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Introduction
Mauritius, a jewel of the Indian Ocean, has captivated the imagination of explorers,
botanists, and nature lovers for centuries. Located east of Madagascar, this volcanic
island, though relatively small in size, harbors a remarkable natural heritage. Its plant
life, shaped by millions of years of isolation and evolution, has given rise to a flora that
is unique not only within the region, but also on a global scale. For the observant
traveler or dedicated botanist, the landscapes of Mauritius still whisper stories of
ancient forests, spectacular blooms, and ecological dramas that have unfolded over
countless generations.

The diversity and level of endemism in the Mauritian flora set the island apart as a
true biodiversity hotspot. With nearly 700 native plant species—almost half of which
are found nowhere else—a visit to Mauritius is akin to stepping onto a living laboratory
of evolutionary processes. Yet, this distinction comes with immense fragility. The flora
of Mauritius stands at a crossroads, with the overwhelming majority of native species
threatened with extinction due to centuries of habitat loss, the relentless invasion of
alien species, and disruptions to delicate ecological relationships.

Understanding the richness and vulnerability of this botanical heritage is crucial not
only for scientists and conservationists but for all who value the natural world.
Mauritius’ native plants underlie the island’s terrestrial ecosystems, providing food,
shelter, and environmental stability for a host of equally unique animal species. They
are woven into the island’s cultural fabric, resounding in legends, traditional medicine,
crafts, and even in national symbols such as the Trochetia Boutoniana, the striking
national flower.

This book, Native Plants of Mauritius: A Guide to the Native Plants of Mauritius, aims to
open a window into the extraordinary diversity, ecological roles, and challenges faced
by Mauritian native flora. Drawing upon the best available research, local knowledge,
and recent developments in conservation, it offers an accessible yet comprehensive
overview of the island’s plant life, from remote mountain ridges to coastal wetlands.
Each chapter seeks to illuminate both the plants themselves and the intricate
ecological relationships that sustain them.

However, this is also a story of crisis—and of hope. While the catalogue of extinct and
critically endangered species is sobering, there are also inspiring successes. Intensive
conservation work, restoration of habitats, propagation of rare plants, and renewed
commitment from national parks, NGOs, and volunteers have begun to turn the tide
for some species. Yet, the future remains uncertain, and the fate of Mauritius’
irreplaceable plant life hinges on continued vigilance, collaboration, and public
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engagement.

May this book deepen your appreciation for the native plants of Mauritius—their
wondrous diversity, their tenacious survival, and the urgent need for their protection.
Only by understanding and valuing these green treasures can we help to secure their
future, ensuring that the remarkable story of Mauritian flora continues to unfold for
generations to come.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: The Island of Mauritius: A Botanical
Overview
Before we embark on a journey through the intricate tapestry of native plants that call
Mauritius home, it is essential to first understand the stage upon which this botanical
drama unfolds. Mauritius is more than just a dot on the map in the vast expanse of the
Indian Ocean; it is a geological entity with a specific history and a diverse physical
character that has profoundly shaped its flora. Located approximately 800 kilometers
(500 miles) east of Madagascar and about 2,000 kilometers (1,200 miles) off the
southeast coast of the African continent, it is part of the Mascarene Archipelago, which
also includes the islands of Réunion and Rodrigues.

The island itself is a product of volcanic activity, born from the depths of the ocean
floor over millions of years. While the exact age of the oldest volcanic rocks on
Mauritius is debated, the main shield volcano structure that forms the bulk of the
island is thought to have emerged from the sea around 8 to 10 million years ago.
Subsequent volcanic episodes, including later effusive eruptions that built up the
extensive central plateau and dramatic, jagged peaks, continued until relatively
recently in geological terms, perhaps as little as 25,000 years ago. This volcanic origin
is crucial, as it provided the initial substrate – the bedrock and subsequent soils – upon
which all life, including the first colonizing plants, would eventually take root.

From its volcanic origins, Mauritius developed a varied topography. The island is
roughly oval in shape, covering an area of about 1,865 square kilometers (720 sq mi).
The land rises from coastal plains to a central plateau, which then gives way to a
broken ring of mountains, remnants of the caldera rim of the ancient volcano. This
mountainous core, particularly in the southwest, features dramatic peaks like Piton de
la Petite Rivière Noire, the island's highest point at 828 meters (2,717 ft), and striking,
eroded cliffs. This range in elevation, from sea level to nearly 900 meters, is a
fundamental driver of the island's environmental diversity.

