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Chapitre 7

Preserving Heritage in 21st Century Mauritius and
the Cimetière de L’Enfoncement Heritage Site
Philippe la Hausse de Lalouvière

Historic Mauritius
Mauritius is the only State in the community of United Nations which, at the time of
writing, has signed all three of the major UNESCO Conventions directly concerned with
1
the safeguarding of cultural heritage. This is a splendid commitment on the international
stage, but how is this translated at the national level? Could Mauritius be considered a
model in the Region for cultural heritage protection and conservation? How far is the
three-century-old built heritage of Port Louis protected or valorized ? Is there a visible
demonstration of national pride in the architecture, the skills of artisans who cut and
carved the blue basalt stones of the pavements and the marine carpenters who raised the
wooden roofs of the old buildings in the port? Are these “Builders of Mauritius” who
came with the Compagnie des Indes from France or India or further afield with their
pioneering skills, part of the modern Mauritian’s fabric and being ? Some of these
bâtisseurs still lie under the streets and buildings around La Poudrière Street where the
abandoned tomb of Père Gabriel Igou lay. 2 This makes them part of our physical
structures, but are they part of our psychological make-up ?
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1972 : UNESCO Convention concerning the protection of the world cultural and natural heritage
2003 : UNESCO Convention for the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage
2005 : UNESCO Convention on the protection and promotion of the diversity of cultural expressions
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P. de Lahausse & M. Carter. 1996. "Ci-gît une âme retrouvée au cimetière de Port Louis. Heritage,
Maurice
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A Heritage Hotspot
These rhetorical questions are posed in order to stimulate a reflection on the depth of
public commitment to preserving the structures of the past centuries. The record, it must
be said, is variable, with some remarkable success stories and others less so. The recent
restoration of the Treasury Building which now houses the Prime Minister’s Office is
evidence of a commitment to integrate the past into the future. Before this in the late
1990’s, the creation of several landmark laws concerning Archives, Heritage, Libraries,
Museums and Art on a national level, provided a heritage management framework for the
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first time in independent Mauritius. The recent accession of the Aapravasi Ghat site at
the Immigration Depot in Port Louis to World Heritage status after only eight years from
the first steps having being taken to establish such sites in Mauritius, is another shining
beacon. Remarkable achievements but the
record is not always as bright. Within
months of the discovery of the old Cimetière
de L’Enfoncement in late 2005, several
historic sites were threatened with major
alteration or demolition. On the outskirts of
Port Louis an “upgrading” project on the
historic Donjon St-Louis fortification site
began with the addition of tonnes of concrete
and corrugated iron and galvanized piping
kiosks on the mid-18 th century buildings of
hand-cut stone. Closer to the Cimetière de
L’Enfoncement an early 19th century building
and national heritage site which had been
used for many decades as a school (Dr
Onesipho Beaugeard Government School),
had begun being demolished. And on the
doorstep of the Cimetière, the statue of a
historic figure Adrien d’Epinay was
threatened with demolition in very public
debate. Without dwelling on such incidents,
all of which have been mitigated at the
present, it does show the difficulty of
marrying economic development and
heritage preservation.
In 1999 a study was commissioned by the National Heritage Trust to identify those
buildings within the boundaries of Port Louis which had architectural or heritage value.
Some 850 were inventoried including a majority of sites owned privately but also many
owned by government.4
When this register was compared with a listing of
architecturally-important sites identified by a local architect in the late 1980’s, some 18%
were found to have disappeared. In the cases studied, the basis of the reasons for their
disappearance was economic – the opportunity cost of constructing and using a modern
building outweighed the maintenance and re-use of old buildings. The term “heritage
3
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David Martial. 2002. Identité et politique culturelle à l’île Maurice. L’Harmattan, Paris.
See a selection of these buildings on the NHF web site http://ncb.intnet.mu/mac/nheritage/index.htm
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hotspot” describes quite well the threatened nature of much of the heritage monuments
and sites in Mauritius, and serves to focus on ways to improve the situation.

