a better appreciation of the local history within the broader 
18th and 19th century context and ultimately places the Mauritian experience as a consequence of 
worldwide phenomenon. This helps to minimize the focus on the “negative” past that could lead to 
social divisions and offers a perspective to better appreciate the local past. This process is 
particularly important since the recognition of a “negative” past is instrumental in allowing the 
evolution of mentalities and serves the development of a national history that can ultimately 
receive general acceptation. 

There is in the undertaking of L'Aventure du Sucre a process of recognition that never took place 
before. The Aventure du Sucre is the first museum to devote a full space to the experience of 
slavery and indenture in the perspective of the evolution of Mauritian society. This helps to provide 
references for the memoration process by expressing the untold and accepting the “dark side” of 
the sugar industry. In this respect, the museum is a place of reference serving a vision of unity. 
This is attested by the conclusion part of the section on history entitled “Et tous forment un 
peuple”.  

Appropriation and reconciliation: constructing a common vision of the past  

The example of L'Aventure du Sucre shows how the descendants of the former oligarchy choose to 
formulate the past. Their stand is to provide positive accounts of local history in the perspective of 
international context. This provides an account of the “negative” events outside the local context 
that helps to conciliate a national vision of the past. Ultimately, this process of conciliation leads 
to remember why the Mauritian society took shape and evolved to form a nation. 

This example also shows how the memorial process inherited from the colonial authorities has 
developed. The memorial process recognizes other segments of the population and remembers how 
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their experiences have contributed to shape the nation. The memory process is no more excluding 
the contributions of the population as a whole but expresses a vision in which all segments 
interacted and shows how experiences were interlinked in the making of a society. In addition, it 
also states that the descendants of the former Elite generate a vision of the past that accepts the 
colonial undertakings which affected the population. In this sense, the acceptation of the past 
acted towards the evolution of the memorial process in museums and led to serve the 
contemporary dynamics of nation building.  

 

Le musée du peuplement 

Similarly, it was interesting to consider how the descendants of the former dominated population 
appropriated the past to shape a memorial framework. Our research showed the emergence of a 
new conception of the past in the 2000s with the creation or reorganisation of museums. It is 
precisely in these years that the Mahébourg Museum was renamed National History Museum and 
that L'Aventure du Sucre was created.  

To this analysis, it seemed important to add the contribution of the Musée du Peuplement. The 
museum is located in Mahébourg, at Pointe Canon. It is the most recent expression of a vision of 
National History. It was set up as part of the celebration of the bicentenary of the battle of Grand 
Port in 2010. The museum was open as part of the celebration activities and generated a significant 
number of visitors making this undertaking a real success. 

The museum is composed of two parts: a building houses a permanent exhibition presenting the 
history of Mauritius from the Dutch period to nowadays. This section is complemented by an 
outdoor section called “village historique” composed of reconstitutions featuring human figures 
providing several tableaux of past Mauritian life.   

The organisation of the display in the permanent exhibition is problematic on various accounts. The 
presentation of Mauritian history is elaborated upon the combination of several panels prepared for 
former temporary exhibitions. It also includes exhibits acquired from Mauritian Heritage, a private 
exhibition space formerly located in La Gaulette that no longer exists. In addition to this, large 
paintings depicting sceneries are displayed to create cohesion between the exhibition panels and 
exhibits. The panels, exhibits and large paintings are combined and displayed in the various 
sections composing the museum. The main impression when entering the exhibition is an 
overwhelming availability of information not necessarily related to one another.  

The relation between the exhibits is problematic: they were all initially conceived to address the 
core line of specific temporary exhibitions. All the display elements were assembled to form the 
Musée du peuplement. The current presentation relies on elements not originally elaborated to 
address the purpose of the museum and consequently, fails to respect an overall coherence. The 
reorganisation of exhibits from three different exhibitions assembled together impacts on the 
quality. It results in the perception of a scattered presentation of national history where a core line 
of discourse would have ensured coherence and conveyed clear messages. 

Slavery and indenture are illustrated through the evocation of Le Morne Cultural Landscape and 
Aapravasi Ghat World Heritage Sites. The presentation highlights positive contributions: it shows 
how the slaves resisted their condition and how indentured labourers engaged in plantation work to 
later evolve in society. These representations are associated to general information on slavery and 
indenture formerly presented in Mauritian Heritage. It provides a general account on slavery and 
indenture systems. However, each event is presented in dedicated sections which are not related 
to one another by a transition. Each section thus provides an insight on a specific aspect of 
Mauritian history. The flow of information is therefore not elaborated according to a core line of 
evolution but rather offers insights on the experiences of the various cultural groups. The lack of 
transitions between each part is detrimental to an overall understanding of how the various groups 
interacted to shape the Mauritian nation.  

The “ethnic” segmentation in the display questions the notion of national history. Traditionally, the 
Mauritian society is divided in segments. This was the policy of the colonial authorities who 
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differentiated the various cultural segments in distinct categories. This supported the policy of 
representativeness which is still in force today. However, we may wonder if this approach serves 
favourably a national vision of Mauritius; especially in this instance where the display focuses 
specifically on national history seen through the representations of each segment of the population.  

National history is represented through panels and contemporary paintings that do not present an 
authentic account of Mauritian history. The various large size paintings depict various sceneries 
portraying a contemporary vision of the past but are not actually productions of the past: they are 
as such an interpretation and not an objective account of the past. This questions the notion of 
authenticity as the permanent exhibition area is a contemporary creation. The information 
provided on panels is counterbalanced by the various interpretations of the past. In this respect, it 
is subject to subjective appreciations of what the past may have been. It is further complemented 
by the village historique sceneries which are an interpretation of how the slaves or indentured 
labourers may have lived. In this sense, it may be misleading as it does not rely on authentic 
evidence of the past but rather on a subjective interpretation. This is the reason why we may want 
to call the Musée du peuplement, a cultural park, as it is not in line with the traditional definition 
of museum:  

“a non-profit making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its 
development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 
communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, 
material evidence of people and their environment.”54 

The Musée du peuplement provides with interpretations of the past produced in 2010. The 
institution is not as such a museum as museum collections are not conserved nor exhibited. We may 
want to consider that it is a space devoted to interpretation. In this respect, it is particularly 
interesting to appreciate how the past is perceived. In this instance, slavery and indenture are 
referred to as difficult experiences but the outcome is positive: the ex-slaves and indentured 
labourers have managed to engage in new lives.  

The Musée du peuplement interprets the past to remember the positive accounts: its dynamics are 
very similar to those of Aventure du Sucre activating the positive memory to establish a new 
approach to the past. This approach results in the recognition of a common heritage: it is the first 
instance in which the heritage deriving from the population’s interactions is represented. Although 
we may question the authenticity of the display, the Musée du peuplement is marking a major shift 
in the memory process: it formulates the existence of a common heritage shaped by the various 
groups in action. The Boutique Chinoise or séga become the emblem of Mauritian identity because 
they are identified as elements forming part of Mauritian culture. Séga is presented in a 
reconstitution of the Village historique and shows a silent aspect of the slaves’ lives in museums.  

