
1 

 

WORLD WAR TWO MILITARY INSTALLATIONS ON 

THE SOUTHEAST COAST OF MAURITIUS:  

A PRELIMINARY SURVEY  
 

Geoffrey and Françoise Summers 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

 In World War Two (WWII) the island of Mauritius, which had been a part of the British 

Empire since 1810, became an important base for the Royal Navy fleet in the Indian Ocean: first 

as a Royal Navy Air Station principally for hunting Japanese and German submarines, and also 

as a centre of communications.
1
 A number of installations were constructed for coastal defence 

in the event of bombardment or attempted invasion as well as for the storage of fuel and 

ammunition. The financial burden and the cost in manpower to the small colony of Mauritius 

would have been substantial. No comprehensive record of these defensive structures, or of the 

military landscape exists, although there are some records scattered amongst various archives in 

Mauritius that have yet to be collected and collated.
2
 Constructed 70 or so years ago most of 

these structures are now to a greater or lesser degree ruinous because the reinforced concrete 

from which they were largely constructed has degraded with time and, more seriously, has often 

split apart as iron reinforcement has corroded. Vegetation too has taken its toll as roots split 

walling apart. Modern development poses several threats. These include new National Coast 

Guard installations at Pointe Diable, both on the elevated nose of the ridge and at the foot, 

encroachment by garden agriculture, and the robbing of basalt blocks. 

 The purposes of this preliminary survey of extant remains along the southeast coast were, 

firstly, to assess the extent of the remains; secondly, to gauge their condition; thirdly, to make 

recommendations concerning their cultural heritage value; and lastly, to begin a photographic 

and written catalogue. It is hoped that dissemination of this report on the internet will stimulate 

further research, and that it might elicit memories and memorabilia from those who served; and 

also from others, younger, who remember something of installations when they were in use. 

Here some progress has been made, but there is more to be done. Finally, it is hoped that the 

Recommendations at the end of this report will result in the development of policy and action 

towards the sustainable preservation of some parts of this important chapter in the history of 

Mauritius and its transition from colony to republic. 

 We are most grateful to the National Heritage Fund (Mauritius) for support, to SOS 

Patrimoine for a grant towards transport and research costs, to the Mauritius Museums Council 

and to Mr Kedu at the National History Museum in Mahébourg for permitting intern students 

Neha Naiko and Sandra Rivière to participate in January and February 2013. This report takes 

cognisance of archival research and research into oral history conducted by Maya de Salle-

Essoo, together with our own documentation of the structural remains, all conducted for the 

Currimjee Jeewanjee Company Ltd in connection with the development of a resort hotel at Le 

Chaland. Here, however, we have not duplicated descriptions and photographs contained in Le 

                                                 
1
 Jackson 2001, see also Maurice-Jones 1957 chapters 22-25. 

2
 Jackson apparently made a search in the main archives in the UK in which little was found. 
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Chaland Reports. Vikash Tatayah at Mauritius Wild Life Fund and Nik Cole of the Durrell 

Wildlife Conservation Trust provided maps of Ile aux Aigrettes. Overviews of work previously 

carried out by the authors at Ile de la Passe and Pointe du Diable together with observations 

made on more casual visits to other sites have been included here.  

 We would like to acknowledge the advice and collaboration of Radhakrishna Ramasawmy 

and Yann von Arnim who have freely shared their deep knowledge and insights. Peter Millar, 

who was a Royal Navy pilot based at Plaisance, shared reminiscences with us and, together with 

his son Patrick Millar, kindly showed his photographs taken at the end of the war. Any 

investigation of coastal defences in Mauritius owes a tremendous debt to Philippe la Hausse de 

Lalouvière who not only instigated research but who was responsible, in part as the first director 

of the National Heritage Trust, for having the more important sites, namely Ile de la Passe and 

Pointe Diable, registered as National Monuments. 