The topography directly influences the climate. Situated just south of the Tropic of
Capricorn, Mauritius experiences a tropical climate. However, it is not uniformly hot
and humid across the island. The southeast trade winds, blowing consistently
throughout much of the year, bring moisture-laden air from the ocean. When this air
encounters the mountainous interior, it is forced upwards, cools, and releases its
moisture as rainfall on the windward southeastern and central parts of the island.
Consequently, these areas, particularly the higher elevations, receive significantly
more rainfall than the leeward western and northern coasts, which lie in a rain
shadow.
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This creates a distinct rainfall gradient across the island, ranging from relatively dry
coastal areas receiving perhaps 1,000 mm (40 inches) of rain annually, to the central
plateau and uplands where annual rainfall can exceed 4,000 mm (160 inches). This
variation in water availability is one of the primary factors determining the types of
plant communities that can thrive in different locations. Temperature also varies with
elevation; the coast remains warm year-round, while the central plateau and mountain
areas are noticeably cooler, particularly during the austral winter months (June to
August).

The interplay of rainfall and temperature gradients across the varied topography
results in a mosaic of microclimates and environmental conditions. Think of the humid,
cloud-kissed peaks versus the sun-baked, drier western lowlands, or the salt-sprayed
coastal fringes compared to the sheltered valleys of the interior. Each of these distinct
zones presents different challenges and opportunities for plant life, acting as an
environmental filter that favors species with specific adaptations. Over vast stretches
of time, this environmental heterogeneity has contributed to the diversification of
species, as populations became isolated in different niches and evolved in response to
local conditions.

The island's geological history also influences its soils. Volcanic soils are generally
fertile, derived from the weathering of basaltic lava. However, soil composition and
depth can vary significantly depending on the age of the lava flows, the slope of the
land, and the amount of rainfall. Older, heavily leached soils in high rainfall areas
might be less fertile than younger soils in drier, flatter regions. The presence of rocky
outcrops and thin soils on steep slopes also creates specialized habitats. These
variations in soil type and structure add another layer of complexity to the
environmental backdrop, further contributing to habitat diversity.

Imagine the island as it was before the arrival of humans, perhaps just over 400 years
ago. Based on historical accounts and ecological studies, Mauritius was largely
covered in dense, complex forest ecosystems. These forests varied dramatically
depending on the location – lush, towering rainforests in the wet uplands, drier, more
open forests in the lowlands, and unique coastal woodlands adapted to salty air and
sandy substrates. These original forests were the culmination of millions of years of
plant colonization and evolution on this isolated landmass.

The isolation of Mauritius, located far from continental landmasses, played a pivotal
role in the nature of its flora. Plant species arrived over geological time through long-
distance dispersal – seeds carried by wind, ocean currents, or birds. The limited pool of
initial colonists, combined with the lack of gene flow from continental populations and
the diverse island environments, set the stage for adaptive radiation and the evolution
of unique species not found elsewhere. This process, where a single ancestral lineage
diversifies into multiple species occupying different ecological niches, is a hallmark of
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island biogeography.

While the fascinating process of evolution and the high degree of endemism are
subjects for the next chapter, it is important to grasp here that the island's physical
attributes – its volcanic birth, varied elevation, distinct rainfall and temperature zones,
and isolation – are the fundamental reasons why Mauritius is home to such a unique
and vulnerable flora. The island is not just a location; it is an active environmental
system that has shaped life upon it in profound ways.

Understanding the geography, geology, and climate of Mauritius provides the essential
context for appreciating its native plants. It helps explain why certain species are
found in specific locations, why adaptations to wet or dry conditions, or to rocky
substrates, are prevalent, and why the destruction or alteration of particular habitats
has such devastating consequences for the species that depend on them. The island's
physical environment is inextricably linked to its biological identity.

Consider the effect of the trade winds, for instance. Not only do they drive rainfall
patterns, but they also influence vegetation structure, particularly in exposed coastal
and ridge-top areas where plants must be adapted to constant wind stress. The
frequent exposure to cyclones during the austral summer (November to April), while
potentially destructive, has also been a factor shaping the resilience and regeneration
strategies of the native vegetation over long periods.

The geological youth of the island, relative to continents, also means that its
ecosystems are inherently more fragile and less resilient to disturbance. Species have
evolved in a relatively stable environment, free from the competitive pressures and
herbivory regimes found on continents. This lack of inherent robustness makes the
native flora particularly susceptible to the threats introduced by humans and the alien
species they brought with them – a topic we will explore in detail later.

In essence, Chapter One lays the foundation by describing the stage: a volcanic island
rising from the ocean, shaped by wind, rain, and geological forces into a complex
landscape of peaks, plateaus, and coastlines. This physical diversity provides the
environmental templates – the varied climates, soils, and topographies – that have
allowed a unique and highly specialized flora to evolve in isolation. It is against this
backdrop of environmental heterogeneity that we will examine the remarkable native
plants themselves, their ecological roles, and the challenges they face. The story of
Mauritius' native flora is, at its heart, the story of life adapting to the specific
conditions of this extraordinary island.
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