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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

This research ordered by the Mauritius Marathi Cultural Centre Trust focused on òA study of 

Marathi History and settlement in Mauritius ó. 

 

The research aimed at gathering oral and written data pertaining to Marathi settlement patterns 

in Mauritius: history of settlement, family history, and identification of first places of Marathi 

settlements. It was expected also through the analysis of the generated data to identify  a 

symbolic place appropriate and acceptab le to the community, for  the erection of a 

commemorative monument marking the arrival of Marathi people in Mauritius.  

 

Moreover, the research was also the opportunity to identify elements of the Intangible Cultural  

Heritage of the Marathi community, openi ng at the same instance a reflection on the perspectives 

for future in -depth investigation and analysis of same. It is undeniable that these elements 

constitute important means of preserving and promoting the Marathi culture and heritage.  

 

The research was, moreover, f ounded upon some key questions namely: 

1. How did Marathi settlement in Mauritius occur and evolve?  

2. Is memory of this settlement still alive amongst the 21 st century Marathi people?  

3. What can be a symbolic place for Marathi people in Mauritius?  

Furthermore, questions  relating to cultural identity and heritage were also raised such as:  

1. What is the intangible cultural heritage of Marathi people which is part of the cultura l 

identity of Marathi people?  

2. What is the specificity of this cultural ident ity? 

3. Can this identity be surveyed?  

4. How is it transmitted through generation?  

5. Are there some elements of this heritage that have already disappeared? 

This research built on the grounds of methodologies and concepts blending history , oral history, 

memory, traditions, heritage and  anthropology tries to delve with the above questions .  

 

Structure of the account  

The introductory chapter introduce s the research: its goals and objectives, domains of the 

research, questioning, interests of the research. It furth er, defines  the structure  of the research: 

historical context, presentation of the Marathi population and definition s of main concepts  such as 

cultural  identity, ancestrality, heritage, memory place and oral traditions. The last section focuses 

on the methods used to gather data and for the treatment of data.  

The second chapter on Marathi settlement and migrations  provides along with an overview of the 

main sites Marathi people settled in Mauritius, the  different waves of migration. It tries to 
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reconstitut e a map of settling places and movements of population through the 20 th century. Its 

objective is to identify a symbolic site for Marathi.  

The third chapter  describes the lifestyle of the Marathi people in  the past. It offers  an overview of 

social and economic life as it was in the past based on oral history.  

Fourth chapter is on intangible cultural heritage, it is an overview trying to launch a list of 

domains to be studied in a second phase. 

The report concludes with a chapter highlighting further avenues  of research and portent of new  

perspectives.  
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1.1.  Frame of the research  

 

To have a better understanding of the subject it is important to situate the frame of the research. 

As mentioned in the  introduction, this research is touching different domains of resea rch. A 

definition of the main concepts us ed in this research is provided  to have a better understanding of 

the orientation of the analysis, such as cultural identity, heritage, oral traditions and memory 

place.  

 

It is important to first contextualize  this population both historically and culturally. Therefore we 

will have an overview of the Mauritian historical context and in particular that  of Marathi people.  

1.1.1.  Mauritian History  

 

Figure 1: Mauritius in the South -West Indian Ocean 1 

The Mauritian society has been formed by different waves of migration since the first colonial 

settlement of the Dutch in 1598 to 1710, during French rule from 1715 to 1810 and British rule 

from 1810, to the in dependence of the Island in 1968. The first c olons brought slaves mainly from 

Africa and Madagascar to work for them for the building of  a society on this very strategic island 

situated on the South West of the Indian Ocean. At that  time, slaves from India were brought in 

very small number:  only 13% from India (Talingas, Bengalis and Malabars) (Filliot 1989).  

Sugar industry was in expansion when, in 1835, the abolition of slavery was declared. L andowners  

therefore had to turn to a new source of workers. They opted for  indentured labourers.  The latt er 

                                                             

1 Source : http://www.tlfq.ulaval.ca/axl/afrique/images/Ocean_Indien -carte.gif  (Consulted on 21.07.2011) 

http://www.tlfq.ulaval.ca/axl/afrique/images/Ocean_Indien-carte.gif
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were brought to the island on a five year based contract. The origin of Indentured workers was 

heterogeneous. They came from Africa, Madagascar, China, and South-East Asia and mainly from 

India.   

Indian Indentured came from diverse parts of India. While  a greater number came from the now 

states of Bihar, Jharkhand, Bengal, Uttar and Madhya Pradesh many also came from the ports of 

Madras and Bombay. The Marathis in Mauritius mainly trace their  roots from the people who came 

from the port of Bombay from th e districts of Konkan and Ratnagiri.  

This Mauritian population was  thus, recomposed to include  ex-Slaves, Colons (white people), 

Coloured Free people, and Indentured. Rapidly Indian people became the majority  of the 

Mauritian population: between 1835 and 1 879 some 411,896 arrivals of indentured were recorded .  

The indentured system ended in 1910. Amongst the 368,791 inhabitants of the island, there were 

some 257,697 Indians, or 70% of the population (Romaine 2003). 

 

 

Figure 2: Main ports of origin of Indian indentured 2 

                                                             

2 Source: Teelock, V. & Alpers, E.A. 2003. History, Memory and Identity , Mauritius: Nelson Mandela Center for African 

Culture,  p.236.  
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1.1.2.  Marathi people in Mauritius  

In Mauritius the term òMarathió commonly refers to 

Marathi-speaking Indo-Mauritians of Hindu faith. 

They were and continue to be referred to as  

òBombayó people due to their port of embark ation 

namely, Bombay (Mumbai). 

 

 

Figure 3a: Situation of Mahar ashtra  in India 3 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 3b: Map of Maharashtra district 4 

More than 40,000 labourers were brought  from 

the port of Bombay to Mauritius between 1835 

and 1910. They came from different 

regions of Maharashtra, mainly from: the 

Konkan coast, including Ratnagiri and 

Rajapur, but also from Pune, Satara and 

Kolhapur, to name some. Mahatma Gandhi 

Institute (MGI)  Immigration Archives Records and the Marathi Immi grants indicate that the 

labourers were already coming to Mauritius as from 1834.  

 

                                                             

3 Source: http://www.herbalcaretourism.com/images/India.png  (consulted: 21.07.2011)  
4 Source : http://maps.newkerala.com/Maharashtra -Travel-Map.jpg (Consulted on 21.07.2011) 

http://www.herbalcaretourism.com/images/India.png
http://maps.newkerala.com/Maharashtra-Travel-Map.jpg
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Figure 4a:  Document fro m MGI Archives showing the arriv al of labourers from the port of Bombay  as from 
1834 

The PE I series from the MGI archives further provide data rega rding the arri val of Marathis 

Immigrants f rom the port of Bombay. Thus, it appears that some 272 Marathi immigrants from the 

port of Bombay arrived between  1834 and 1839. Some names are provided below:  

 

 

1. Maybadee No.5348 
2. Lallgy No.2379 
3. Ramah No.1152 
4. Japeeah No.1607 
5. Madoosida No.9757 
6. Rowjee No.1776 
7. Herou No.1777 
8. Rhadjon No.1958 

 
The Mertoun from Bombay which brought 285 men and boys and 4 women out of which 173 of the 
indentured labourers were Marathis and arrived in Port Louis on 15th  June 1843.Names of Marathi 
immigrants who came on the ship can be consulted from the PE series, namely  in PE 5 and PE 6.  
Thus the names of Dusruth No.5971, and Dakoo,No.5966 appear as Immigrants of Marathi 
origin. The names of Marathi immigrants  who came to Mauritius during the  1850s, PE series: 

1.   Rama No.226603 
2.   Babajee No.226602 
3.   Goonajee No.226610 (Photo No. 102983 in the PG Series) 
4.   Dewoo No.226614 (Photo No.102977 in the PG Series) 

The list of Marathi immigrants who arrived in the 1860s and their photos were taken in the 1870s 
or 1880s. There are hundreds of pictures of Marathis in the PG Series in Volumes 1 to Volumes 65, 
the photo numbers can be obtained from the ship arrival list in the PE series for the 1860s:  
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Gunputh No.306978  Soobanna No.321792  Ragoo No.321797  

   

Figure 4b: Photos of Marathi immigrants from PE series   

Moreover a database of immigrants who came on 14 ships in the 1860s is attached in appendix. 5 

This database could be used for further research eventually.  