 The precise function of many structures reported on below has not been ascertained. Where 

function is obvious, or has been established from oral or written sources, it is given, otherwise 

the terms building, structure and installation have been used as appropriate.
3
 Another uncertainty 

is the extent to which standing remains represent the totality of what was built. On Ile de la 

Passe, Ile aux Aigrettes and at Le Chaland many building platforms are extant. At Le Chaland, 

however, a good number have long since disappeared beneath what is now the Shandrani Hotel 

and the airport. Similar platforms have been seen at Bois des Amourettes and also at Pointe du 

Diable, both on the top of the bluff and associated with the WW II gun emplacements, but no 

comprehensive search has been made. There may very well have been similar structures on and 

behind the 18th century French Batterie de la Reine at Vieux Grand Port, as well as at Pointe aux 

Feuilles. Some of these more ephemeral buildings remains might very well be found in the 

course of more intensive investigations. Structures visible on the ground are often difficult or 

impossible to locate on Google Earth because of tree cover. 

 

Geography and Strategies 

 In part this study is one of military landscape and seascape, the one merging into the other 

with islets surrounded by water but occupied by coastal defences.
4
 Because the defences 

themselves were integrated in design, as well as for the purposes of command and control, each 

individual structure needs to be understood as a component of the whole. At the outbreak of the 

war the coastal defences of Mauritius were manned by imperial troop supported by the Mauritius 

Territorial Force. In September 1942 the Western Indian Ocean was transferred from India 

Command to the East Africa Command, as a consequence of which the defences of Mauritius 

were upgraded. The Mauritius Coastal Regiment of the Mauritius Artillery was formed in 

December of that year. In 1943 the Mauritius Defence Scheme was updated with all Mauritian 

armed forces falling directly under the imperial government and strengthened by the assignment 

of a new battalion of imperial troops. For the purpose of defence the island was divided into two: 

Grand Port and Plaisance which included the Mahébourg Bay and Royal Naval Air Station, and 

the area of Port Louis including Baie du Tombeau, the latter being the principle base for Catalina 

flying boats engaged in submarine hunts. In 1945, the Royal Naval Air Station aerodrome at 

Plaisance, HMS Sambur, was handed over to the Royal Air Force (RAF). This survey is 

concerned with Grand Port and Plaisance. 

                                                 
3
 Maurice-Jones 1957 and Osborne 2004 are useful for military terms. 

4
 The summary that follows is based on Jackson 2001, particularly chapter 3. 



3 

 

 Geographic scope of the survey is the bay of Grand Port, the deepest and most protected 

natural harbour in the Mascarenes (Fig. 1). It extends from Pointe aux Feuilles, which appears to 

have been the northern limit, to Pointe Vacoas at the southwest, where the fringing reef gives 

way to cliffs washed by the ocean. It includes three islets, Ile aux Aigrettes in the lagoon off the 

military camp at Pointe d'Esny, Ile de la Passe guarding the main entrance through the reef, and a 

lookout at the civilian lighthouse on Ile aux Fouquets. These perhaps were, or were intended to 

be, the most important defences in Mauritius. Port Louis was defended because it was, after all, 

the capital and the port from which civilian supplies, such as food, came in and from where sugar 

was exported. RAF Catalina flying boats made use of Grand Port although their main base was at 

Baie du Tombeau. 

 The concentration of the defences around Grant Port resulted from geology that provided 

the same circumstances and opportunities that had first attracted the Dutch to establish Fort 

Frederik Hendrik in the seventeenth century, followed in the 1720s by the French at Fort 

Bourbon atop the ruins of the Dutch defences: deep anchorage and a sheltered bay. The 

disadvantage of prevailing wind that caused relocation to Port Louis diminished after the advent 

of steam. Ile de la Passe, home to 100 Mauritian soldiers for much of the war, protected, as it 

name suggests, entrance through the pass at the same time as providing a forward base against 

enemy ships. 