The Beaugeard Government School, a declared national monument, before (above) and after (below)
havinf being partially demolished by Government in 2006
5

In the ten years since the first Heritage legislation was promulgated it is clear that there
has been a significant public awakening to the concept of “patrimoine”. A term little
used and even less understood at that time, it is now a catchword in the public lexicon.
This sensitization provides an excellent way forward in preserving Port Louis’
architectural heritage. If people perceive benefits in maintaining traditional buildings and
structures, then perhaps the tide has turned.
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National Heritage Trust Fund Act (1997)
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A well-preserved Mauritianarchitecture building in Port
Louis, within a modern city
(Poncini Ltd)

The Saga of the Cemetery
All Souls night, Wednesday 2 nd November 2005, and workers on the Hawkers Palace site
discover human bones and three tombstones. The press recounted, 6 « Le 2 novembre 2005,
jour de la Fête des morts, les ouvriers effectuant des fouilles pour les fondations du futur Hawkers Palace
de Port-Louis ont découvert des centaines d'ossements humains et trois pierres tombales. Dont celle du
premier curé de Saint Louis, le Père Gabriel Igou. » Like an apparition, Father Igou’s tomb re-

appeared, although not himself it was sufficient to attract considerable public attention.
By the 4th November, the tombstones were in public view much to the inconvenience of
the Building Contractor who had a schedule of works to complete and could not
contemplate interference on the site.

The site of discovery of the tombstones and human bones
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Jean-Claude Antoine, Des ossements trouvés sur le site du futur Hawkers Palace, Weekend 5 December
2005
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It was thus proposed that the tombstones be transferred to the Mahébourg Museum,
which would remove them from the site vicinity, but after representations this was not
done.
A visitor described her first view of the tombs in glowing terms one week after their
discovery, « Hier c'était le délire en voyant ses vieilles pierres tout dernièrement encore enfouies depuis
plus de deux siècles. Je ne sais pas si c'était le premier approche ou non, mais les trois pierres tombales
semblaient briller - peut-être quelles venaient d'être laver et que le soleil était dans la bonne direction pour
7
mettre en relief les sculptures etc.. Mais le tout était d'une beauté rare. » Like many historic

discoveries the links between the tangible and intangible elements of the heritage are
evident, Igou representing a link with the life and times of the early inhabitants of
Mauritius.
However, the Contractors had been pre-warned some eighteen months previously, since
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they were present at a meeting in the Prime Minister’s Office on the 24 May 2004,
together with two ministers, architects and engineers and more than 40 civil servants
including no less than eight Permanent Secretaries, during which the following was
noted; “In reply to the Prime Minister's invitation for comments, Mr Lahausse referred to the likelihood
of the presence of some tombstones at the proposed (site) and requested that proper attention be given to
this matter while excavation works would be undertaken ”. It must be said that both the

government of that time and at the time of the discovery of the cemetery site, fully agreed
to take appropriate actions to safeguard the heritage.
The Ministry of Arts & Culture reacted soon after the extraordinary discovery and
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organized a meeting of stakeholders on the 24 November during which the following
recommendations were made by the Historical Society:
1. to immediately remove the human remains and tombstones into official custody
2. collect the loose artefacts on site for the national museum collection
3. place an officer permanently on site and cordon off the sensitve part of the site
4. have experts study the site and bones
5. communicate the situation to the public.

The graveyard in 1750 (left) and 1780 (right) showing its removal

It must be said that the fullest collaboration of all the parties was obtained and all but
point (3) was done, this latter on account of a lack of trained personnel, which is an
7

M-J Martial-Craig, in litt 11 novembre 2005
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impediment to heritage management as has been seen on other sites in Mauritius in recent
years. There are simply not enough suitably qualified people to accomplish such tasks.
Nevertheless, the Ministry facilitated the decision to immediately stop works on site,
pending investigation.
The Project Managers responded with their full co-operation:
“As requested by your letter dated 24 th November 2005, we have instructed the Contractor to stop work on
the area 80M x 10M. Work has stopped from 24 th November 2005 to 29 th November 2005. We believe that
the archeological investigation has now been completed. Subject to any further request, we will proceed
with the construction work as from Wednesday 30th November 2005.”8

However, it was clear that by 30 th November there was still salvage archaeology to be
done on the site, and so fortunately Ms Jayshree Mungur was able to work on site for
several more days in order to extract more material (see Chapter 4 in this volume) and
then the building works overtook the old cemetery. The burial site is now completely
concealed under a solid foundation of concrete.
The Ministry of Arts & Culture were also requested by the Historical Society and the
Diocèse to declare the tombstones national heritage and to allow Igou’s tombstone to be
placed in the Cathedral. They asked for the bone material to be studied and afterwards
stored in the national collection or re-interred in the Western Cemetery. A final request
was made that adjacent landowners be notified of the cemetery’s situation with a request
to take this into consideration in any future building works. Once again, the fullest cooperation was obtained and when in early February 2006 the Historical Society proposed
that a booklet be published, the Ministry once again went out of its way to collaborate.