 

Marathi people can also be defined according to their ancestral language as non Hindi speaking 

Indo-Mauritians or Marathi -speaking. According to census there are 1,888 people who declared 

that Marathi is the language they usually speak at home and 1,656 who declared Creole and 

Marathi as their language they usually speak at home. Some 86 people declared Bhojpuri and 

Marathi, 8 people Marathi and Tamil, and 3 people Marathi and other oriental language (CSO 

2000). Different dialects exist amongst Marathi language but those are not recorded officially.  

According to Sisisky (2005), the Marathisõ mother-tongue knew a decline during the last decades, 

as younger generations did not learn and speak Marathi at home. Moreover, the Mauritius Marathi 

Mandali Federation was indeed created in 1 960, to encourage and promote the language, culture 

and religious practices of Marathi amongst young people.   

In addition , we can diffe rentiate Marathi people who continue to practise their ancestral culture 

and perpetuated their rites, language and custo ms, from Mauritian s of Marathi origin whose 

ancestors or who have themselves converted to Catholicism. While  the former have preserved 

their ethnic culture and identity by the practice of endogamous marriages 6 and forming closed 

intra community ties  in Mauritius, the latter (constituting a small minority ) are generally of mixed 

origins and have lost many cultural specificities of their ancestral Marathi cultural heritage  

 

                                                             

5 See appendix 6 - Database of immigrants, p. 135.  
6 Endogamous marriages: the practice of marrying within a specific ethnic group (Wikipedia, 2011.)  
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1.2.  Definition of main concepts  

 

To have a better understanding of the theoretical context , i t seems important to define the main 

concepts useful for this research.  

 

1.2.1.  Identity  

Individuals have multiple  identities. They have a personal identity (gender, age, filiations) but also 

cultural and social identity (ethnic identity, class and group). Participat ion in different activities 

of the society  may help in promot ing cultural identity.  

In their daily interactions individuals mark their identit ies by revealing certain features  such as 

symbols: clothing, language, etc. These influence the way they are perceived, hence asserting a 

certain identity.  

 

Identity is not static; it is the result of a dynamic process. The identification process is linked to 

the categorisation of people. Identity is relational, which means that we take consciousness of our 

identity by getting into contact with other groups of people, we share some similarities with some 

people and contrasts from others. Cultural and social values and norms are interiorised and shared 

by people belonging to a same cultural or social group. It binds them closer by sharing a common 

identity.  

The building process of identity is passing through an area, a territory. It can be rooted in 

indigenousness when individuals define their identity with relation to the territory they are living  

and in which they are rooted. But for migrant populations this identity linked to a territory is 

situated in another place, not where they are living, in òperipheryó, they will than define their 

identity by referring themselves to their ancestral country, elsewhere (Ma rié 1993).   

1.2.2.  Ethnicity  

Ethnic identity is one of the various identities of a person. The ethnic  group can be defined as a 

population whose members share the same origins and same cultural tradition s.  

An ethnic group is a group of people who believe they sh are a common history, culture or 

ancestry. It  can be defined as a population whose members refer to the same origin and have a 

common cultural tradition. They are conscious of being members of the same group, the unity of 

which leans generally on a common language, a territory and an identical history. An identity is 

henceforth developed, inherited from their ancestors.  

Ethnicity is the feeling of sharing a common ancestry, whether it is because of the language, the 

customs, of physical resemblances or the  lived history. It  is based on perceived differences in 

ancestral origins or descent and shared historical and cultural heritage. It  refers to the cultural 

differences among populations, usually based on attributes such as language, religion, clothing, 

lif estyle, and ideas regarding common descent or specific territory.  

Ethnicity is relational; each group  defines itself by referring to another group. Ethnicity in 

interethnic interactions will delineate boundaries between insiders and outsiders:  between 

members of the group and foreigners to the group. Ethnicity is a contextual phenomenon. It varies 

historically, geographically and contextually.  
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Ethnic symbols are used to stress the distinction of an ethnic group with another. Such as the use 

of a certain la nguage, religion, dress style, etc. These ethnic symbols mark the identity and are 

used to make distinctions between òusó and òthemó.  

Mauritians have to manage with a national identity and ethnic identity which seems important for 

their identity definitio n. 

1.2.3.  Culture  

Culture is "that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and 
any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society ." 7 

Culture is then the set of traditions, rules, symbols and customs learned  and transmitted through 

generations that guide beliefs and behaviours of people that are exposed to them. Culture 

includes elements such as values, customs, behaviour, beliefs, thought, etc.  

Every society has a culture. There is as much culture as there are societies. Culture is the 

particular and unique result of the adaptation of each society to its environment through its own 

history.  

Culture forms a system, cultural systems are composed for example of language, music, cooking 

traditions, traditional medicine, oral traditions, social representations, kinship, etc. Members of a 

same people share the same culture, values, norms and behaviours that give them a shared 

cultural identity.  

Culture is not innate; it is  learned through the process of enculturat ion. This process allows 

acquiring and transmitting a culture through generations. It makes each one rooted to a culture by 

shaping a cultural identity. People belonging to the same cultural identity share experiences, 

memories, values, rules, beliefs. Thi s is the result of a shared enculturation.  

Culture is not static; it is evolving and changing through time, according to historical events, 

contact between cultures, innovations, and adaptation to the natural environment. All cultures 

change with time. Som e parts of culture can disappear, may not be transmitted  or transformed.  

Cultures are not closed and isolated; these are permanently in contact. These cultural contacts 

influence the construction and development of a culture. It may bring some juxtapositi on.   

1.2.4.  Multi -ethnicity  and multiculturalism  

Some societies are ethnically diversified. This  means that different ethnic groups, having their 

own culture s and traditions are living together with in the same society. Resulting from migrations, 

colonization, co nquests, this heterogeneity characterise multiethnic societies. These are known as 

multicultural or plural societ ies.  

The Mauritian society  is such an example. It is composed of different ethnic and religious 

communit ies (kominote ), which migrate d to the island and kept alive some of their traditions and 

cultures, to make a multicultural society.   

                                                             

7 Tylor, E.B. 1871. Primitive Culture: Researches into the Deve lopment of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language Art 

and Custom, London: Murray, p.1.  
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1.2.5.  Acculturation and assimilation  

Societies composed of different cultural groups know phenomenon of acculturation. There can be 

a dominant cultural group (by numb er or economic or social power) which force s other group to 

abandon their cultural traditions and adopt th at of th e dominant culture. This is known as 

assimilation process.  It is the case of many colonial societies whereby colons forced their slaves to 

adopt their culture, religion, and language. This phenomenon of acculturation g ave birth to some 

identity malaise for people who do not know their roots, who forgot t hrough generations its 

history, its memory, its culture.  