The Boutique Chinoise is reconstituted besides the life on sugar estates. It is the element retained 
to symbolize the major role of the Chinese descent population in the economic and social 
development of society. Both representations are relevant examples of how retracing the origin of 
heritage brings to light the cultural inputs brought by the slave population, retailers and small 
traders and how they contributed to the creation of a national heritage ultimately leading to the 
shaping of Mauritian culture.  
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The need for a national history: the emergence of a new memorial framework representative 

of the majority   

Through tangible representations of the past, the Musée du peuplement establishes roots for 
Mauritian culture: in the Village historique, representations identify a clear legacy, from the 
origins of heritage to its contemporary expressions. This link allows the population to relate to the 
past and activate a process leading to the legitimation of their past experiences. This process 
probably explains the significant success of the Musée du peuplement as part of the celebration of 
the battle of Grand Port: the audience was provided with tools empowering the appropriation of 
the past. This marks a shift in the memorial process and shows that the appropriation of national 
history is in process.  

The memorial framework in museums was inherited from the colonial Elite thus discarded the 
former dominated population and did not speak to the majority's aspirations. The memorial process 
is now taking place through new actors who are descendants of the lower classes of the society. 
The memorial framework undertakes a complete redefinition. The portrayal of National History now 
intends to include the memory of the majority of the population and not just a small segment of 
the Mauritian population. In this undertaking, the representations of slavery and indenture hold a 
major place as the experiences of more than 90% of the current day population.  

 

Towards the national and international recognition of slavery and indenture  

This shift in the memorial process is particularly noticeable since the years 2000. The account of 
the Government programme delivered on 3rd October 2000 confirms the intention of the 
Government to “foster cultural values of the Mauritian community”. In the programme, the 
section dealing with the cultural policy announces the creation of a Mauritian Cultural Centre “with 
the aim of promoting and cementing National Unity”.  

The promotion of culture is presented as a main priority and the Government takes initiatives 
aiming at fostering the image of a national unity. This objective materialises through the renaming 
of Mahébourg Museum as the National History Museum. This marks the appropriation and the 
recognition of colonial history together with the intention to establish cultural references for all. 
The shift in the memorial process is in action. It is marked by significant initiatives such as 
declaring 1st February as a public holiday “to commemorate the abolition of slavery” and 2nd 
November as “the termination of indentured labour”55. The President further mentions that “a 
programme of activities will be elaborated to highlight the maximised through the promotion of 
local folklore, traditions and theatrical performances”. 

In the address of the President of the Republic on Friday 29 July 2005, the Government programme 
reaffirms the intention to head towards the creation of a common cultural entity: 

“In order to face oncoming challenges, to reverse the current socio-economic 
decline and to deliver on Government's commitment to economic efficiency, equity 
and social justice, the very first and crucial step will be to rally all Mauritians 
around a national project to garner all our willpower and energy to shape a 
prosperous national where our unique cultural mix is a source of pride and 
inspiration rather than a platform for compartmentalizing the nation”. 

The actions proposed to achieve this goal in the culture sector are as follows: 

“Our historical heritage is of great value and is in need of greater understanding, 
promotion and dissemination. In this context a Genealogy Institute and an 
Immigration Museum will be set up. Government will also regroup the National 
Archives, the National Art Gallery and the National Library under one roof. In order 
to address issues pertaining to historical grievances, government will set up a Truth 
and Justice Commission to establish the facts regarding slavery and indentured 
labourers and to make recommendations with respect to reparations for the 
descendants of slaves and indentured labourers”. 
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The Government programme clearly states the need for the recognition of a common past to 
support the concept of National Unity. The establishment of the Truth and Justice Commission is in 
this respect a measure showing the concern to think about the Society and its past. The Commission 
conveys that the Government feels the need to establish a clear link to the past and institute a 
common cultural framework that serves the reflection around a core question: who are we as 
Mauritians ? It forms part of overall considerations aiming at establishing the roots of the nation to 
face future challenges and ensure the sustainable development of the Mauritian nation.  

 

Aapravasi Ghat and Le Morne : a change in perspective 

The Government has taken action to recognize the silent past of the nation. Heritage projects 
initiated in recent years are an interesting indicator to appreciate how the shift in the memorial 
process has operated. This shift may be explained by the need to preserve the past disappearing 
with the fast growing development but also, raises the concern to situate Mauritian culture facing 
globalization. Mauritius as many other countries expresses its concern to retain its cultural roots 
and specificity. In part, it results in turning to the documentation of under researched aspects of 
Mauritian history to better appreciate Mauritian culture.  

In this undertaking, slavery and indenture were a major focus. The government engaged in 
proposing the nomination of the Le Morne and Aapravasi Ghat on UNESCO World Heritage List. The 
Aapravasi Ghat is a former Immigration Depot where almost 70% of the ancestors of the current day 
population arrived as indentured labourers. Mauritius is the place where the British chose to 
evaluate a new system of recruitment called indenture after the abolition of slavery in 1833. On 
international scale, the outstanding experience of Mauritius as the test case to evaluate the 
viability of the indenture labour system makes of Aapravasi Ghat, the international symbol of 
indentured labour in the 19th century. As such, the site was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 
2006.  

Le Morne Cultural Landscape is the symbol of resistance against slavery. Naturally difficult to 
access, it provided a place of shelter for the maroon slaves escaping the colonial oppressors during 
the 18th and 19th centuries. Le Morne has become an international symbol of resistance against 
slavery. Indeed, large numbers of slaves were brought to Mauritius which was an important 
stopover in the Eastern slave trade. In 2008, Le Morne cultural landscape was internationally 
recognized as a World Heritage Site.  

With the inscription of the two sites on the World Heritage List, Mauritius changed the vision of the 
past inherited from the colonial Elite. The past is no more the prerogative of a small portion of the 
population. The memorial process now works towards the appropriation of the history of the 
majority of the population and institutes fundamental references relating to their identity and 
origins. This process shows the importance of establishing roots in a land of migrations where most 
of the ancestors of the population came through coerced migrations. As immigrants – slaves or 
indentured labourers – references to their homeland or cultural background were absent in the 
colony. Both slaves and indentured labourers had to recreate a cultural environment serving their 
well-being through the affirmation of their position in society.  

The experiences of slavery and indenture were particularly traumatic. It involved the annihilation 
of the individual's identity in the case of slavery and for indentured labourers, the involvement in 
harsh working conditions to survive. The collective memory remembers slavery and indenture as a 
negative experience. Both parties engaged in these experiences were ever hardly considered nor 
recognized by the colonial authorities in the memory process: there was no place for them in the 
colonial contribution bringing western knowledge and education. Memory was dictated at 
institutional level by the Elite who systematically ignored the positive contribution of ex-slaves or 
ex-indentured labourers and failed to recognize their cultural identity.  

Today, the memorial shift retains positive accounts of slaves and indentured labourers. Through the 
recognition of Aapravasi Ghat and Le Morne, the memory process operated through historical 
justifications enabling the appreciation of the scope of slavery and indenture as historical facts not 
only related to the local context, but also inscribing itself in an international perspective. This 
certainly encourages the memorial process to focus on positive contributions. Locally, Aapravasi 
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Ghat can be identified as a place of origin for indentured labourers as they first landed at the 
Immigration Depot to enter Mauritius. Similarly, Le Morne is considered as a place of refuge for 
Maroon slaves and in the contemporary context, became a symbol of resistance. Both World 
Heritage Sites reconstruct the idea that both sections of the population were forgotten but not 
silent, and have in fact largely contributed to the formation of a pacific and dynamic society.  