Declaration as National Heritage
th

Following discussion at the ministry level, the Cabinet was informed on the 17 February
2006, some three months after its discovery, that : 9
“21.Cabinet has taken note of the recommendations made in respect of the tombstones and bones
discovered n the site of the Hawkers' Palace at La Poudrière Street, Port Louis, namely:
(i) the tombstone of Père Gabriel IGOU, one of the first two priests to arrive in Isle de France and the first
"Curé" of Cathédrale St Louis, being designated national heritage and handed over to the Diocèse de Port
Louis which proposes to place it in the yard of Cathédrale St. Louis;
(ii) Prof A. Morris, Forensic Archaelogist from the Faculty of Medicine in Cape Town, who will visit
Mauritius around 27 February 2006, being requested to examine the remains and advise on the scientific
tests to be carried out; and
(iii) the production of a short publication on the site where was formerly situated the “Cimetière de
l'Enfoncement” and which is the first cemetery of Port Louis. The publication would be distributed inter
alia to schools, tourist operators and local visitors.”

With these positive steps, the visit of the forensic experts furthered the research on the
bone material. On 28th February 2006, Professor Alan Morris and Dr Gungadin
completed a preliminary examination of the bones now in the Museum, and they
concluded that there was scope for a week-long study. It was decided to request Ms
Jacqui Friedling to do this study (see Chapter 5 in this volume) which was completed
during September 2006.
8
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DJ Colbert of for Widnell Ong Seng Goburdhun Ltd in litt to P. la Hausse
Cabinet decisions 17/02/2006, see http://www.gov.mu/portal/site/pmosite/
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The Cathedral Saint Louis, in the grounds of which will be place Igou’s tombstone

Subsequent to the study and the administrative procedures, Cabinet took note on 26
January 2007, that the tombstone would be declared “national heritage” :10

th

“4. Cabinet has taken note that the tombstone of Père Gabriel Igou, discovered during excavation works on
the site of the Hawker's Palace at La Poudrière Street, Port Louis, would be declared national heritage.
Père Gabriel Igou was one of the first two priests to arrive in the then Isle de France and the first Curé of
Cathedral St Louis. The tombstone has been temporarily kept in the yard of the Mauritius Institute .”

The tombstone of Gabriel Igou will be placed in the grounds of the Cathedral St Louis
and the other two stones will be transferred to the Western Cemetery (Cimetière Fort
Blanc) where they should have gone 230 years ago !

Lessons learned and ways forward
The excellent collaboration between the stakeholders in the efforts to research and
preserve the heritage associated with the Cimetière de L’Enfoncement is a salutary
example of what can be achieved in challenging situations. The discovery of the burial
ground provided a practical difficulty to many of the parties – the Municipality obviously
did not want to manage a cemetery in the middle of a busy capital city, the site
developers had a project contract to fulfill and the Ministry did not want to referee a
dispute over “preservation vs development”. On the other hand, all the investigators
wished to have the time and facilities to properly explore the site, the archaeologist
clearly need the time to study the site, the history / heritage fraternity wanted some of the
value of this old part of underground Port Louis to be saved for posterity and all the
researchers wanted to add value to the discovery through potentially costly additional
study.
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Cabinet décisions 26/01/2007, see http://www.gov.mu/portal/site/pmosite/
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It is thus remarkable that all these apparently conflicting needs and desires appear to have
been resolved, at a seemingly minimal cost to each partner. A great deal of credit goes to
the Ministry authorities who managed the process, but also to all the compromise made
on issues by each party. The support of the foreign partners to “deliver the goods” at
goodwill rates, even to share forensic techniques with the Police Department, confirms
this thesis. Although not part of the official Public Private Partnership policy of
government, 11 it is clear that the benefits of working together in potentially conflictual
cases like this outweighs the advantages gained by contention. This is perhaps a way
forward for other equally challenging issues concerning heritage buildings in Port Louis.