People who suffer of acculturation  and assimilation generally do not let go of their original 
culture, thereby preserving the essential elements and resisting to acculturation throughout the 
generations.  

1.2.6.  Cultural creolisation and interculturality  

Creolisation and creolity is often use d to define a group of person of mixed origin or a kind of 

language. But the concept of òcultural creolisationó (Hannerz 1992) is also used by anthropologists 

to refer to the process of social and cultural change that happens in Creole societies by the 

contact between different culture to the creation of a new and autonomous cultural system. It is 

the result of the interconnection  and mixing of two or several traditions and cultures formerly 

distinct.  

However in Mauritius some speak of òmaurit ianisationó rather than òcreolisationó, as this concept 

is generally ethicised and to avoid any confusion with associating creolisation to a process touching 

only Creole people. 8  

 

In this context of contact of culture, we can also speak of syncretism, process generally used  to 

describe religious phenomenon of mixing of beliefs and practices, to form a new religion. The 

fusion of cultural systems originally autonomous brings some cultural mixing and the creation of 

new cultural systems. It brings to the formation of an interc ultural area where the different 

cultures in presence participate.  

Interculturality allowed the formation of a new culture and identity answering to acculturation 

process. This way, a new identity, different from the one of origin and the dominant  one, is 

created, along with a new culture. This new identity is in continuity with the old one, and 

different from the dominant one. This way some old rites survived, others were forgotten and new 

ones were created. This new identity, this Creole identity (not in the ethnic sense as it is used in 

Mauritius, but as a mix of cultures and mix of origin to form an original culture) is influenced from 

cultures in contact. In the case of  Mauritius, the  Mauritian culture incorporates in an original 

culture  all the influen ces from Europe, Africa and Asia. 

1.2.7.  Preservation  

Facing this acculturation, the cut with their ancestral culture and land, migrant people tried to 

resist. Some ethnic groups preserved more their roots by having less contact with other groups, 

such as endogamous marriage9, a more pregnant religion in daily life, which binds together the 

community;  make stronger links and relation inside the ethnic group. Th ese have helped in 

                                                             

8 Creole people : in Mauritius are commonly defined as people of African and slave origin of Christian faith.  
9 Endogamous marriage : the practice of marrying within th e group (Wikipedia, 2011.)  
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emphasizing more in keeping their  language alive, promot ing cultural traits such as da nce, songs, 

music, by developing cultural centres, or have some symbolic places that make stronger the 

cultural identity of the group, called memory place (see later). We can also underline the 

importance of rites in the identity definition (see later).  

1.2.8.  Ancestrality  

As mentioned  before, the ascendance and ancestors of a person have an important place in the 

building of its identity. Continuity of lineage is central. Ancestors vouch for social order, they 

protect from disorder, define rites and taboos that must be respected.  

Ancestors protect their descendants; rites are organized for them in many cultures, reinforcing 

links between living people and their ancestors. They allow affirming and reinforcing the feeling to 

belong to a community claiming the same filiations  and a common identity.  

Reference to ancestors can be used as an identity founding myth (Palmyre-Florigny 2003). The 

existence of a mythical ancestor allow people to claim the belonging to a community, in case of 

acculturated people, this mythi cal ancestor, fictive, is filling the gap of unknown ancestors. It will 

make stronger the link to its ancestral land or to the land of migration, establishing it as an 

ancestral one to fill the amnesia. It allows the person to build a new identity and fili ation.  

1.2.9.  Rites 

Rituals are stylized and usually repetitive acts that take place at a set time and location.   They 

almost always involve the use of symbolic objects, words, and actions.   The performance of rituals 

is an integral part of all religions.  However all rituals are not religious ones.  

A ritual is a set of actions, performed mainly for their symbolic value, which is prescribed by a 
religion or by the traditions of a community. A ritual may be performed on specific occasions, or 
at the discretion of i ndividuals or communities. It may be performed by a single individual, by a 
group, or by the entire community; in arbitrary places, or in places especially reserved for it; 
either in public, in private, or before specific people. A ritual may be restricted  to a certain 
subset of the community, and may enable or underscore the passage between religious or social 
states.  
 
Rituals of various kinds are a feature of almost all known human societies, past or present. 
Anthropologists have classified different type s of rituals: purification rites, which are performed to 
remove specifically defined impurities  prior to a particular type of activity, and especially prior to 
the worship of a deity; rites if intensification, which take place in crisis context and are performed 
to unite people; the rites of passage, associated with the life cycle and the movement of people 
between different age -status levels. It marks the transition between one status and social state to 
another, such as birth rites, naming ceremonies, pub erty rites, we dding, death, etc.   
 
Rituals can have a basic social function in expressing, fixing and reinforcing the shared values and 

beliefs of a society.  They can also participate  in creating  a firm sense of group identity. These 

strengthen the identit y definition . Initiation rituals, taking place for main steps of life, passage 

from a status to another, marking the change of social status of a person  are some of these 

examples. These are all rites that make stronger links between people belonging to a same 

community and also to confirm the belonging of a person to the group.  
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1.2.10.  Oral tradition s  

As we will work on oral traditions in this research, collecting oral testimonies, oral traditions and 

oral history it seems important to define these notions:  

 

In a general sense, oral tradition refers to the transmission of cultural material through oral 

medium. It refers to a set of practices by which societies communicate their knowledge and 

culture without writing such as storytelling, songs, dance, art, ritual . One of the ways culture may 

be passed on is as verbal arts such as tales, legends, myths, poems, songs, proverbs and so on. 

These practices are a means to transmit knowledge, values, symbols and the culture of a 

particular group and play an essential rol e in cultural vitality.  

 

Oral traditions and expressions are typically passed on by word of mouth, which usually entails 

variation, in lesser or greater degree. Their enactment involves a combination (differing from 

genre to genre, from context to context  and from performer to performer) of reproduction, 

improvisation and creation. This combination renders oral traditions and expressions particularly 

vibrant and attractive but also sometimes fragile, as their survival depends on an uninterrupted 

chain of t ransmission. Hence, when collecting oral traditions it is important to collect different 

versions, to compare and analyse them whilst taking into consideration every modifications.  

 

Myth  

A myth can be defined as òa sacred narrative explaining how the wor ld came to be in its present 

form.ó10 These òrécits fondateurs ó11 (founding myths) are transmitted throughout generations. For 

a myth to be perpetuated such as ôa myth of originõ (a myth that describes the origin of the 

world),  people have to believe in the myth which has to be accepted. Myths can express peopleõs 

view of the world. Myths are at the origin of rites, rites are reproducing the original myth.  

 

Legend 

The term legend refers to ôa story from the past about a subject that was or is believed to have 

been, historical. Legends concern people, places, and events. Usually, the subject is a saint, a 

king, a hero, a famous person, or a war. Legends are òstories told as true, set in the post -creation 

worldó.12  

 

People need myths and legend, mythical heroes or legendary ones to build their identity and their 

feeling to belong to a group and culture.  

 

1.2.11.  Heritage  

The concept of heritage refers to any property which is and can be inherited  from one's ancestors, 

in other words, which can be passed on from generati on to generation . An inheritance can be both 

tangible and intangible, such as a patronymic name, customs, values or wealth. There it refers not 

only to a property passed on to an heir but also to traditions and culture, which are legacies of 

past generations.  