In this case, slavery and indenture take a tangible shape through the symbols of Le Morne and 
Aapravasi Ghat. Each experience has a dedicated memorial space where both experiences can be 
formulated and recognized for the first time at national and international level. The status of 
World Heritage Site allowed an equal recognition. This status requires factual justifications for 
inscription which leads the memorial process to rely on facts and objectivity. This may not discard 
passionate debates on the state of slavery or indenture but ultimately leads to unequivocal 
recognition at institutional level.  

We may also argue that both sites can be perceived as an “ethnic” heritage: slavery is associated 
with the Creole segment of the population while indenture refers to the Mauritians of Indian origin. 
Opting for World Heritage Status allows recognition by an external apparatus and supports the 
legitimation of this national heritage outside the national boundaries. The recognition generated by 
an international body thus reinforces the importance of this heritage and ultimately encourages the 
adhesion of the entire population. The presence of two World Heritage Sites on the national 
territory establishes an emblem of what constitutes the Mauritian history and identity. Their 
authenticity or meaning may be contested but still their status as emblem of Mauritian society is 
not challenged.56  

The inscription of the two sites is certainly marking a significant step in the constitution of 
Mauritian memory. It established a formal recognition of slavery and indenture and also initiated 
the formulation of common national memory. In the Mauritian context, the example of the two 
World Heritage Sites shows how common references to the past can be established in a 
multicultural society where the various segments of the population may refer to different 
appreciations of the past. In the instance of Le Morne and Aapravasi Ghat generally subject to 
ethnic considerations, the external recognition allows the establishment of values beyond the 
national dynamics. The local values generated by the two sites in the Mauritian context are 
modified when they are considered by an external regard. The local values are re-interpreted 
beyond potential contestations or misleading considerations. As such, it encourages their general 
acceptation.  

This also shows that the values invested in the two sites were not established. It is their recognition 
as World Heritage Sites that anchored their meaning in the Mauritian context. In a multicultural 
society, the ethnic considerations arise. The international recognition thus allows the negotiation 
of the values attributed to sites and prepares for a common acceptation of the proposed heritage 
because it has international values that transcend the Mauritian context.  

6. GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS ON REPRESENTATIONS OF 
SLAVERY AND INDENTURE  

Establishing common references in a multicultural society : key questions 

Our research on representations of slavery and indenture in museums and at historic sites showed 
that common values were elaborated in the current Mauritian context. However, the memorial 
process leads to the establishment of values that may be challenged. Indeed, the multicultural 
society regroups an ensemble of people from various cultural background that lived different 
experiences in Mauritius. It is precisely this experience that gives meaning to their presence. This 
experience thus requires legitimacy and acceptance from the other components of the society. 
These dynamics trigger a reflection on how best to represent and recognize the contribution of the 
Other and establish a fair balance? 

Since the 2000s, the Government has promoted a policy of representativity of the various cultural 
groups by, for instance, the creation of cultural centres. In the wide literature referring to 
multiculturalism, the Government’s undertaking is challenged on one main account: the policy of 



VOL 4: PART X – PRESERVING THE MEMORY OF THE MAURITIAN NATION – MEMORY AND REPRESENTATIONS 

	

Truth and Justice Commission  850 

promoting specific cultural groups to recognize their contribution also leads to acknowledge a 
division in the society. Various authors argue that reinforcing the differences may ultimately lead 
to division rather than to unity. However, we may want to believe that there cannot be national 
unity without recognition of the Mauritian diversity. This seems to constitute the backbone of the 
nation as the Mauritian nation would have never existed, if the various waves of migration had not 
reached the island. It is the richness brought by immigrants that gave raise to the constitution of a 
nation. 

 

The elaboration of a national policy for culture and heritage  

The Aapravasi Ghat stands for a symbol of immigration to Mauritius: the immigration depot 
received indentured labourers mainly arriving from India. The site can be considered as point of 
origin for the descendants of indentured labourers. In the same manner, Le Morne is a reference for 
descendants of slaves who were brought to Mauritius from the Dutch period until the abolition of 
slavery in the colony in 1835. Both refer to two major waves of immigration to the island and 
establish references to explain the origins Mauritian society. The World Heritage Sites anchor 
references that are essential to establish continuity from arrival of immigrants to their descendants 
today. The link to the past helps considering that both segments of the population were actually 
instrumental in the shaping of the society and legitimates their presence.  

Although they may be perceived as “ethnic” symbols, the example of the World Heritage Sites 
shows how it is possible to formulate common values within the local context. Had there not been 
an international framework of recognition, the values attributed to the World Heritage Sites may 
not have been fixed and understood as a common reference for the nation. To some extent, the 
local interpretation includes the tendency to reduce heritage, the intangible in particular, to ethnic 
representativeness and in these instances, this perception closes the door for the appropriation of 
heritage by the overall population. If an object of heritage is only perceived as an ethnic 
recognition, it fails to address the cultural significance of heritage and prevents legitimation. In 
this respect, the local dynamics would benefit from the elaboration of a framework for culture and 
heritage that would establish commonly accepted values. It would include a vision for National 
Heritage helping to recreate a link between the population and its heritage. A policy on heritage 
and culture seems essential to assist the population in the appropriation of the past which 
ultimately contributes to national unity. The Government programme 2005-2010 57  specifically 
addresses this problematic:  

“Our cultural pluralism has always been a source of great pride. Government will 
focus on reinforcing our multiculturalism, on celebrating our cultural and linguistic 
diversity as well as our multiple identities. Government will not follow the past 
practice of compartmentalising and fragmenting our social fabric, and will instead 
implement policies aimed at promoting national unity”. 

Public consultation: a key to sustainable development of heritage  

In the course of our research, we attempted to find answers in a document stating a general policy 
for culture and heritage. The outcome was not successful. Intentions and objectives are formulated 
but are not inscribed in an overall policy ensuring an integrated approach to heritage. Considering 
that the memorial process was always established by the colonial Elite until recently, we believe 
that the Mauritians themselves hold the answers to what they believe are the common values of the 
Mauritian society. Our survey revealed that the perception of heritage does not necessarily meet 
the nature of heritage in place. Indeed, the highest rates defined Mauritian heritage as séga music 
(20%) and Mauritian cuisine (16%). Archaeological and World Heritage Sites come in third position 
and museums, next to last. Considering this, we may want to think that the Mauritian population 
still feels that their heritage – mainly intangible- is not represented in museums or in cultural 
spaces. For 42% of the people polled, Mauritian history was not well represented in museums. This 
tells us that the past reconstructed in museums may not meet the expectations of Mauritians and 
thus discards appropriation. 