 

Survey Methods and Progress 

 Much of what follows has been adapted from other work, especially the detailed survey 

conducted by the authors at Ile de la Passe, an impact study of proposed development on part of 

the Le Chaland site, records of Ile aux Aigrettes provided by Mauritian Wild Life, and earlier 

reconnaissance made with Earthwatch volunteers and students from the University of Mauritius 

at Pointe du Diable. However, most of the preliminary survey conducted along the coast between 

Mahébourg and Pointe du Diable was done specifically for this report. Of particular note is the 

building at the mouth of the Rivière Champagne, adjacent to the Monument to commemorate the 

first Dutch landing, and the extensive structures at the Batterie de la Reine immediately north of 

Vieux Grand Port, and at Bois des Amourettes. More is to be done at all of these places. 

 Following an overview, this report progresses from Pointe aux Feuilles at the north to Le 

Chaland at the southwest. Most of the structures can be seen on Google Earth images although 

some are partially or totally obscured by a canopy of vegetation. There were two main methods 

of identification. The first was to visit known sites and to identify other sites on the ground that 

could then be plotted onto Google Earth imagery. The other was to search Google Earth for 

possible structures which were then visited. This latter procedure is not straightforward because 

modern concrete roofs are not distinguishable from WW II ones on the imagery, and also 

because of vegetation cover. An added difficulty is that some WW II building platforms have 

been used as bases for more modern buildings. It has frequently been helpful to use the historical 

imagery facility on Google Earth because of differences in cloud cover as well as in the rotation 

of sugarcane harvest and planting. It seems possible that a study of the materials used for each 

structure will reveal significant differences. Such differences at any one site could be 

chronological, but it may also be that different types of structure required particular materials. 

Because it appears to be very unlikely that any official documentation has survived from the war 

years it would be worth investigating this materials based approach. Obvious clues are the use of 

precast cement blocks rather than cut basalt for corners, different types of iron reinforcement 

(e.g. bars and mesh), Portland cement and lime mortar. 
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 The principle means of recording has been photography. It is anticipated that post-war 

maps marking the location of many of the structures can be found in the archives, and a search 

should be made before embarking on a new program of mapping. However, an assiduous search 

for Le Chaland, and less intensively for related sites, made by Maya de Salle-Essoo was not 

productive for the war years. Individual structures have not been measured or described in detail 

for want of time and resources.
5
 No attempt has been made to clear vegetation or to clean 

structures other than at Ile de la Passe and Le Chaland. 

 

Overview 

 The east coast of Mauritius was protected by four WW II batteries, each equipped with 

guns and searchlights.
6
 This report does not include a study of armament and tactics, a 

specialised military subject beyond the competence of the authors. Rather, it is an assessment of 

the heritage value of what remains today.
7
 Batteries at Pointe aux Feuilles, Pointe du Diable, Ile 

de la Passe and Ile aux Aigrettes were all manned by No. 2 Coast Battery (Fig. 1). There was a 

Fire Control post on the summit of Pointe du Diable, and a lookout on the lighthouse on Ile Aux 

Fouquets.
8
 On Ile de la Passe and at Pointe du Diable there are some structures built two phases, 

the first of which was most probably, but not certainly, constructed in the first years of the war, 

before the Civil Labour Corps were established in 1942.
9
 The 6" guns were installed in May 

1942. A jetty, pumping station and pipes with mooring point, five Royal Navy fuel tanks and 

associated facilities were constructed at Bois des Amourettes. Defensive structures and lookouts 

were built on the old French Batterie de la Reine and on the slope of Lion Mountain behind. 