The Future of Heritage Management in Mauritius
Culture and cultural heritage are not only “looking at the past”, they are essential
ingredients for guiding peoples’ aspirations, and economic development. A first step
towards the promotion of our identity as a nation and hence our economic progress is to
understand our cultural heritage, and to protect it. What is heritage? In fact, virtually
anything can be considered to be heritage. Heritage can be tangible – buildings and sites
- or intangible, like cuisine, traditions or pilgrimages. It might be our manner of dress, an
old boutique du coin in a village or the Pieter Both mountain.

Typical Mauritian architecture from Port Louis of the 19th C (Rogers & Cie, Quay / Newton Streets)

Society at large determines what comprises our “heritage” and what are the important
elements to preserve. So the onus is on political leaders and those professionals in the
field of cultural heritage – historians, museum professionals, architects, artists, journalists
11

Public Private Partnership Guidance Manual, PPP Unit, Ministry of Finance and Economic
Development, June 2006
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and sociologists - to lead the public in an understanding of the history and the elements
of importance of our past.
There is a tendency, especially marked in Mauritius, to associate heritage with ethnicity
or groups of people, so that there is Indian cuisine, créole language or colonial
architecture which are taken to represent specific communities. However these are only
constructs usually practiced to enable racist or sectarian interests. ALL heritage belongs
to ALL Mauritians and that all Mauritians are part of that heritage.12 Heritage is not the
privileged domain of one group or another, but is possessed by the entire nation. No
heritage belongs to a particular community, it belongs to all. As mentioned in the Preface
to this volume, the heritage associated with the Cimetière de L’Enfoncement is associated
with the foundation of society of Mauritius and as such should be seen as belonging to all
modern Mauritians.

Typical façade of Port Louis street, rapidly disappearing

The identification of what constitutes national heritage should be based on solid historical
research. However, communities and even entire nations might believe that something is
important for their identity, which might not be supported by historical investigation.
Myths are also important as elements of heritage but a distinction should be made when
heritage is mythical and when it is historical. Since conservation of cultural heritage is
rooted in the values attributed to that heritage, it is crucial to understand the values in the
society. Authenticity appears as the essential qualifying factor concerning values. 13 The
understanding of authenticity plays a fundamental role in the conservation of heritage and
should be at the heart of heritage investigations in Mauritius.
12

a concept first developed in Mauritius, to my knowledge, by Shawkat Toorawa in a paper entitled
“Burdens of the past, burdens of the present: reflections on the negotiations of neglect”. In: Coastal
fortifications. 1998. Heritage, Mauritius.
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The Nara Declaration, ICOMOS / ICCROM, Japan 1995
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Partnerships and valorization of heritage
In 21st century Mauritius there appears to be an increasing opportunity to collaborate with
a panoply of partners from within the country as well as from outside. Despite the
hangover of the post-colonial epoch there now appears to be a maturity among many
decision-makers and actors whereby they recognize that foreigners are not necessarily
14
neo-colonists and can provide a stimulating collaboration to mutual benefit. Similarly
collaboration between the private and public sectors in the field of patrimony has become
increasingly frequent, despite the mutual mistrust which the sectors traditionally hold.
The project on Le Coureur wreck is an example, with expertise coming from local and
overseas sources, funding from Mauritian government, foreign sources and the local and
international private sectors.15 Collaboration with credible foreign research organisations
in the field of heritage has borne good fruit in the past – ICOMOS (India) assisted with
the investigations at the Immigration Depot, a Dutch team at Vieux Grand Port heritage
site, Earthwatch at Ile de la Passe are such examples. However, there is a pressing need
to build local capacity, especially in the relatively virgin fields of underwater heritage,
industrial archaeology and modern history. There is also the immense capacity for
“shared heritage” ventures with institutions and governments of countries which have a
shared history with Mauritius, especially France, UK, India, China, Madagascar and
Mozambique