However, we noted that there is an interest in Mauritian heritage for the majority of the people 
polled. Eight six percent also thinks that heritage contributes to the valorisation of the Mauritian 
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culture. An unanimous thought was that heritage does contribute to national unity for 100% of the 
interviewees. This survey shows that heritage does have a role to play in the constitution of 
common references for the nation according to Mauritians. Our research raises a number of 
problematic to achieve this goal among which the need for the population to appropriate its 
heritage. The survey revealed that there is a discrepancy between what the population identifies as 
a prime heritage and what is recognized as such. The survey reveals that the population identifies 
as heritage, objects symbolizing the cultural interactions of the various cultural groups. It is 
precisely representations of cultural syncretisation that are hardly ever present in museums when 
the audience would identify with such representations.  

In this instance, a cultural and heritage policy responding to the population’s aspirations seems 
essential to insert heritage in social dynamics. In this respect, the consultation with the population 
is a condition to ensure a sustainable approach to heritage appropriation and development. 

 

Considerations on national history in museums  

Our research revealed that the appropriation of the past by the population is in process. However, 
this process takes place if the population is provided with tools allowing their appropriation of the 
past. The appropriation of the population cannot be considered as an isolated process but as a 
mechanism forming part of a memory process activated by actions of the State or private entities.  

In this respect, it was essential to focus on museums to appreciate the opportunities given to the 
audience for the appropriation and recognition of its past. In museums, we noticed that scientific 
legitimation played a major role in understanding slavery and indenture: it helps the formulation of 
the population’s experiences and legitimates the presence of each segment in the society. For 
these reasons, the scientific discourse in museums seems to best serve the purpose of common 
acceptation. The scientific objectivity allows the institution of a strong link between the past and 
present that is the condition for appropriation. The process of appropriation is necessary to shape 
an overall memorial framework. We may question the selection of past representations in some 
instances but our research showed that the choices were made to transcribe positive contributions 
that will serve the advancement of the society. This shows the intention to discard uncomfortable 
debates questioning the presence of other cultural groups. It rather promotes the legitimation of 
their presence to constitute a national entity.  

We also noticed that there is a national history of Mauritius but it is immersed in other display 
objectives. This is detrimental to the quality of the past reconstructed. Messages are superimposed 
and do not focus on a deep reflection on how to best reconstruct a national history. The National 
History museum in Mahébourg is the remnant part of the colonial past and as such, presents the 
contribution of the colonial Elite to the national history. Le Musée du peuplement is an interesting 
initiative as it produces contemporary depictions of the past that leads to the recognition of 
intangible heritage. However, it fails to represent the interactions that led to the formation of a 
unified society. L'Aventure du Sucre was also presented an interesting account of national history 
but it was merged with the history of sugar as a central theme and largely expanded the scope of 
national history to details creating a confusing environment for non-experimented visitors.  

These initiatives clearly showed that there was a need for National History in which the 
representations of slavery and indenture play a central role as the evocation of the majority of the 
population's past. Throughout our research, we noted that representations of slavery and indenture 
only represent a small portion of the total of public space available in Mauritian Museums. The list 
of museums visited and considered within this report is as follows: 

 The ‘Postal Museum’; 

 The ‘Blue Penny Museum’; 

 L'Aventure du Sucre; 

 The ‘Mauritius Institute’; 

 The ‘National History Museum’; 
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 The ‘Folk Museum of Indian Immigration’ (closed – visited in 2005 and 2006); 

 The Musée du peuplement.  

This selection was chosen in view of the potential presence of representations of slavery and 
indenture. In most institutions, the representations are part of an overall display guided by core 
themes that are not directly addressing the experiences of slavery and indenture:  

 The Postal Museum presents the development of the postal services from the Dutch period 
to the British period and refers to the experience of slavery through the evocation of the 
Black Postmen or Slaves delivering mail to the inhabitants.  

 L'Aventure du Sucre is devoted to the History of the Sugar Industry in Mauritius; 
 The ‘National History Museum’ refers to the experience of the colons on the island; 
 The ‘Blue Penny Museum’ focused on philately and on the Mauritius Commercial Bank 

collection masterpieces; 
 The ‘Mauritius Institute’ is the oldest museum on the island and refers to Natural History in 

Mauritius and in the Indian Ocean Region; 
 The ‘Folk Museum of Indian Immigration’ focuses on the migration of Mauritians of Indian 

origins; 
 the Musée du peuplement is a contemporary account of the various migrations.  

 

Our research shows that slavery does not have a dedicated space for expression, when indenture is 
largely considered. We may want to consider that 70% of the Mauritian population are descendants 
of indentured labourers, while above 30% are related to the experience of slavery. In this 
perspective, the voice of the majority can explain the presence of a museum namely the Folk 
Museum, devoted to the history of the Indian origin segment of the population. The Folk Museum 
was set up to depict the immigration of the ancestors of people of - Indian origin to Mauritius. The 
Folk Museum is part of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute founded in 1970, two years after 
Independence, by the Government of Mauritius in collaboration the Indian Government. The aims of 
the Institute is to “provide the academic and cultural basis for the promotion, consolidation and 
dissemination of the Indian traditions” and “contribute to a developing Mauritian culture by 
creating an awareness of the richness of the Mauritian heritage”58. The general concept behind the 
creation of the MGI is to promote the Indian culture. However, it is not the only area of focus. 
Mauritian Studies are also part of its programme and promote the need for interaction between 
various cultural heritages.  

However, we may question the place of the other cultural groups: the experience of slavery or even 
commercial merchants who migrated to Mauritius are hardly referred to. In fact, we come to a 
statement that only the former elite or the current group leading the country have managed to set 
up spaces representing their history and their experience on the island. Considering the 
multicultural background of Mauritius, it is interesting to envisage a museum that would restore, on 
factual ground, the experiences of all the components of society. The Government proposed, on 
several instances, the creation of a Museum of Immigration. This concept would deserve further 
attention so as to define how the experiences of all could be depicted?  

The interaction existing between the various cultural backgrounds of Mauritius would be an 
instrumental element in showing the cohesion of society. What is more, the presentation of 
common cultural references, such as Mauritian cuisine or séga dancing, seem essential to establish 
the fact that there are not only differences and diversity – there is also a unity. The elaboration of 
such a museum would require an integrated approach to define the key concepts of the museum 
and also, ensure that the past restored speaks to Mauritians.  

 

The creation of a museum of immigration  

Indeed, immigration is the common experience of all segments of the population. The creation of a 
museum of immigration – proposed in the 2005 Government programme - would offer the 
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opportunity to retrace the experiences of all Mauritians and most important, would address how 
each wave of migration has settled and interacted with other segments of the population. This 
would provide an account on how the society was formed and evolved - as a whole - to form the 
nation. The proposal for a museum of immigration also lies on the opportunity to show how the 
diversity has operated to create specific social and cultural expressions – such as séga- which are 
hallmarks of Mauritian culture.  

The intention would be to rely on scientific discourse to recreate a firm link with the past that can 
bring an understanding of the current day Mauritian society. We may also want to retain in this 
initiative the benefits of presenting elements in a wider perspective to underscore the Mauritian 
experience and establish clear references to the past. Indeed, the perspective brought by the 
international context offers a vision outside the compound of local dynamics and helps in the 
establishment of an overall understanding of the local experience. The local experience is 
appreciated within a larger framework already established and recognized. In this respect, it helps 
to highlight the essence of local experiences and the existence of national values.   