 

                                                             

10 Haviland, W.A. 1994 (1974). Anthropology , USA: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, University of Vermont , p.617.  
11 Bonte, P. & Izard, M. 2007 (1991). Dictionnaire de lõethnologie et de lõanthropologie, Paris : PUF/Quadrige, p.49 8.  
12 Havilands, W.A. 1994 (1974). Op.Cit., p.619.  
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Nora (1997) distinguishes the concepts of cultural heritage which embraces legends, memories, 

language tradition, customs and practices inherited from ancestors, and natural or ecological 

heritage which refers to the endearing, sensitive and vital ch aracteristics of nature.  

 

Cultural heritage and natural heritage are on the brink of disappearing as a consequence of 

traditional causes of degradation and modern socio -economic evolution.  

The heritage that survives from the past is often unique and irrep laceable, which places the 
responsibility of preservation on the current generation. Significant was the Convention 
Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage that was adopted by the General 
Conference of UNESCO in 1972. 

Cultural heri tage is the legacy of physical artifacts and intangible attributes of a group or society 
that are inherited from past generations, maintained in the present and bestowed for the benefit 
of future generations.  

Cultural heritage is composed of tangible and i ntangible heritage.  

Physical or "tangible cultural heritage": includes buildings and historic places, monuments, 
artifacts, etc., that are considered worthy of preservation for the future. These include objects 
significant to the archaeology, architecture,  science or technology of a specific culture.  

Intangible cultural heritage  (ICH): This concept emerged in the 1990s. According to the 2003 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, the intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) ð or livi ng heritage ð is the mainspring of our cultural diversity and its maintenance 
a guarantee for continuing creativity. It is defined as follows:  

òThe òintangible cultural heritageó means the practices, representations, expressions, 

knowledge, skills ð as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated 

therewith ð that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their 

cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to gen eration, is 

constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their 

interaction with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and 

continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human  creativity .ó 13  

 

The Convention states that the òintangible cultural heritageó, is manifested inter alia , in the  

following domains:  

 

(a) oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible 

cultural heritage;  

(b) performing a rts;  

(c) social practices, rituals and festive events;  

(d) knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe;  

(e) traditional craftsmanship.  

 

                                                             

13 UNESCO convention for safeguarding intangible heritage [on line] .  

http://portal.unesco.org/culture  

http://portal.unesco.org/culture
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This intangible cultural heritage:  

¶ is transmitted from generation to generation;  

¶ is constantly recreate d by communities and groups, in response to their environment, their 
interaction with nature, and their history;  

¶ provides communities and groups with a sense of identity and continuity;  

¶ promotes respect for cultural diversity and human creativity;  

¶ is compatible with international human rights instruments;  

¶ complies with the requirements of mutual respect among communities, and of sustainable 
development.  

The ICH is mainly transmitted orally. The depository of this heritage is the human mind, the 
human body being the main instrument for its enactment, or ð literally ð embodiment. The 
knowledge and skills are often shared within a community, and manifestations of ICH often are 
performed collectively.  

The Convention speaks about communities and groups of tradition bearers. Intangible cultural 
heritage is passed orally within a community, and while there may be individuals who are known 
tradition bearers, ICH is often broader than one individual's own skills or knowledge.  

Many elements of the ICH are endangered, due to eff ects of globalization, uniformis ation policies, 
and lack of means, appreciation and understanding which ð taken together ð may lead to the 
erosion of functions and values of such elements and to lack of interest among the younger 
generations.  

The processes involved in the continuation of this traditional knowledge constitute one of the 

most interesting aspects of our living heritage. Each member of the community possesses a piece 

of the shared knowledge. Crucial knowledge is passed on during  community activities, frequently 

without any conscious attention to the process.  

òòSafeguardingó means measures aimed at ensuring the viability of the intangible cultural 

heritage, including the identification, documentation, research, preservation, prote ction, 

promotion, enhancement, transmission, particularly through formal and non -formal education, as 

well as the revitalization of the various aspects of such heritage .ó 

 

To ensure the safeguarding, development and promotion of the intangible cultural her itage 

present in its territory  it is necessary to inventory the ICH, to ensure identification with a view to 

safeguarding; to foster scientific studies, with a view to effective safeguarding of the intangible 

cultural heritage; to foster the creation or st rengthening of institutions for training in the 

management of the intangible cultural heritage and the transmission of such heritage through 

forums and spaces intended for the performance or expression thereof; ensuring access to the 

intangible cultural he ritage while respecting customary practices governing access to specific 

aspects of such heritage; establishing documentation institutions for the intangible cultural 

heritage and facilitating access to them; To have  education: Awareness-raising and capacity-

building; to promote the participation of communities, groups and individuals: Within the 

framework of its safeguarding activities of the intangible cultural heritage, each State Party shall 

endeavour to ensure the widest possible participation of commu nities, groups and, where 

appropriate, individuals that create, maintain and transmit such heritage, and to involve them 

actively in its management.  
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1.2.12.  Lieu de mémoire  (Memory place)  

As this research aims at identifying a symbolic place to build a commemora tive monument, it 

seems important to define the notion of memory place.  

 

For Nora (1997), memory is living and alive, unifying social groups and is in constant evolution, 

opened to changes and transformations. There are as many memories as social groups and thus 

memory is multiple, collective and plural. He opposes history to memory. Memory is an 

idiosyncratic process with an affective and magical connotation; it makes the best out of pleasant, 

comforting and symbolic reminiscences to build a peculiar rapp ort with the past. It finds its roots 

in concrete events, spaces, gestures, objects and images, where as history is an intellectual 

operation which appeals to everyone. It is a universal representation of the past and does not 

necessarily appeal to an individualõs eccentric experience.  

 

According to the author, a place of memory is tangible, symbolic and functional at same time but 

at varying degrees. The places which people consider as place of memory do not in and of 

themselves contain memory. A place is  a realm of memory as long as it is bestowed a symbolic 

meaning resulting from human will or because with time it has become symbolic. Furthermore, 

memory requires a believing subject, and these beliefs are made manifest, transmitted and 

cultivated via pla ces of memory. These sites are traces where òa commemorative consciousnessó 

subsists. 
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1.3.  Methodology  

 

As little  written data exist s on the subject it was necessary to gather first hand information with 

Marathi people. This report is based primarily on two months ethnographic fieldwork and one 

month of analysis.  The focus of our attention was the elderly Marathi of South -West of the island.  

 

Most interviews were conducted in Creole, as it is the language in which most of the interviewees 

were comfortable . However some parts of  interviews were conducted in Marathi language with 

those who felt more at ease in this medium.  

 

The interviews were conducted in the home of the informants for them to feel at ease and to talk 

openly in a familiar setting and for the experience to be pleasant and satisfying for the 

interviewees.  

 

Two research assistants have been trained by the cultural anthropologist to the fieldwork and 

ethnographic methods of interview, observation and transcription. The training also gave ethical 

consideration of the fieldworker, underlined the behaviour the researcher have to adopt on the 

field, how to gain trust and build a relationship with informants to allow the good conduct of the 

interviews.  

 

The interviews have been conducted in an ethical  way as per the code of ethics of the American 

Anthropological Association (AAA). This included explaining the aims of the project, the procedure 

related to copyright, right to anonymity, etc. A written consent form was obtained to ensure that 

the anonymit y of the informants and their copyright privileges would be respected. To express our 

gratitude for sharing their valuable information with us we informed  the informants that a copy of 

their interviews with its transcription would be given to them at the e nd of the project.  

