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Protocol 

 

Dear Colleagues 

 

In the framework of the activities of the Annual Commemoration Abolition of Slavery, the 

University of Mauritius and its Centre for Research on Slavery and Indenture have the 

immense pleasure to welcome you this afternoon to the launching of the pamphlet entitled 

‘Evading Enslavement in the Seychelles’ by Mr. Peter Nicholls and which will be followed 

by a lecture by the author entitled ‘Maroonage in the Seychelles’.  

 

At the outset before introducing Mr. Nicholls I would like to say a few words on the Centre 

for Research on Slavery and Indenture (CRSI) and put in context the link between Mauritius 

and the Seychelles when considering trade and slavery. The CRSI has been based at the 

University of Mauritius since 2006. Its partner institutions include l’Institut des Mondes 

Africains (IMAF, Paris) and Slavery in Africa Network (SLAFNET, Nice). CRSI also 

collaborates with UNESCO’s Slave Route Project. CRSI regroups scholars and students of 

Mauritian and Indian Ocean history interested in the histories of slavery, indenture and other 

forms of labour migration. The Centre regularly organizes events in collaboration with 

national and international institutions. An important part of the Centre’s work is community 

engagement and to encourage Mauritians to research and write their history. Recent 

publications include a popular French version of the 2011 Slavery Conference Proceedings : 

Traites, esclavage et transition vers l’engagisme à l’île Maurice et aux Mascareignes, 

1715-1840 (2015) and the Inventaire sélectif sur l’esclavage  - Fonds Colonies C4  (2011). 

The Centre is currently engaged in an historical and archaeological study of the Moulin a 

Poudre complex, an eighteenth century industrial complex in northern Mauritius. 

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

It is important in the context of the contents of the pamphlet and the public address to 

consider the link between the Seychelles and Mauritius. As we are aware the Seychelles were 

colonised by a group of French citizens from Mauritius in 1770, when 28 people were sent 

there with instructions to grow spices and food. And in addition to provide services for ships 

bound for India and those engaged in the slave trade with East Africa, that stopped at the 

islands. They provided Mauritius with turtles and tortoises, valued for their meat, oil and 

shell.  For the first thirty years of settlement, these animals were the Seychelles' main export 

and hunting and rearing them provided much of the work for slaves, while agricultural 

projects were neglected. Planting eventually took off in the Seychelles, after pressure on the 

settlers from authorities and cotton became the main crop by the first decade of the 19th 

century. By this time Mauritius, and by extension the Seychelles dependency, had been taken 

over by the British and slave trading had been banned. However, increasing numbers of 

slaves were still imported into the Seychelles to feed the growing cotton industry until the 

slave population peaked at 7,000 in 1817 - roughly ten per cent of the number of slaves 

Mauritius housed at that time. But with the rise of American cotton, cotton produced in the 

Seychelles quickly became unprofitable in the 1820s and the economy of the islands declined 
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rapidly. The result was a reduced workload for many of the recently imported slaves who 

then became more frequently employed in fishing, hunting and rearing turtles and tortoises, 

producing food and small amounts of other crops such as spices, and they were also 

employed in large numbers as domestic servants. 

After the cotton industry collapsed, planters actually created a petition to demand to be 

allowed by Mauritius to sell sugar directly to India, which would have resulted in the 

expansion of sugar cane plantations and more work for the slaves, but Mauritius turned down 

the petition and upheld the decision that sugar was not to be sold anywhere else. So slaves 

were again spared from heavy work load in sugar cane plantations. 

 

In order to protect its own interests, and keep the Seychelles dependent, Mauritius placed 

debilitating restrictions on the sale of all produce of the Seychelles. Governor Farquhar 

decreed in 1817 that it was forbidden for the Seychelles to export any produce except through 

Mauritius itself, and thus slaves who had been brought to the islands during a period of 

economic growth, would remain largely a burden to slave owners who had to feed, house and 

clothe their human property but could hardly find enough work to engage them in a profitable 

way.  

 

Some inhabitants managed to switch to food or coconut oil production, and small numbers of 

new slaves were imported to this end, but the overall pattern was that many slaves were sent 

to work instead in Mauritius, and the ones that remained in the Seychelles continued to 

benefit from a decreased workload. 

 

This was a stark contrast to the situation in Mauritius where slaves for almost a hundred years 

had been relentlessly forced to work on sugar cane plantations, in the sugar mills, and on 

construction projects and would continue to do so throughout the entire period of slavery and 

into the apprentice system. 

 

The nature of slavery in the Seychelles was heavily affected by its comparatively light work. 

Slaves were often granted more free time, and were each expected to produce less. The 

absence of intense agricultural work, and most noticeably sugar production, is the key reason 

that the Seychelles is commonly understood as an example of a softer form of slavery in the 

colonial experience.  

 

While subjugation was of course inherent in Seychellois slavery, the experience of much 

lighter workloads for slaves was as expected to be an important variable in the culture of 

resistance and escapes.  

 

The British Mauritian Administration's decisive prevention of significant agricultural 

development after the collapse of cotton in the Seychelles has also been responsible for other 

important aspects of the Mascarene history. For example the lack of production opportunity 

on the islands meant that Indian indentured labourers were not taken to the Seychelles to add 

to the ex-slave labour force after abolition as they were in Mauritius and elsewhere (Fiji, 

Trinidad, Guyana, etc…) hence the modern Seychellois society lacks a large Indian 

demographic component. 

 

It is now my pleasure to introduce Mr. Peter Nicholls. Mr. Nicholls is a British/Seychellois 

researcher whose work centres on the Seychelles islands during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. He became interested in studying the history of the southwestern Indian Ocean 

after visiting slaving ports and pirate haunts in Madagascar and the underground slave cells in 

Zanzibar, and after taking part in a heritage project in the Seychelles. Through this project, 

Mr. Nicholls traced his family ancestry to slaves from East Africa and Madagascar and 
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American/British whalers operating in the Indian Ocean in the nineteenth century. His 

specific areas of interest include slavery and resistance, witchcraft, whaling, piracy, 

quarantines and slave trading. His study of the maroons of Seychelles was conducted as a 

Masters by Research at the University of Kent, UK. He is currently working on his PhD on 

the role of the Seychelles in the Mascarene slave trade. 

 

I have now the privilege to launch the pamphlet of Mr. Nicholls entitled ‘Evading 

Enslavement in the Seychelles’ and to invite him to deliver his lecture which will 

undoubtedly make us more informed on the history of the Seychelles.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen thank you for your attention 

 

14 January 2016 

 

 