What is more, we firmly believe that such undertaking also requires effective management and 
maintenance resulting from the establishment of a cultural and heritage policy. Indeed the 
restitution of the past to society also supposes optimal managerial framework to ensure 
sustainability. This is also instrumental in the preservation of collections constituting a major part 
of Mauritian heritage. This is the reason why this report also includes MUSEUM MANAGEMENT 
considerations. The improvement of MUSEUM MANAGEMENT would certainly be an answer to the 
appropriate formulation of National History.  

 

Museum management: a key to optimal restitution of the past  

The Mauritius Institute: an overview 

This part of the report focuses on the Mauritius Museums Council management to better appreciate 
how museums are managed and how collections are conserved. Several audit reports and 
recommendations of experts were formulated in the past to improve the functioning of museums. 
The Mauritius Museums Council (MMC) was established in 2000 to replace the Mauritius Institute 
Advisory Council (1985). The institution was founded in 1880 as the Mauritius Institute and its 
objectives were  

“to establish and incorporate a public institute, a public museum, and a public 
library for the purpose of promoting the general study and cultivation of the 
various branches and departments of arts, sciences, literature and philosophy. 
The Mauritius Institute functioned as a national scientific and cultural institution 
mainly dedicated to carrying out research and disseminating knowledge. Several 
learned societies were incorporated within the Mauritius Institute in the past.”59 

Nowadays, the Mauritius Institute has developed to be responsible for the management and the 
development of the Mauritius Museums Council, an institution created to coordinate and oversee 
the activities in the National and Specialised Museums. The public library section is not referred to 
in the new objectives formulated in 2000 and the mission was redefined as  

“to collect, preserve and use in a sustainable manner the Mauritian cultural heritage for 
the purpose of developing interest and pride in; increasing knowledge and understanding 
of; and promoting appreciation and respect for the heritage throughout the republic of 
mauritius and internationally”. 

The MMC was created to focus on Museum Management. To respond favourably to this mandate, the 
MMC works to fulfil the following objectives: 

1. lead and encourage the formulation of policies in the field of Museology; 

2. develop, maintain and promote national and specialised museums; 
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3. conduct and control the affairs of national or specialised museums and coordinate their activities 
and the services which they provide; 

4. develop and maintain a National Collection, as well as keep and maintain a National Register of 
objects and specimens in the National Collection;  

5. promote the continuous flow of information to the public regarding the professional activities,  
 programmes and projects of the Council and National or Specialised Museums; 

6. promote the use of the resources available at National and Specialised Museums for educational  
 purposes and for research. 

These objectives were guided by the vision of the MMC“to be a centre of excellence in the quest 
for and dissemination of knowledge on the collective memory and in the preservation of the 
cultural and natural heritages of the people of the Republic of Mauritius and to be a source of 
inspiration for posterity”. 

The MMC's Board has the mandate to oversee: 

1. National Museums, namely the Natural History Museum in Port Louis and the National 
History Museum in Mahébourg; 

2. Specialised Museums namely: 
 Sir SSR Memorial Centre for Culture, Port Louis; 
 Robert Edward-Hart Memorial Museum, Souillac; 
 Sookdeo Bissoondoyal Memorial Museum, Tyack;  
 Frederik Hendrik Museum, Vieux Grand Port; 
 Postal Museum, Port Louis; 
 Museum of Indian Immigration, Moka.  

3. The MMC is also responsible for the maintenance of the Millennium Monument at Wootun. 

The vision and objectives of the MMC were indicators to evaluate how museums and their 
collections are managed in the current context and consequently, to propose recommendations for 
the improvement of MUSEUM MANAGEMENT. Indeed, although the MMC was established eleven years 
ago, it seems that the heritage it was entrusted to manage is currently at threat on various 
accounts.  

 

The threats to national heritage  

The Mauritius Museums Council was a topic of concern on several occasions. The minutes of 
proceedings of the National Assembly in 1996 notify that: 

“On a constaté que le taux de décomposition des documents originaux, des spécimens 
zoologiques et des objets en métal était important. ”.60  

The Audit Report for the year 200161 also draws attention to the fact that: 

1. “The Board of the Mauritius Museums Council was constituted only in March 2001. Section 23 
(2) of the Act stipulates that the Council shall, within one year of the date of coming into 
force of the Act, offer the officers serving the Department, the opportunity of being 
transferred to the Council.  However, no such offer has been made.   

2. There is no clearly defined policy for the acquisition of exhibits. I was informed, by the 
Ministry, that the Council is presently working on a collection policy, which will include 
acquisition. 

3. Recording of collections was not satisfactory. It was difficult to ensure completeness. 

4. Museum collections were not properly conserved, protected and maintained. The MI is not 
equipped with a conservation laboratory/workshop. 
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5. The MI has a collection of some 90 paintings.  In 1987, the paintings were examined by an 
expert from the Victoria and Albert Museum of London, who reported that the paintings were 
"still salvageable and well worth conserving”. The paintings were not adequately protected 
and they were instead exposed to light, humidity, dust and even at times rainwater. Also, 
there are no adequate facilities for displaying, storing and conserving these paintings. 

6. Under a ’convention de financement’ signed with the French Government, 33 paintings 
belonging to the Institute were restored by a French Restorer during the period July 1995 to 
August 2000. At the time of audit, some 60 paintings were still awaiting restoration, of which 
35 required major restoration works. 

7. During an inventory carried out by the MI in 1993, 11 paintings were found missing. In 
November 2001, the Ministry informed me that three of them have been located and searches 
are still going on for the remaining ones”. 

Following these statements, a visit took place was on 31st March 2011 at the Mauritius Institute to 
assess how the Mauritius Museums Council had progressed to offer a better management and 
conservation of its collections and also, appreciate the resources at hand to allow improvement. 

 

Cataloguing of museum collections  

Good MUSEUM MANAGEMENT requires the instauration of basic managerial tools. The main tool is 
the cataloguing of collections which includes measures to operate the legal entry of collections in 
the museum, the documentation of objects and ensures their appropriate conservation by referring 
to recommendations for conservation and to the documentation on collections’ restoration.  

Our first objective was to evaluate the cataloguing system in place at MMC as it is the base of 
MUSEUM MANAGEMENT. In 2000, an inventory of all the museums' collections (under the purview of 
MMC) was established on paper sheets. One copy of the inventory is kept at the Mauritius Institute 
and a second copy in the museum concerned. The inventory consists of individual record sheets per 
object which are kept in a library specifically devoted to collections management.  

The A4 catalogue sheet regroups the following index: 

Date 

Inventory records Sr. No. …. 

1. Object Description 
1. Object category/species  
2. object name 
3. local name/title 
4. material 
5. dimensions 
6. condition  

2. Object Management 
1. Museum Department 
2. current accession No. 
3. acquisition method 
4. acquisition date 
5. acquisition source  
6. permanent location   

3. History of the object 
1. producer 
2. place and date of production  
3. locality of collecting 
4. collection/expedition  
5. collection field No. 