 

1.3.1.  Sampling process 

 

Forty-four people have been interviewed. The informants have been chosen according to some 

qualities: to be of Marathi origin, to be aged of more than 60 years, with a priority to those aged 

more than 80, to be encult ured in the culture investigated. They were chosen with the help of 

local facilitator s of different area s of the island along with the Oral History Project Monitoring 

Committee of the Mauritius Marathi Cultural Centre Trust.  We also took care to choose inf ormant 

of both genders ( 23 female and 21 male) and from different area of the island despite a  focus was 

on people from South West part of the island.  

 

Out of these 44 informants some 36 formal semi -structured interviews of forty  minutes to two -

hour-long were organised. These included 8 informal focus group discussions and 28 face-to-face 

interviews . Two site visits were undertaken  with some informants  and one religious festival 

formally observed.  
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1.3.2.  Research methods  

 

A combination of qualitative res earch methods has been used for data collection including:  

 

¶ Written sources : information derived from the historical survey was used for this 

anthropological report. Other written sources were consulted to build the theoretical content 

and define main con cepts.  

 

¶ Face-to -face semi -structured interviews:  t his method is considered effective in yielding 

insights into peopleõs personal opinions, attitudes and values and expressed in their own 

words. In addition, since most of the informants have a low literacy  level, they usually felt 

more confident when using their verbal aptitudes than writing skills. A better response rate 

was thus obtained.  

 

¶ Informal semi -structured focus group discussions : group discussions were conducted when 

family members joined the fa ce-to-face interview. Past memories were confronted and 

compared, and in some cases the young people interacted and confronted different 

generationõs memory.  

 

¶ Observation : t he celebration observed was a religious celebration of Ganesh Chaturthi 

(annual celebration to the Hindu Goddess Ganesh) in a Marathi family of Palma. This event 

helped the researchers to gain a better understanding of the socio -cultural life in the 

community.  

 

¶ Site visits:  some site visits were organised;  site visits of significant and  symbolic places 

mentioned in the interviews. The researchers were accompanied by some informants. The site 

visits supplemented the information gathered in the face -to-face interviews and helped to 

identify symbolic and historic sites.  

 

The formal intervie ws were audio recorded and videotaped to allow the archiving of data and for 

analysis purposes. The interviews were then transcribed by research assistants before being 

analysed by the Cultural Anthropologist.  

 

1.3.3.  Interview guide  

Interview guide was designed for the face -to-face interviews. 14 Open ended questions were chosen 

to encourage the informants to talk freely about the subject identified for each specific domain.  

 

Main themes identified were:  

 

¶ Oral history : family history, genealogical information, mem ory of settlement and migrations, 

landownership, identification of symbolic places.  

¶ Life history:  social organisation, identity, subsistence and economic activities and 

occupations. 

¶ Intangible heritage : Identification of Intangible cultural heritage, prosp ects and development.  

                                                             

14 See appendix 1 ð Guideline, p.11 5.  
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1.3.4.  The team  

Mr. Sanraj  Luximon, Chairperson of the Oral History Committee :  

Banker by profession. Holder of a BSc(Hons) and a Masters degree in 

Business Administration and is a Fellow member of the Association of 

Chartered Certified Ac countants. He has been active since young age in 

socio cultural/religious activities. Has been President of Socio-cultural 

association and Vice President of the Mauritius Marathi Mandali Federation. 

Board member of the Marathi Cultural Centre Trust since M arch 2009. 

 

 

 

Mr. Christ Paddia, Board member : Holder of a Masters degree in Economic 

Policy Management at the University of Clermont Ferrand, works as Lead 

Analyst at the Ministry of Finance & Economic Development. He has been a 

Board member of the Mauri tius Marathi Cultural Centre Trust since March 

2009 and is actively engaged in socio- cultural and religious activities  

 

 

 

Mrs Chentabye Ramah, Board Member : Board Member of the Mauritius 

Marathi Cultural Centre Trust since March 2009. Assistant Secretary at the 

Ministry of Arts and Culture.  

 

 

 

 

Mr. Manoj Pitteea, Board Member : Board Member of the Mauritius Marathi 

Cultural Centre Trust since March 2009. Active in socio ð cultural activities. 

He is currently the president of Marathi Oopkaree Sabha.  
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Mr. Babooram Mahadoo, Resource Person : Was a teacher at Eden College 

for twenty years.Then joined active politics. Was Minister of Arts &Culture 

(1983) and Minister of Local Government (1986) and subsequently High 

Commissioner of Mauritius in UK. Is the author of the òThe Eternal 

Legacyó(1991), a book tracing the history and settlements, culture of the 

the Marathis of Mauritius.  Presently in retirement.  

 

 

Mr. Anand Mulloo, Resource Person :  Former Head of Department of 

History at John Kennedy College, lectur er and researcher at the Mahatma 

Gandhi Institute.  Author of several books, the most famous ones being : 

Marathi Settlements in Mauritius(1991); Father of the Nation (2000); Voices 

of Indian Diaspora  ( 2005); Hindiusm Unveiled (2007). Presently in 

retireme nt.  

 

 

Mr. Kreshan Narroo, Resource Person : Company Secretary by Profession.  

Presently President of the Marathi Mandal Quatre Bornes. Member of the 

Managing Committee of the Mauritius  Marathi Mandali Federation  since 

1998. Has  been delivering  talks in various Marathi associations throughout 

the island,  on the òHistory & Greatness of the Marathi people.ó 

 

 

Mr. Vikram Mugon: Project Coordinator . He is currently employed as a 

researcher at the Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund. He has worked in several 

projects related to the history, archaeology and oral history  of Mauritius.   

 

 

 

Dr Maya de Salle-Essoo: Cultural anthropologist of Belgian origin living in 

Mauritius since 2003 married  to a Mauritian. She has 8 years professional 

experiences in Mauritius, mainly o n anthropological and oral history 

researches, fieldwork and teaching. She is highly accustom ed with 

Mauritian culture, Creole language, and with South West region of the 

Island, especially Le Morne area, La Gaulette and Coteau Raffin.  
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Miss Manesha Soneea: Research Assistant of Marathi origin.  She is holder 

of a BSc (Hons) Degree Sociology from the University of Mauritius. She 

followed a one year course in BA (Hons) History with Social Studies in the 

same institution. She furthermore has f ive months experience as Probation 

officer at the Intermediary Court of Port Louis and the district court of 

Bambous. She worked as research assistant for the project Corniche Bay at 

La Gaulette/ Coteau Raffin under the guidance of Dr Maya de Salle-Essoo 

and Dr Vijaya Teelock. Currently ,  she is working as Sales Coordinator at 

Villas Valriche Integrated Resort Scheme.  

 

 

Mr. Shivraj Mhadoo:  Research Assistant of Marathi origin. Holder of a 

degree in History with Social Studies at the University of Mauritius and a 

diploma i n Marathi Studies at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. He is 

currently following a post graduation in Communication and Public 

Relations. Has previously worked in other research institution as research 

assistant.  

 

 

1.3.5.  Constraints  

A relationship of trust was buil t during the fieldwork between researchers and informants. It 

allowed an easier approach, informants felt more at ease to answer the questions, and they felt 

more confident.  

 

There are some constraints with oral data as memory is not free of influence,  events are 

transformed and they tend to forget details. But oral data collection is also an important method 

to fill written data, to give voice to ordinary people and have another version of history.  

 

Information on family history was more or less easily o btained and some family trees were 

constructed. But knowledge of family history still remained limited to one or two generations for 

many people because of a limited genealogical memory.  

