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Introduction

Emerging from the turquoise waters of the Indian Ocean, Mauritius is a spellbinding
island woven from histories both tumultuous and triumphant. At first glance, its palm-
fringed beaches and lush green mountains draw travelers from every corner of the
globe—but for those who venture deeper, it is the aroma of simmering spices, the
crackle of street market fires, and the rainbow-hued bounty of its daily meals that
reveal this island’s truest magic. Mauritius is not simply a destination: it is an
experience best understood, and celebrated, through its food.

Seashells & Spice: A Culinary Journey Through Mauritius invites you to peel back the
layers of this vibrant, multicultural society by exploring its most universal
language—cuisine. Here, influences from Africa, France, India, and China don’t merely
coexist; they commingle, combine, and create entirely new traditions that cannot be
found anywhere else. The result is a truly unique food culture, where European
pastries share space with fiery curries, and the streets hum with the chorus of vendors
hawking Chinese dumplings side by side with Creole rougaille.

This book is more than a collection of recipes. It is part travelogue, guiding you down
bustling market alleys and into the cool shade of fishing villages; part cultural history,
tracing a timeline from ancient spice routes to the globalized fusion cooking of today;
and part culinary guide, bringing you into real Mauritian home kitchens with practical
tips for recreating these flavors abroad. Along the way, you will meet the elders,
cooks, and families whose stories bring authenticity and warmth to every page.

Expect to feast with all your senses. Through vivid storytelling and interviews, | hope
to transport you from the clang of pots in a Port Louis market to the gentle hum of
teatime on a hibiscus-edged veranda. Every chapter combines personal encounters
with practical insight—highlighting local ingredient sources, timeless techniques, and
the deeply social rituals that underpin Mauritian eating, both at home and in festive
community gatherings.

But most of all, Seashells & Spice celebrates the simple joy of sharing food. In a world
that often divides along lines of language, class, or creed, Mauritian cuisine—born of
necessity, adaptation, and generosity—reminds us that a shared table is where
connections are forged and stories are passed from generation to generation. Whether
you are a culinary explorer, a lover of history, or someone seeking to bring a taste of
the Indian Ocean to your own dinner table, this journey promises to leave you not just
well fed, but deeply inspired.

So come—bring your curiosity, your appetite, and your willingness to be surprised. The
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flavors, stories, and traditions of Mauritius await, ready to transform not just your
palate, but also the way you see the world and your place within it.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins at Sea: Mauritius’s Island
Geography & First Peoples

To truly appreciate the complex tapestry of Mauritian cuisine, we must first
understand the island itself—its isolation, its geology, and its initial, uninhabited state.
Imagine a speck of land, born of volcanic fire, rising majestically from the vastness of
the Indian Ocean, approximately 900 kilometers east of Madagascar. This is Mauritius,
a jewel in the Mascarene Archipelago, alongside its sister islands of Réunion and
Rodrigues. Its formation sculpted by millennia of eruptions, the island boasts a
dramatic landscape of craggy peaks, fertile plains blanketed in sugarcane, and a
coastline almost entirely encircled by protective coral reefs, creating calm, turquoise
lagoons.

These lagoons, with their tranquil waters and white coral sand beaches, would
eventually become vital for sustenance and leisure, but in the beginning, Mauritius
was a wild, untamed paradise. Before human footsteps touched its shores, the island
was a haven for unique biodiversity, famously home to the dodo, a flightless bird that,
along with many other species, vanished soon after human arrival. There were no
native land mammals, allowing an extraordinary array of bird species to thrive in the
dense, untouched forests. The island’s maritime climate, tropical in summer and
subtropical in winter, provided a consistent warmth and a rhythm of rainy and dry
seasons that would later dictate agricultural cycles.

The earliest known visitors to Mauritius were Arab sailors, likely in the 10th century,
who marked it on their maps and perhaps even gave it a name, Dina Arobi. However,
they did not settle the island permanently, merely establishing it as a waypoint on
their long voyages across the Indian Ocean. It remained largely undisturbed, a
pristine, verdant secret guarded by its surrounding reefs.

Centuries later, in the early 16th century, Portuguese navigators stumbled upon this
uncharted territory. Diogo Fernandes Pereira is often credited as the first European to
land, possibly around 1511. They named it "llha do Cisne" or "Island of the Swan,"
perhaps a poetic nod to the now-extinct dodo. While the Portuguese marked Mauritius
on their charts and even named the entire archipelago the Mascarene Islands after
Pedro Mascarenhas, they, like the Arabs, showed little interest in establishing a
permanent presence. The island primarily served as a temporary provisioning stop for
their ships navigating the lucrative spice trade routes to the East Indies.

It wasn't until the very end of the 16th century that European powers began to view
Mauritius with an eye toward settlement. In 1598, a Dutch squadron, under the
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command of Admiral Wybrand Van Warwyck, landed at Grand Port. They claimed the
island and, in a gesture of homage, christened it "Mauritius" in honor of Prince Maurice
of Nassau, the Stadtholder of Holland. This marked the formal beginning of human
habitation and, with it, the first deliberate introductions of new flora and fauna that
would irrevocably alter the island’s ecosystem and, eventually, its culinary landscape.

The Dutch, though their tenure was intermittent and ultimately unsuccessful, left a
profound mark on Mauritius. Their first permanent settlement began in 1638. It was
during this period that they introduced sugarcane, a plant that would become the
backbone of Mauritius's economy and a defining ingredient in its future cuisine. They
also brought domestic animals such as goats, pigs, deer, and rabbits to the island,
intended to supply their passing ships with fresh meat. These introductions, some
intentional and some accidental, like the rats that escaped from ships, had a
significant impact on the native ecosystem and the dodo population.

Despite several attempts to establish a thriving colony, the Dutch faced continuous
hardships, including cyclones, droughts, pest infestations, and illnesses. Their
settlements never truly flourished, and by 1710, after a final abandonment, the Dutch
departed the island, reportedly leaving it to pirates. While their presence was
relatively brief, the seeds of change they sowed—sugarcane, domestic animals, and
the very act of human habitation—Ilaid the groundwork for the extraordinary culinary
journey that would follow. The stage was now set for the next wave of arrivals, who
would bring with them not just new crops and animals, but entire culinary traditions
that would begin to blend into something uniquely Mauritian.
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