4. Documentation  
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1. related accession No. 
2. catalogue No. 
3. conservation/restoration file 
4. loan 
5. image 
6. others  

This sheet regroups the main data constituting a professional collection inventory. However, it is 
problematic on several accounts: 

 the Museum does not possess an Entry Book consigning all entries of Museum Collections; 

 the quality of the description is poor and does not allow to retrace the object in the 
collections; 

 the description does not include a photograph of the object instrumental in providing 
evidence of its presence and allow its identification; this is particularly important in case of 
loss or theft as it allows judicial enquiry; 

 the inventory sheets are not secured and kept as isolated sheets in a file referring to 
specific museums; 

 the quality of information available would require further study and details as most of the 
inventory sheets are not complete and only contain few information; 

 such inventory renders cross-checking difficult; matching the sheets with objects may be 
problematic considering the quality of information; 

 the denomination of the objects are confusing and would deserve the elaboration of a 
proper arborescence establishing proper denominations. This would ensure that an item is 
always designated in the same manner and not by several different names; 

 in general, the information provided is very basic and no other references to further 
documentation is available; 

 there is no computerisation of the inventory that would tremendously help Collections 
Management. 

Overall, the documentation systems fail to address the basic requirements of Collections 
Management. There is, nowadays, a standard documentation system agreed by Museum 
Professionals throughout the world. At the MMC, the objects or group of objects are not catalogued 
in an Entry Book. This is particularly problematic as the archaeological collections kept at MMC are 
only catalogued by Archaeologists and do not officially enter collections through the Entry Book. 

The Entry Book marks the entry of an object in the Museum Collections. Whether it is a gift, 
purchase, loan or enquiry, the object is recorded on a numbered Entry Form which is completed in 
the presence of the donor or vendor who then signs to certify that it is a correct record and thus 
signifies that the object was not acquired illegally. The purpose of the Entry Form is both to 
acknowledge receipt of the object and to ensure that information from the donor is not lost before 
a full record is made.  

It seems that there is confusion between the role of the entry book and the accession register when 
both registers have a different function. The accession ledger at MMC seemed to be a combination 
of Entry book and accessioning data when each should be separated registers. The ledger does not 
provide with a description of the object which can be problematic to identify objects in collections. 
In the context of the MMC entrusted to manage several museums, the creation of an entry book and 
accession register per museum would certainly encourage the improvement of collections 
management.  

The action of accessioning marks the formal acceptance of all acquisitions (including gift, purchase, 
or bequest) into the museum collection. Each object or group of objects, to be kept by the museum 
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is entered in the accession register: it is the most important part of the documentation system. It 
has three main functions: 

 It assigns a unique number to each object; 

 It describes each object; 

 It gives the history and provenance of each object.  

The register constitutes the original document consigning accession. A copy of the accession 
register must be created and kept in another place so that information is duplicated to reduce the 
risk of disappearing. In this process, an ICOM number or accession number is attributed to the 
object and inscribed in black ink on the object. However, it seemed that not all objects had the 
accession number inscribed.  

This accession process is complemented by the creation of a permanent label attached to each 
object bearing the permanent identity number. To ensure an optimal collections management, the 
accession number is also entered in the Entry Book so that correspondence can be made and the 
object can be retraced. The cataloguing is completed by a card catalogue assigned to each object. 
The card catalogue consists of individual cards kept in catalogue number order in a metal card-
drawer or on a computer program.  

At MMC, the Curator informed that the elaboration of cards is currently in process. The cards 
presented to us contained the required the generally agreed index information but again, we filled 
in with little or vague information. It should contain seven elements: 

 the name of the Museum; 

 the identity number; 

 the name of object-classification; 

 the entry method (donation, find, purchase or lender); 

 the source of entry (donor, vendor or lender); 

 the date of entry; 

 the history of object.  

During our visit, it was only possible to assess the quality of the card catalogue based on few 
examples as the exercise was in process. However, we noted that the card catalogue was also 
elaborated on separate sheets and kept in files. This is particularly problematic when it involves 
collections management as this implies that there is at present no reference catalogue in place. 
Indeed, the inventory sheets do not provide accurate information to ensure appropriate 
management and the card catalogue is not yet completed.  

This is particularly problematic on one main account: the basic tool for collections management is 
not established. This does not provide the MMC the capacity to ensure optimal management of 
collections and also, does not consign firmly the existence of the objects in the museum’s 
collections. This means that if any object is lost, stolen or destroyed, the MMC would be in a 
difficult position to state that loss, theft or destruction actually took place. This does neither 
empower the MMC to establish a system that would prevent such thing to happen.  

This supports the statement of the audit report - published ten years ago- stating that “Recording 
of collections was not satisfactory. It was difficult to ensure completeness”. The analysis of the 
collections management clearly showed that the system in place does not respond to the basic 
requirements established worldwide for MUSEUM MANAGEMENT. 

This is problematic when the MMC is entrusted to keep a total of 37,000 objects in its storage areas 
and 3,000 on display. The personnel deplore the absence of a computerised system that would help 
them in the daily management of collections. Indeed, the management of collections presented in 
various locations would require the establishment of a catalogue for all museums placed under the 
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responsibility of the MMC. The absence of a computerised system makes the tasks of the personnel 
very difficult especially when the staff is not specialised in this field.  

The interview of the staff revealed that the technical staff had no training in collection 
management. The Curator and the Conservation have a scientific background respectively in biology 
and chemistry. Considering that museology is a specialised professional field, it is difficult to 
expect that the staff be empowered to achieve the completion of the cataloguing. Cataloguing is 
the basic element allowing an optimal management of museum collections and requires a specific 
training by experienced professionals.  

In this respect, this also raises the need to have resources specifically trained in museology. The 
staff at MMC informed that they received a training in preventive conservation when the priority – 
also underlined by the audit report of 2001 – is to ensure that the personnel be trained in collection 
management. At present, the staff is not in a position to address the shortcomings related to 
collections management as they were not trained to receive the basic knowledge of MUSEUM 
MANAGEMENT.  

The recommendations for improving the collections management would be: 

to create an entry book starting with new collections entering the museums, mainly to avoid 
confusion and the consignment of approximate information leading to confusion; 

to maintain the accession register and improve its content by adding a description of the 
objects; 

to create an arborescence of terms to designate objects in a systematic manner by the 
appropriate terms and ensure that identical objects are referred to by using the same 
terms; such arborescence is available in museum collections management softwares and are 
also available on the internet through ICOM or AFRICOM's websites; 

to acquire a software for collections management that will allow the combination of 
information contained in the inventory sheets and in the card catalogue as it is the case in 
most museums today. Indeed, the software automatically generates individual cards for 
collections objects; 

to ensure that all objects are photographed; the photographs would thus be included in the 
software; 

to train the staff in collections management as a main priority; 

to enlist the services of professional Museologist / Curator to ensure capacity building and 
sustainable collections management; 

to empower technical and scientific staff trained in collections management with sufficient 
executive power to ensure the progress of work.  

The collections policy  

The issue of collections management is also raised when examining the collections policy. The 
collections policy is the indispensable document addressing the museum policy in terms of 
collections management. The collections policy can be defined as follows: 

“Statement of the subject matter of a collection, its temporal and geographical 
range and limits and any criteria as to material, conditions, size, quality, 
relevance or other factors for inclusion in the collection, together with terms, 
procedures and forms under which acquisition (gift, loan, bequest, purchase) or 
deaccessioning may occur, conditions of ownership, ethical commitments and uses 
of the collection”. (Lord and Lord, 2002:498) 
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The collections policy of the MMC is a six page document that only provides with an overview of:  

 the types of collections; 

 accessioning process; 

 inventory sheet and card index; 

 de-accessioning. 