According to local information (see below) the tanks were never used for fuel. The Royal Navy 

Air Station, HMS Sambur, at Plaisance has mostly been built over but remains of a substantial 

camp still exist. Between Pointe Vacoas and Blue Bay, mostly to the southwest of what is now 

the Shangrani, formerly Le Chaland Hotel complex, is a very large number of building platforms 

some or all of which seems to have been the camp built to accommodate (some of) the 7000 men 

recruited for the Civil labour Corps in 1942. Later, perhaps from 1949, this camp was used as the 

training base for the Royal Pioneers Core where Mauritian and other volunteers were trained 

before being sent elsewhere to serve the British Empire.
10

 The Royal Pioneers were disbanded in 

1956 following the Suez Crisis. 

                                                 
5
 See "Conclusions and Recommendations" at the end of this report. 

6
 Hausse de Lalouvière 1998b, 64-65; Lenoir 2005, 21; Bhoonah 1012, 98. 

7
 For tactics, guns, searchlights, rangefinders and much more see Maurice Jones 1957. 

8
 Hausse de Lalouvière 1998b, 65. 

9
 Jackson 2001, 66-68. No records or accounts of 20

th
 century defences on the southeast coast of Mauritius before 

WW II have come to our notice, see e.g. Maurice-Jones 1957 in which only Port Louis is listed as having defences. 
10

 Most of the Mauritians were apparently posted to Egypt, Sudan, Libya and elsewhere in North Africa, with some 

sent to Palestine. 
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Figure 1. Overview of the survey area. 
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POINTE AUX FEUILLES  
 

 
 

Figure 2. Pointe aux Feuilles with a WW II buildings indicated. Gun pits and other structures, if 

they still exist, have yet to be located. Google Earth 
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 Pointe aux Feuilles was the northernmost of the four batteries guarding Grand Port bay. As 

can be seen in Figure 1 it is located directly opposite the North Entrance through the reef. It thus 

commands the channel which leads to the mouth of Grand River Southeast as well as the channel 

running to the south past Pointe du Diable to Grant Port (Fig. 3). According to Philippe la 

Hausse de Lalouvière there were "fuel reserves, searchlights, two 6" MkII CP and two 90mm 

3
0
FL guns".

11
 

 Six structures have been identified (Fig. 2). The two observation posts on the sea are of 

standard type. The northern one has partially collapsed into the sea (Fig. 4) but the southern one 

is intact (Fig. 5).
12

 In the fields behind are two adjacent concrete structures (Figs 6 to 8). One is a 

generator room with part of the machine bed visible, the other, built back into the slope, 

comprises a row of five rooms with a corridor at the rear. The corridor had doors at both ends, its 

rear wall is battered. The three rectangular central rooms each have a window which looks out 

onto the back wall of the generator room. The end rooms, which project forwards by a few feet, 

are windowless. This appears to have been magazine for ammunition. On the slopes above are 

two observation posts. They are probably of identical design but it was only possible to visit the 

northernmost one (Figs 9 to 11). This is rectanuglar with a lightweight sloping roof (not of 

concrete) and a long open front. Low concrete piers seem to have supported a viewing platform. 

Philippe la Hausse de Lalouvière mentions a semi-buried barracks which has not been located. 

More critically, we were no more successful than la Hausse in finding the gun pits. Work needs 

to be done in the field with the help of local landowners as well as a search of the archives. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Pointe aux Feuilles with Pointe du Diable behind seen from the 18th century Batterie 

de la Grande Rivière Sud-Est. GDS 2012 0923 

                                                 
11

 Hausse de Lalouvière 1998a, 29 with note 38. 
12

 These two observation posts are identical in design to the northernmost one at Pointe du Diable and the pair on Ile 

aux Aigrettes.  
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Figure 4. Two views of the northern observation post at Pointe aux Feuilles showing how the 

front has collapsed as a result of coastal erosion. GDS 2012 0968 and 0970 

 

 

    
 

Figure 5. Two views of the southern observation post at Pointe aux Feuilles showing basalt 

masonry, precast concrete blocks, and the iron mesh reinforcement and corrugated shuttering 

used to make the roof. GDS 2012 0968 and 0970 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Pointe aux Feuilles, the generator room at left with the magazine cut back into the 

slope behind. GDS 2012 0990  
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Figure 7. Generator room.   Figure 8. Magazine corridor. 