 

Furthermore, the informants interviewed were essentially elders and  sometimes mixed up names 

of people and had memory problems. Genealogical research were then limited. Further in -depth 

research needs to be carried out on family history using written sources.  

 

Several accounts and versions of a story were collected. They are all presented in this report, as 

all these versions are important in the collective memory. The confrontation and analysis of data 

gave us the opportunity to identify those that were improbable.  

 

The difficulty with oral testimonies was also to be abl e to date precisely the facts or places 

referred to by informants. Information collected was verified and chronological discrepancies 
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clarified as far as possible. It must be noted that we tried to date some events in a hypothetical 

way, on the assumption that one generation is of 25 years.  

 

Other constraints we met were linked to the bias the researcher bring with him on the field. The 

researcher can influence the information gathered according to his status, his gender, the image 

he reflect s and informants have of him.  

 

Finally, many precautions were taken from research assistant as they are Marathi studying in a 

Marathi context. Auto -ethnography is difficult to do; researchers have always to see old events 

with new eyes, to act as if they didnõt know anything about the subject of the research and stay 

neutral and objective.  

 

1.3.6.  Treatment of data  

Field notes and transcripts of interviews were used to write this report. Analysis of data was done 

according to anthropological methods of treatment. A systematic  analysis and comparison of data 

was done to offer a descriptive presentation of data and analyse of content.  

 

After a first tr eatment of oral data, research assistants get back to written sources to fill in the 

gaps of orality, confirm and check the viability  of oral data. As far as possible we cross oral and 

written data.  Disparities between oral and written data must be highlighted . 

 

Relevant extracts of informantsõ testimonies have been included in the report to illustrate and to 

underline the relevance  of some subjects. These extracts are in the language used in the interview 

followed by a translation in English in foot note. Initials were used to refer to informants.  The 

complete list of informantsõ names and initials is available in  appendix15.  

 

Some local cultural notions in Creole and Marathi have not been translated because these terms do 

not have a corresponding word in English. Translating those local idioms would have been 

problematical because the meaning would have been altered. These idioms ca n only be 

understood in their local and cultural context.  

 

All non-English terms, are written in italics in the report. For ease of understanding, the 

translation or meaning in English is given in foot notes at its first appearance in the text.  

 

The spelling code used for the Creole spelling was the standardised format employed in the 

Diksioner Morisien (Carpooran 2009). 

 

                                                             

15 See appendix 2 ð List of informants, p.11 8.  
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2.  SETTLEMENT OF MARATHI PEOPLE IN MAURITIUS 

 

As mentioned earlier this study attempts at reconstructing the history of Marathi settleme nt in 

Mauritius. For this purpose the areas having presently the largest concentration of Marathi were 

identified.  The research team expected thus to find through oral history and anthropological 

research methods: 

- the original main places of settlement ;  

- periods at which they were settled;  

- the size of the settlement and ;  

- the main intra -land migration waves along with their reasons  

This chapter describes these sites identified during fieldwork . 

2.1.  Marathi migrations  

 

Various reasons account for the migration  of Marathis. While they were sometimes of voluntary 

nature, at other times they were forced  in both cases socio economic reasons were determinant 

contributing factors . Thus three main waves of migration waves were identified :  

- Migration of Marathi indentured labourers in Mauritius from  Maharashtra who settled in 

camps on sugar estates for whom they worked;  

- Migration leading to leave  the camps to settle in  villages;  

- 20th century urban exodus.  

It is difficult to date the exact dates of the last two waves of migration.  However for purpose of 

the study the dates will be based on the data collected during the oral interviews . 

Indentured Marathis and camps 

The first migration of the Marathis to Mauritius dates back to the indentured period under the 

British administr ation. The first ship coming from Bombay has been identified as reaching 

Mauritius in 1834. Marathis came to Mauritius as indentured labourers but also as free passengers.  

The indentured  workers lived mainly in the camps (kan) situated on  the sugar estates (tablisman ) 

for which they worked.  The camps were usually held by the landowner, mainly Franco -Mauritians, 

near the plantations.  Oral data collected , reveal  that the sugar estates of Le Val, La Rosa, 

Virginia, La Réunion and Alma welcomed numerous Marathis since the mid of the 19th century.  

Often, camps gathered people of same ethnic origin. Some camps were thus, named according to 

the ethnic identity of its inhabitant s, such as the "kan Bombay" (Marathi camp) in La Gaulette .  

Furthermore, the se inhabitants would be often related to each other forming thus a large 

extended family. Such close kinship further, contributed to the strengthening of the bonds of the 

community.  
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The camps were temporary settlements  and evolved according to economic life of the regio n and 

the demand for labour. Individuals could then move from one camp to another depending on job 

opportunities. Landowners encouraged workers to settle on their land by working for them, giving 

wood to build their house and by offering them the possibili ty of planting vegetables and breeding 

animals for their livelihood on a plot of land that they could lease.  

The camps were the main way of organization of habitat in Mauritius for many  years. It seems that 

they disappeared mostly in the 1960s. This date o f migration from camps to villages often 

coincides with the destruction of the camps by cyclone Carol, but also with an economic transition 

in big estates.  

From camps to villages  

The migration from camps to villages cannot be dated precisely to a unique p eriod. As a matter of 

fact, we find that between 1900 and 1960 there has been a gradual disappearance of the camps on 

the properties and  inversely increasing migratory wave of Marathis from estates to land belonging 

to the government. Thus, identified  diff erent waves of migration from camps to villages  were 

identified in course of the anthropological  research:  

- 1850s to 1900s 

A first  phase of migration from camps to villages can be felt at the end of the 5 y ear contracts of 

the indentured. The indentured lab ourer left their master and the camps where they were staying. 

Some left for India, while others continued to work on estates, therefore staying in the camps. A 

third option appears to have been that of a part of the Marath is. We have therefore encountered  

several cases of our informants (born in the years 1925 -1935), whose grandparents left the estates 

to settle in remote areas on lands belonging to the government, such as the Gorges (in the years 

1865 to 1890). So they withdrew themselves away from a colo nial hierarchical society, in an 

attempt to live on their own, in self -sufficiency of their crops and animal rearing. As Mulloo  (1991) 

has highlighted in his book, the Marathi s were trying to find the natural environment that they had 

left behind in India,  by seeking refuge in the mountains and woods.  

- Early 20th century  

This second phase marks the departure of the Marathis from the  Gorges in the years 1930-1940 and 

from Sept Cascades in the years 1945-1950. 

- Mid 20th century:  This third phase occurred partic ularly  after  the famous cyclone Carol in 

1960. Many camps where destroyed. In parallel , big estates that developed for example 

hunting ground (sase) also wanted to take back their property .  

The inhabitants lost their houses and were moved from estates and allocated  a plot on crown land. 

Cases of such nature can be found at La Gaulette , Coteau Raffin,  Le Morne as well as Bois Noury. 

This had a significant impact on the ex camp dwellersõ livelihood, activities and subsistence mode. 

They were suddenly deprived of the possibility of having access to land for crops and animal 

rearing  
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Urban exodus  

The third migratory wave identified, seems to have occurred in the 1940s  when the Marathis 

moved from rural to urban areas of Palma, Vacoas, Quatre Bornes and Beau Bassin due to diverse 

reasons namely: 

- the prospect of better job prospects in towns ;  

- the prospect of better access to schools and education . It is noteworthy to point out that 

the increasing awareness of the importance of education as a means of social mob ility 

among the community members against the lack of schools and limited access to transport 

facilities was a key factor many times to encourage int ra-land migration towards the urban 

areas; 

- the prospect of easier communication through the road network  ;  

- by marriage; migrations occurring after marriage , i.e.  the bride moving to live in her 

husbandõs family after the wedding as current in patrilocal 16 cultures.  Hence, following the 

wedding, the bride leaves her family to settle with her husbandõs family. Thus, it is a 

patrilineal 17 system and lands inherited from father to son are of main importance.  