The MMC collections policy cannot be considered as a professionally elaborated document. The first 
page provides with a broad introduction. Generally, the collections policy states the purposes of 
the collections policy for the museum and also, its mission statement.  

This is generally followed by a description of the collections available in the museum(s). The 
paragraph on “types” is referring to the nature of the collections that the Mauritius Museums 
Council – including all the museums under its purview-is entrusted to preserve and manage. The 
purpose of this part is to state the number of objects, in total or per museums, falling under its 
responsibility. It also fails to describe precisely the nature of the collections kept by the MMC. 

The standard collections policy generally presents as its first part all the elements related to the 
acquisition of collections. In MMC's collections policy, we note general considerations on questions 
to be addressed when considering acquiring an object but the collections policy fails to: 

 address whether the MMC accepts acquisition by donation, bequest, purchase or transfer; 

 define who is the authority giving the right to acquire collections or objects; 

 establish criteria for evaluating the acquisition of objects in each museums; 

 This is problematic as the person or committee responsible for acquisition does not have 
the basic elements required to evaluate whether an object is worth acquiring. This would 
include, in general instances, a chronological range, geographical delimitations, criteria for 
discarding objects, materials, size (if relevant) and quality of the objects, and the 
relevance to the existing collections. This is generally part of the collections policy to 
ensure coherence in the collections and also, the consolidation of the significance of the 
existing collections. The criteria also ensure that the objects are not acquired illegally.  

 Establish the existence of an Entry Book. 

In the second part, standard collection policy provides with guidelines for accession into the 
permanent collection. In MMC's collections policy, this part only refers to the accession number and 
states that the objects will be examined by the Conservator before being catalogued by the 
Curator. It does not mention: 

 that accession is the means by which objects are to be kept permanently unless 
deaccessioning or disposal process (to be included in the collections policy) take place; 

 that the eligibility relies on a set of criteria; 

 who is the authority allowing accessioning; 

 the nature of the catalogue records; 

 that each object should be documented. 

The documentation part is indispensable. It states in which documents the information about the 
objects should be consigned and also, indicates that written records should provide a summary of 
why the object was acquired and accessioned. The collections policy should also mention that the 
records will document the decision process including how the acquisition criteria were applied. The 
MMC's collections policy only mentions the inventory sheet and the card index. It ends by two 
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paragraphs on de-accessioning. This section only provides a definition of de-accession and a general 
principle. However, it would need to address the following issues: 

 authority for de-accession; 

 the guidelines for de-accession of purchase, gifts and bequests; 

 de-accession procedure; 

 conditions for de-accession by destruction; 

 the procedure following disposal. 

The six page document of MMC does not take into consideration the loans and deposits of objects 
from other museums, public institutions or private collectors. This section should be added to the 
present collections policy to address: 

 the process for incoming loans and deposits; 

 the guidelines for outgoing loans meaning the objects that could possibly be lent to other 
institutions; 

 the authority regulating loans and deposits. 

What is more, the MMC's collections policy fails to address major elements regarding the collecting 
guidelines, the collections care, the access to collections and ethics. Therefore, it would be 
recommended to consider the following elements to produce a professional collections policy for 
MMC: 

 general rules for collecting; 

 collecting procedures; 

 collecting area; 

 collections care including: 

- conservation rules and policy; 

- object condition reports; 

- restoration guidelines, criteria for approval of restorations and documentation of 
restorations; 

 access to collections; 

 ethics.  

In conclusion, the collections policy does not provide the necessary framework for an optimal 
management of collections. This confirms why the core process for collections management is not 
in place. This is problematic regarding the points mentioned earlier but also, raises another major 
issue: the collections policy does not include a conservation policy for collections. This ultimately 
questions one of the core missions of MMC to conserve the collections when in fact, the collections 
policy does not address how collections should be conserved and does not either provide a 
conservation policy for national collections.  
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Conservation issues at the Mauritius Institute  

The conservation issues at the Mauritius Institute require specific attention. During our visit, we 
noted the absence of a conservation policy instrumental in ensuring that national collections are 
kept according to best standards. This situation requires urgent attention especially when the 
deterioration of collections was already noted in official documents in 1996 and 2001: this was 
more than ten years ago 62 . Considering this, our main concern was to evaluate whether an 
improvement could be noted. 

In the permanent exhibition area, we noted that the basic rules of conservation are not in place. 
This includes guidelines for conservation of collections and the establishment of indicators. The 
indicators for conservation are the monitoring of temperature and relative humidity which indicate 
whether the conservation environment is stable. The variations in temperature (T) and relative 
humidity (RH) are the main factors of damage and decay. This is the reason why a thermo-
hygrometer - measuring both T and RH rate - is generally placed where collections are present. 

At the Mauritius Institute, the museum galleries are equipped with thermo-hygrometers. However, 
the RH and T are not measured in the storage area. This is problematic since it does not allow the 
monitoring of the collections' environment although natural history collections are fragile and 
require specific care. Indeed, the natural history collections are particularly vulnerable when they 
are exposed to UV, high temperature and high relative humidity. The general guidelines for their 
conservation recommend that: 

 filters or curtains be installed to block natural light; 

 natural history collections should not be exposed to lights producing more than 50 lux; 

 soft ventilation be available in showcase; 

 showcases and collections be cleaned regularly to avoid dust deposits leading to the 
development of micro-organisms and moistures; 

 national history collections should be kept in environment with low temperature and 
controlled Relative Humidity. 

These basic norms could not be identified in the permanent exhibition area. What is more, the 
figures for RH and T provided by MMC were also a major subject of concern. The average rates are 
52.5% of relative humidity and 28°C. To ensure optimal conservation, the temperature should not 
exceed 30°C in the galleries. Considering that the figures indicate the average rate per year, we 
can imagine that the temperature can easily reach higher figures in the summer. Tropical countries 
like Mauritius, 22-28°C would be the appropriate temperature which should not exceed 30°C. 

Regarding the RH, the same remark applies when the norm recommends a percentage below 55%. 
The norms recommend that the relative humidity does not exceed 60% especially concerning 
natural history specimens considered as very fragile objects. Unfortunately, we could not 
appreciate the extent of variations which would have indicated the maximum rates. Considering 
these two elements, the recommendations for conservation in the galleries would be to: 

 install air conditioning system with filters preventing the intrusion of city pollution; 

 ensure that UV are filtered; 

 ban the use of bulbs producing more than 50 lux; an alternative would be to monitor closely 
the exposition of natural history specimens to light through the respect of the commonly 
recognized calculation system for the emanation of lux63;Natural history specimens are 
considered to be very sensitive objects. The norm is 150.000 lux.hours and it should not go 
beyond 200 000 lux.hours/ year; 

 the display of objects should take into consideration their fragility and individual 
requirements for conservation. 
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Another shortcoming was the conservation of objects in the storage areas. The MI has three storage 
areas. The objects are kept according to their nature in three different places: 

 Natural History Collections 40 m2; 

 Paintings- 30 m2; 

 Section for the Wet Collection – 50 m2.  