GDS 2012 0993    GDS 2012 1006 

 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Pointe aux Feuilles, the northern observation post on the slope with the summit behind. 

GDS 2012 1017
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Figure 10. Pointe aux Feuilles, the northern observation post with steps. GDS 2012 1016 

 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Interior of the northern observation post with doors at either end, low pitch of shed 

roof seen in far wall and pier to support raised viewing platform. GDS 2012 1013 
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POINTE DU DIABLE  
 

 Pointe du Diable protected the deep channel leading to the bay of Grand Port from the 

North or Danish entrance (Figs 1 and 3). There was a major battery, Batterie de Bourbon, from 

the 1750s. Installations were partially destroyed and the guns spiked by Willoughby between the 

Battle of Ile de la Passe and his defeat at the Battle of Grand Port in August 1810. Later British 

plans to revamp it seem not to have proceeded past the planning stage. A small metal sign 

affixed to the front of the generator hall by the modern road reads "Ruins of 1939-45 war 

buildings Protected by law as a National Monument". Pointe du Diable was declared a National 

Monument in 1998. Nevertheless, communication masts have been erected on the Fire Control 

Post on summit, a National Coast Guard radar mast and buildings over where French buildings 

were perhaps located, and the French battery poorly renovated by the Ministry of Environment, 

all without any regard for the heritage status and without National Heritage Fund consultation. 

 In WW II there were several components to the military installations. Some were at the 

foot of the bluff, some on the slopes and others on the summit (Figs 12 and 13). Vehicular 

approach to the summit was by way of a road along the ridge from the lowest point of the saddle, 

as can be seen on Figure 12. Zigzagging footpaths between the battery and the summit can be 

traced on Google Earth imagery. There are two phases to the defences at the base of the bluff 

that are easily distinguished by building materials and techniques. The earlier phase, traces of 

which can be seen in the four observation posts located on the edge of the shore facing the North 

Entrance and in the generator room located at a more protected location to the south, were of 

basalt with, in larger buildings, precast tie blocks incorporated into the walls. Basalt quoin stones 

have drafted edges while all stones are neatly squared. At Pointe du Diable the five buildings of 

this phase that it has been possible to identify were all modified with reinforced concrete. 

Exactly the same sequence can be seen in four structures on Ile de la Passe, namely the 

Observation Tower, the Central Building, the Searchlight Building and the Underground 

Generator Halls.
13

 It is thus clear that this first phase at Pointe du Diable and on Ile de la Passe 

formed part of one and the same scheme of defence. Similar distinctive building materials and 

techniques have not (so far) been identified elsewhere, e.g. on Ile aux Aigrettes. Negative 

evidence points towards the tentative conclusion that this first phase is to be dated to the early 

years of WW II, before the raising of the Civil Labour Corps in 1942. Other possibilities 

suggested by Philippe la Hausse de Lalouvière are 1895 or soon thereafter, in the wake of an 

electric system being installed at Fort George in Port Louis, or perhaps the Great War.
14

 

However, neither Maurice-Jones nor Jackson mention any such not insubstantial investment and 

planning.
15

 This problem of dating will be addressed again in the description of Ile de la Passe. 