- by adoption as their parents had died when they were infants .  

 

2.1.1.  Relationships between villages  

In addition to the permanent migrations, we can highlight the numero us relationships and contacts 

that existed between the different places inhabited by Marathis. It seems important to highlight 

such links to get a more complete picture of settlement patterns. These relationships were of an 

economic, social and cultural na ture.  

Thus these relationships could be built on:  

- Kinship relations (to visit neighbouring relatives)  

- Social networks (to visit friends)  

- Socio-economic activities (to go to work in estates daily, in gardens, to gather fruits, to 

fetch water, for commerce  (to buy or sell goods), to go to the shop (bouti k), to fish or 

hunt)  

- Socio-cultural activities (to go to school, to go to temple, to participate in festivals, 

marriages) 

                                                             

16 Patrilocal : having or relating to a marriage pattern in which the couple lives with the husband's family  
17 Patrilineal system : line of descent traced through the paternal side of the family  



A Study of Marathi Settlement s in Mauritius   

 

32 | P a g e 

 

2.2.  Memory of settlement  

 

This chapter offer s an overview of main Marathi settlement area in Mauritius. We identified the 

South-West area of the island as the main region of Marathi settlement. However, Marathi s settled 

also in other parts of the island.  

 

According to Mulloo (1991), Marathi immigrants came mainly from  the district of Ratnagiri  in 

Maharashtra, India. òSince the Marathas preferred to live on their own away from the white 

manõs rule, into forests and mountains slopes, it is likely that the white planters were not 

terribly keen to engage them in their sugar estates overseas .ó18  

 òThe call of the ancestral motherlandó brought them to settle in mountains, hills, valleys, 

cascade depths, precipices, rivers, flat land, and plains, of the Black River Gorges. òThere, the 

hardy Retnagiri folks first planted their flag on the Moras soil. They spread over the valleys, hills, 

both sides along the river, further up to the depths of Sept Cascades, over the hills across 

Henrietta overlooking the Gorges.ó19 òOthers occupied the neighbouring land at Casela, Majenta, 

Palmiers, the Gorges, and Cascavelle . Later, they overflowed into the coastal villages of Black 

River westward into La Gaulette, Case Noyale, Black River, Tamarin, northward into Palma, 

Quatre Bornes, Bambous, southward into Choisy, Baie du Cap, Chamouny, Chemin Grenier, New 

Grove, Rose Belle, across the central plateau into Glen Park, Reunion (camp Bombaye), Vacoas, 

Midlands.ó20  

We will present the data collected on the field on the different places of settlement in district 

order. In some places we have gathered few data and some n ot at all; this is because they have 

only been mentioned during the interviews as being a place where Marathis settled. For the other 

places we were able to gather more data on the settlement period, the families who were living 

there, the lifestyle they h ad and finally the reasons for migration. An inventory of these 

settlement places that we introduce in this chapter will allow us to analyze the data to highlight 

the oldest areas, those which were most populated and those of main importance and the most 

symbolic ones.  

It is important to highlight that these are data based on  a sample of oral testimonies . While 

considerable effort has been put into the sampling methods in order to gather as many places of 

Marathi settlement , this study does not pretend to constitute an exhaustive inventory. Thus  while 

areas such as Queen Victoria and Belle Terre although being areas with important Marathi 

communities in terms of numbers and cultural presence , were  never mentioned in course of 

interviews,  they were neverthel ess integrated in the report. It needs to be reckoned that oral 

history relies essentially on human memory and the construction of personal memories.

                                                             

18 Mulloo A.S. 1991. Marathi Settlemen ts in Mauritius , Mauritius, p.29.  
19 Mulloo A.S. 1991. Idem, p.28.  
20 Mulloo A.S. 1991. Ibidem , pp.28 -29. 
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2.2.1.  

Figure 4: Map of Marathi settlement s in Mauritus  
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Black River District  

As per Oral History,  Black River district  is believed to contain the oldest as well as the greatest 

number of settlement places pertaining to the Marathi community.  Thus, the following places 

were identified namely, the Gorges, Rivière Noire, Tamarin, Casinat, Magenta, Yemen, Clarence, 

Xavier, Cascavelle, Bambous, Médine, Palma, Case Noyale, La Gaulette, Coteau Raffin, Le Morne, 

Chamarel, Moka, Mont sur Mont, Bois Noury, Staub and Bel Air. 

Moutou (2002) highlights that a flow of immigrants from Maharashtra settled in 1870 in the region 

of La Gaulette and the Gorges, on the Black Rive r coast. They were initially allocated on sugar 

estates of the high Plaines Wilhems, but then settled on the coast following the recession of the 

industry in the 1870s. This date seems to match with testimonies recorded on settlement of our 

informantõs grandparents in the area.  

 

Figure 5: Marathi settlement s in Black River District  
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2.2.1.1.  Gorges  

The Gorges appears to be a central point of Marathi settlement in Mauritius. In the course of field 

work recurring reference was made to this s ite by several informants  as being probably the most  

important historic and symbolic site for Marathi settlements in Mauritius.  They considered the 

latter place as the  oldest place of Marathi settlement  

« Ml : mo krwar premie zenerasion sa zot ti pe res Gorz mem sa. Rl: we ne tou Gorz mem. Ml : 

sirm a zot paran tou ti laba mem. Rl : laba mem. »21 

While some of the informants born in the Gorges do not have any vivid memories of the Gorges, 

having left the areas in their early childhood, they moreover, recall t he stories shared to them by 

their parents or grandparents. Furthermore, a picture of the area has also been constructed from 

the experiences of informants who worked in Gorz as forest ranger or guardian  

The informants born in the Gorges were born between 1924 and 1937. They left the site between 

1930 and 1940. According to their testimonies, their parents were themselves born in the Gorges  

(probably in the 1900s). They believe that either  their grandparents or great -grandparents came 

from India and moved i nto the Gorges (from 1865 to 1890s). As such the informants  are the third 

or fourth generation of their family living in Mauritius and the last generation having known 

settlement in the Gorges. 

They left the Gorges for less isolated places which offered em ployment opportunities, such as 

Black River, La Gaulette, Tamarin, Case Noyale, Le Morne, Bois Noury, Cascavelle or Sept 

Cascades. The reasons for their migrations that were evoked were primarily because of the need 

to have easy and closer access to food facilities, to be as remote as possible, the need to educate 

their children, because of the very limited transports facilities and floods caused by cyclones. 

Some informants also told that the Marathis left the Gorges because the government did not allow 

them to cultivate gardens anymore.  

In fact, to go to school, children had to walk either to Tamarin or Case Noyale. Very few children 

from the Gorges attended schools.  

The origin of settlement in the Gorges remains hypothetical for now. We evoke various rea sons 

which were highlighted from our interviews: the Marathi wanted to live in isolation, in all 

independence and freedom, far from the dominant colonial system. Some point out to the 

settlement of Marathis in this place at the end of their indenture contr act. Others believe they 

were maroons having fled the estate where they were placed. Another hypothesis is that during 

the French era, there was a sugar mill in the Gorges called the " Moulin Rivière Noire ," which was 

located at the entrance of the Gorges a nd which would be the origin of the Marathi settlement in 

the Gorges, who came to work in that mill.  