We noticed that the basic rules of conservation were not in place: 

1. no air conditioning to monitor high temperatures; 

2. no thermo-hygrometer measures the rate of relative humidity or temperature in every 
storage space when these are the two basic indicators of conservation; 

3. the storage area is not protected by a false ceiling to close the space; 

4. the preventive conservation norms establishing the measures to better preserve objects in 
storage areas are not in place; 

5. objects are often accumulated and not properly maintained by devoting enough space; 

6. The organisation of the storage area does not consider the separation of fragile objects 
from those requiring less attention; 

7. fragile objects are exposed to daylight producing high rates of ultra violet thus impacting 
negatively on the preservation of their original colours and on their internal organic 
structure; 

8. there is no guidelines establishing access to collections nor space devoted to the study or 
conservation of collections. 

What is more, the storage area is located in random places where the space was made available. 
There is no clear policy for the storage area. The general statement is that a conservation policy is 
required urgently to ensure the preservation of the most important museum collection in Mauritius 
now facing threats. 
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CONCLUSION 

The issue of Heritage Management is a main object of concern. The management of heritage is 
instrumental to ensure its preservation and also, the restitution of the past to the population. In 
this section on general recommendations, it seems essential to recommend the setting up a 
national policy for heritage and museums. This is the core document addressing the vision, the 
goals and the proposed orientations for the future. A policy document stands for the starting point 
to the elaboration and implementation of an integrated management for museums and heritage. 
The present management certainly requires improvement and also, the support of expertise in the 
field. Indeed, heritage and MUSEUM MANAGEMENT are two specialised field of competence and 
should rely on appropriate professional resources to ensure the sustainability of heritage. 

The elaboration of a policy document would also be the opportunity to consult the population on its 
vision of heritage. The integration of consultation results would also activate the process of 
appropriation by the population. The heritage and representations of the past should indeed meet 
the adhesion of the population to contribute to nation building. The same process could apply to 
museums. A reflection on the nature and content of museums could also be initiated as our 
research showed that most museums were inherited from the colonial initiative and recent 
museums demonstrated that there is an ambition to depict national history but core questions are 
not necessarily addressed. One main question would be how to represent national history? And for 
whom? 

In recent years, Mauritian nation has shown a growing interest for heritage. It materialized through 
the development of heritage projects and the constitution of various entities promoting the 
preservation of heritage. This concern shows that the nation is in demand for the preservation of its 
past and for the recognition of national past. In the present configuration, heritage could offer keys 
to the population to promote their identity in a context of globalisation and reinforce the national 
identity.   
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

As part of this report, we attempted to raise a number of issues related to museums and heritage in 
general to produce recommendations. The following section summarizes the points raised in this 
report and formulates recommendations aiming at proposing elements for the recognition and the 
sustainability of heritage and museums in Mauritius. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HERITAGE IN GENERAL 

 

The need for national policies  

 The creation of a policy for heritage – cultural and natural- tangible and intangible- would 
set the base for the development of an integrated management of heritage in Mauritius; 

 The population should be consulted to consider their vision of heritage considering 
Mauritian diversity. The creation of a green paper fostering consultations with all segments 
of the population would be an initiative enabling to gather views on values invested in 
heritage by all Mauritians; 

 The policy for heritage would support the reinforcement of the legislation for the 
protection and promotion of museum collections and heritage - this to allow an optimal 
management and also the integration of existing policies for tourism, environmental or 
cultural policies. 

  

The need for trained resources and professional management 

 The current management of museums and heritage sites showed the necessity to 
consolidate, if not create, a strong technical pool empowered to preserve, manage and 
promote heritage; 

 Training of all staff and capacity building to create a national technical pool of technicians 
in heritage field and MUSEUM MANAGEMENT and conservation; 

 The administrative management of heritage institutions should be complemented by strong 
technical competence to optimize the functioning of the institutions; it would also ensure 
the sustainability of heritage institutions and an optimal preservation of national heritage; 

 Heritage and museums need to be managed by a scientific and technical personal having 
clear knowledge and experience in this field. Such institutions would benefit from a better 
development and organisation by empowering the technical and scientific staff to become 
managers of such institutions instead of the traditional administrative line of authority not 
versed in such specialised fields; 

 Revalorization of the heritage field by providing better conditions to employers: there 
should be a valorisation of technical and scientific staff as they are the appropriate 
resources to manage heritage places or museums and thus leading to an optimal 
management of resources and a better management of heritage sites and museums; 

 To consolidate an integrated management system for heritage led by a pool of technicians 
centralizing all heritage data and ensuring the coherence of projects undertaken for 
effective results and optimize resource management. 
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The need for research and the promotion of history  

 Privilege a scientific approach for the documentation of heritage and museum collections in 
order to recreate a link to the past; the scientific approach supports the appropriation of 
the past by the population at large; 

 Promote history and other disciplines involved in heritage documentation and research to 
provide the nation with scientific vision of the past thus allowing the dissemination of 
knowledge.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MUSEUMS  

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS  

 A national policy for museums is strongly felt to set out objectives and guidelines for 
MUSEUM MANAGEMENT; 

 To create a national inventory of all heritage collections and sites accessible to all by using 
latest software technologies adapted to heritage and museum environment; 

 Proper research schemes should be established for the study and documentation of museum 
collections; full documentation on museum collections should be established to help their 
interpretation, their presentation to the public in the perspective of their historical context 
and allow to retrace their provenance for better monitoring and management;  

 Consolidate the existing structures for museum and heritage management by providing 
professional training leading to certifications in the field of heritage management and 
museology rather than creating new institutions; 

 Establish a communication policy to respond to public expectations: regular audience 
surveys, publications of the catalogue of collections, publication on the museums and their 
main masterpieces, creation of website.  

 Establish a communication strategy for all museums to better promote their collection and 
also, disseminate knowledge as stated in ICOM definition of museum as a fundamental role 
for museums as they are established with public funds and present national collections, 
therefore, they should serve the public interest by having a dynamic public programme and 
educational activities attracting visitors from all walks of life. 

 The creation of a National Museum of Immigration is proposed to anchor the origins of the 
Mauritian nation and provide a nationwide sense of belonging;  

 Engage a reflection on the notion of national history. This could lead to consider the 
establishment of the following exhibition spaces to support the restitution of the national 
past to the population: 

 Museum focusing on anthropology including intangible heritage; 

 Interpretation centre on indenture at Aapravasi Ghat WHS; 

 Interpretation centre on slavery at Le Morne. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE MAURITIUS MUSEUMS COUNCIL 

The following recommendations could be made regarding MUSEUM MANAGEMENT at the Mauritius 
Museums Council: 

 Elaboration of a collections policy; 
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 Elaboration of a conservation policy including restoration policy; 

 Setting up a professional collections management system responding to international 
norms; 

 Computerize catalogues and use a museum collection management software; 

 Training of the staff in collection management in priority; 

 Organisation of workshops and trainings in Mauritius with other professionals to foster 
capacity building;  

 Establish a national professional network helping the development of capacity building; 

 Establish a detailed documentation on collections including detailed documentation of their 
acquisition, descriptions and photographs.  

 Conduct systematic research on collections to expand existing documentation; 

 Publication of a catalogue of collections also available on website. 
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