Strategies of managing built-heritage
More than 60% of declared national heritage is owned by Government 16and are vested in
Ministries other than the Culture ministry but a goodly proportion are in a neglected state.
A minority (16%) are in the hands of private companies and most of these are in
17
relatively good condition.
In both public and private hands, there is a long trail of
poorly preserved heritage – there are numerous cases of buildings with heritage
importance having been demolished or simply left to disintegrate. If an economic role
can be found for heritage sites, their preservation could be eased and sustainable
management facilitated. Sites like the Line Barracks, used as the Police HQ, should have
a sufficient rental fixed to enable the maintenance of the buildings in a well-maintained
state. Similarly, is there a case for charging entry to national museums? After all,
national museums are not free since they cost the State – ie the people - many millions of
rupees annually. It is simply a question of transferring some of the existing charges to
those who use them.
Government has already accepted the principle of PPP (private - public partnerships) for
18
protecting, developing and managing the national property, which includes heritage.
An extension of this is what the Indian Government has initiated, that private companies
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Ian Parker in “Digging for Dodos” in the New Yorker of 22 January 2007, mentions the reflex reaction of
a segment of parochial Mauritian academia which still view foreigners with suspicion, or perhaps more
specifically foreigners of particular origins
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(2003)
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The remaining 24% are tombs mostly technically privately owned, but mostly de facto abandoned since
there are no longer any identifiable descendants
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PPP ibid.
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assist in maintaining the national assets, like Indian Oil helping maintain the Taj Mahal.
Despite representation having been made to successive governments, there exists no
system of provision of incentives to private owners of heritage for maintenance of such
edifices. With a system to encourage the owners of heritage sites and buildings, both
State and private, then the latent wealth in heritage sites and buildings might be
unleashed which could allow them to play a more active role in the economy – without
losing their authenticity. The possibilities are boundless in the domains of leisure,
education, handicrafts, performing arts and especially tourism.

Why is heritage not used more in tourism?
During the 1960’s and 1970’s the tourism industry placed accent on the two most visible
attractions – the tropical climate / natural features, and the hospitality of Mauritians.

Emblematic of Mauritius, heritage which all Mauritians recognize as being theirs – mountain
silhouettes (3-Mamelles & Rempart)

These two factors continue to dominate the marketing of Destination Mauritius, but the
nascent eco-tourism activities are now adding value to our tourist product. Cultural
heritage is an integral part of this the beginnings to this aspect of local tourism is starting.
Analogous destinations like some Caribbean islands, Malta or Vanuatu, cultural festivals
are a major source of income and valorization of local culture. A “Festival du Sucre” or
“Route du Thé” are examples of what might be created in Mauritius, perhaps with
government encouragement. The issues of promotion, access to tourists from the large
tour / hotel operators would need to be addressed. The discovery of old Port Louis in the
company of a local guide, visits to museums and historic sites and buying handicrafts
directly from artisans, are concepts still in their infancy in Mauritian eco-tourism. The
value to economic development and sharing the tourism cake, by promoting the authentic
heritage of China Town or Chamarel village is evident.
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Are Dead Cemeteries Living Heritage ?
We have traveled from the discovery of two-and-a-half century old tombstones and
buckets of bones, across the face of heritage management challenges and opportunities in
Mauritius, to their transformation into a modern concrete building, the Hawkers Palace.
The Cimetière de L’Enfoncement was closed down in 1771 after nearly 50 years of
burials and remained dormant since then until 2005. After a brief opening up, when the
Mauritian public and a few researchers were fortunate enough to glimpse it, it is now
once again closed. Asphalt and concrete cover the site. The heritage it contains is now
mostly intangible, contained in this small volume, three 2-tonne stones and a few boxes
of bones.
Port Louis is a city of extraordinary built-heritage inhabited by people who exhibit much
of the intangible-heritage of the nation. It is clear from this account that Mauritius faces
challenges in protecting and managing its heritage but that it is capable of doing so far
better than it has. The success of the cemetery investigation is that despite the fact that an
historic site was accidentally uncovered then promptly re-covered, its hidden heritage has
been made accessible by the concerted efforts of a range of stakeholders. The national
identity of Mauritians is unlikely to be greatly affected by the discovery of this cemetery,
but it will be – in a small way – another nail in the idea that Mauritius is a nation of
separate communities and identities. It is much more complex than that as testified by
the fragments of the bâtisseurs of Mauritius who lie in the cemetery.
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