According to Rouillard  (1964-1979), « les essais de sucreries ont peu réussi dans cette partie de 

lõ´le et les habitants semblent devoir se former à la cul ture du manioc, des patates, du coton des 

épiceries et aux soins du jardinage et des troupeaux.  »22 The author certifies that there was in the 

                                                             

21 Translation: òMl: I think it was the first generation who staid in Gorges. Rl: yes they all get birth in Gorges. Ml: their 

parents must certainly be t here also. Rl: there. ó Interview with SL, La Preneuse, 6 August 2011, p.16, line 488-491. 
22 Translation: «  attempts of sugar industries succeeded little in that part of the island and the inhabitants seem to have 

to train to the culture of cassava, potatoe s, coton, spices and to gardening and rearing activities.  » In Rouillard, G. 1964-
1979. Histoire des Domaines Sucriers de lõIle Maurice, The General Printing Stationery Company Limited, Henry & Cie Ltee, 

Les Pailles, Ile Maurice, p.280.  
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18th century sugar estates in the region, but we were unable to precisely identify the sugar mill of 

the Gorges and its owner. However since 1916 Médine was the only sugar estatesof the Black River 

district.  

We can point out that some informants mentioned the existence of a landing station at Rivière 

Noire, where the first Marathis who came to settle at the Gorges lan ded. At this stage of the 

research we are assuming that they had been transported from the immigration depot of the 

Aapravasi Ghat by boat to be allocated to a property in the area.  

We had the opportunity to go on a site visit to th e Gorges with 3 informan ts who wer e themselves 

born in this place: Luximan Chrishna (born 1926), Baliram Luximon (born 1939), Luximon Saccaram 

(born 1937). This allowed us to compile a general picture of the area, to identify the places where 

the latter  lived, where they went to the river, their lifestyle, the material remains of their 

settlement and other symbolic memory sites.  

Our informants have distinguished what they call «  ti Gorz  » (small Gorges) and « gran Gorz » 

(grand Gorges). We have been able to access to the grand Gorges only, land belonging to the 

government on which the Marathis lived. It seems that small Gorges are located further north  and 

were not inhabited. It consisted solely of sugar cane fields belonging to the property of de 

Senneville (tablisman de Sennevil le).  

 

Figure 6: Sketch map of the Gorges  
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We can distinguish three main areas in the Gorges:   

- First zone:  on the road leading to the Gorges, from Rivière Noire, before reaching the 
government land, we drove through the privat e property belonging to the Lagesse family 
(tablisman  Lagesse). This zone is already referred to as the òGorgesó. A portion was allocated 
to sugar cane plantations and the other one was occupied by the Marathis. Two of our 
informants were born in that zone . There is a kalimay  in this area which was installed by the 
very first settlers of the Gorges according to our informants. A pond was also identified in this 
area, called " Basin Zegret ." Our third informant was born in the area near the pond.  
 

- Second zone: we reach the car park at the entrance of the Gorges, at the barrier begins the 

government land. This place is also called the Gorges. There were some Marathis who lived in 

the area as well. Our informants mentioned that in the past existed a house ( kanpman) that 

belonged to the Pilot family, who leased the crown land, at the actual parking, as well as the 

house of the forest guardian.   

- Third  zone: we come to the grand Gorges, further more in deep area of the Gorges, in a 

dense forest. In this area we have  identified the several settl ement areas of Mare aux Joncs, 

Macabe and « Marmite Cassée ». According to one of our informants, the generation of their 

grandparents lived in that area, on the hills of the Gorges, while their parents then settled 

down furthe r lower in the less hilly part of the Gorges more precisely in the first and second 

area that were identified. This migration within the Gorges seems to be due to the fact that 

there was a too long distance from the neighbouring village of Rivière Noire, a s well as for the 

possibility to cultivate food crops on land they rented to the tablisman  further below.   

It is difficult to estimate the number of people wh ich lived in the Gorges. While some informants 

believe that there should have been some 50 to 60 M arathi famili es living in the Gorges in 1930,  

others say that there were some 4 to 5 houses in the grand Gorges at the top and some 7 or 8 

houses in the lower Gorges. However, we collected some 16 Marathi family names that  inhabited 

the Gorges and there must be more.  

They lived in straw huts ( lakaz lapay), quite spaced from each other, with a few animals they 

raised around their houses, such as cows and oxen, and gardens where they grew vegetables 

enabling them to feed themselves such as potatoes ( batat ), c assava (maniok), beans, maize (may), 

and violet  (a kind of taro) . Our informants also witnessed that they have found in the 1950s traces 

of vanilla plantations, brown ginger, green saffron and coconut trees. They hunted wild animals  

such as hares and deers. They also fished in the rivers and ponds found in the Gorges.  

According to the testimonies, there were much fewer trees in the past; the Gorges were made of 

green meadows. Only a few fruit trees had been planted by the Marathis, they are in fact still 

visible, before the òBois et Forêtsó department planted more trees in the area. 

In the Gorges, the inhabitants move d around on small footpaths. A  main road which was allowed 

oxen carts to pass through was called "sime saretó (cart -path).  

We have identified n umerous ponds, rivers and streams running through the Gorges, such as "Basin 

Zegretó, òMare aux Joncsõõ and òRivière Mare aux Joncsó, òRivière Ti Gorzó, and òRivière Gran 

Gorzó. These allowed the inhabitants of the Gorges to bath, wash their clothes, to have access to 
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drinking water. However as per our informants, the  beds of these rivers have been displaced 

following the cyclone Carol  (1960). 

 

Figure 7: Basin Zegret  

Most people seemed to operate in self -sufficiency in the Gorges: they worked in their gardens and 

looked after their animals; they sold the bulls, the surplus of their crops and milk. However, 

others were also working in the sugar cane fields which belonged to the Lagesse family or in the 

aloes mill ( Moulin laloa) which  was located at the entrance of the Gorges, also belonging to the 

Lagesse family. It seems that it was primarily men who worked in the tablisman  around, such as in 

sugar cane plantations, the òchass®ó where they were turn beaters in return for a piece of d eer 

meat once a month; While women took care mainly of gardens, animals and looked after children 

at home.  

The inhabitants of the Gorges were almost self -sufficient with  a once monthly visit to the store 

found at Trois Bras, Rivière Noire to buy the " rasion" or provisions which they most probably could 

not produce themselves. They would then walk back  to the Gorges carrying sacks of rice  on their 

heads or whenever the chance was there, take  the advantage of an ox-cart back to the Gorges. 

One of our informan ts, Mr. Luximon, was the guardian of the Gorges in the years 1950 -1960, for 14 

years, as well as his elder brother. The latter reared cows, oxen, goats and sold milk in the shop 

at Trois Bras. They planted beans, taro leaves (bred), fished in the river, an d sold fruits and 

vegetables at the shop. They lived with their families in the Gorges, but there was at that time, 

no more, the village, only a few labo urers such as the woodcutters who came in the vicinity daily.  

We have identified in the Gorges a few hi storical remains, evidence of Marathi settlement in the 

region. For example, we identified some low stone -walls that have been handmade, dating back 

probably to the period the area was occupied by the Marathis. These had been built, according to 

our inform ants, to protect homes from being destroyed from the flooding rivers. We identified 

such walls in Macabe (near the kiosk) and Marmite Cassée in the dense forest of the Gorges.  

 

 

 










































































































































