 

                                                 
13

 Summers and Summers 2002. 
14

 Hausse de Lalouvière 1998a, 64. 
15

 Maurice-Jones 1957; Jackson 2001. 
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Figure 12. Pointe du Diable with WW II  road along ridge.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Pointe du Diable WW II features. 
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Figure 14. Pointe du Diable from the sea in 2006: Fire Control Post on the summit, the WW II 

battery showing white amongst the trees, the generator hall with four windows left of centre and 

the French Batterie de Bourbon on the shore. md06nc0111 

 

 

 
 

Figure 15. Pointe du Diable, three of the observation posts on the shore seen from the sea in 

2006, the fourth is behind the trees at left. md06nc0122
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Structures on the Sea Frontage 

 As can be seen in Figure 13, on the north side of the bluff end, either side of the modern 

road, perched on the edge of the low cliff are four buildings. All four belong to the earlier phase 

of construction just mentioned and seem to have been identical. In the secondary adaptation the 

northernmost of the group, perched immediately above the shore, was converted into an 

observation post of the same design as the pair at Pointe aux Feuilles and those on Ile aux 

Aigrettes. The other three were provided with new roofs, doors and windows. New cement floors 

with channels for electrical wires are found in each. 

 

 
 

Figure 16. Pointe du Diable with the four observation posts on the shore. The post at 

centre in the middle ground was altered to the standard design while the other three had 

doors and windows modified. GDS 2012 1025 

 

 

 
 

Figure 17. The four observation posts on the shore looking south. The post in the 

foreground was altered to the standard design. GDS 2012 1037 
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Figure 18. The standard observation post on the shore showing the two phases. Original 

corners were of basalt with drafted margins rather than the later precast concrete blocks. 

Here the light coloured corner stones next to the road have been painted by the highways 

authority. GDS 2012 1034 and 1036 

 

 

 Around the corner to the north, marked 'Revet' on Figure 13, is a masonry lined revetment 

cut back into the base of the hill which seems to be very similar to that in which the generator 

room was constructed (see below). Vegetation needs to be cleared in order to reach a proper 

understanding of this structure which seems to have been a significant component of the WW II 

installations. 

 

 
 

Figure 19. Front façade of the generator building at Pointe du Diable showing the two building 

phases. Note that the window at left is different. GDS 2012 1020 
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Figure 20. Interior of the generator building at Pointe du Diable looking through the window in 

the north wall. GDS 2012 1081 

 

 

 Electricity for the searchlights that swept the North Entrance and the channel was provided 

by three diesel powered generators installed in the larger, rectangular, building further to the 

south, on the west side of the present road (Figs 19-20). This generator room was constructed on 

a terrace cut back into the base of the slope behind. The terrace cut is lined with a battered basalt 

and mortar revetment wall similar to the one further north just described and to revetments at the 

battery described below. Examination of mortars might provide a clue to the sequence of 

construction, i.e. which phase the revetments should be ascribed to. The generator room itself, as 

noted above, also went through two phases of construction. In the second phase the basalt 

corners were removed and two vertical cuttings were made in the basalt walling for the insertion 

of reinforced concrete columns to support horizontal beams that carried a new reinforced 

concrete roof. Unlike buildings on Ile de la Passe there is no reinforced concrete ring beam. The 

single door in the south wall was revamped with reinforced concrete while windows and air 

vents were added or altered. 

 Continuing south to the corner of the bluff to just past the road to the battery, a little above 

the modern road, stands a small basalt building behind a building platform that is obscured by 

vegetation (Fig. 20). Basalt blocks with drafted edges rather than precast cement blocks were 

used at the corners, but the walling is of uncut stone. Thus the style is different to other WW II 

buildings along the shore, but very similar to some structures at the camp on the summit. It was 

not possible to inspect the interior because the building has been revamped and is now used by 

the National Coast Guard. 
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Figure 21. Basalt building at the south corner now used by the National Coast Guard. 

GDS 2012 1082 

 

 

The WW II Battery and Associated Buildings 

 The WW II battery is situated to the west of and a few metres above the modern 

road, separated from it by trees (Fig. 22). Weaponry comprised two 6" Mk VII BL guns. 

There are several associated buildings terraced into the hillside. Today these 

emplacements and related features are home to goats, chickens and geese, or used as 

stores and workshops. This entire complex appears to have been of one build. 

 Twin gun pits with semicircular fronts and aprons, all of concrete, retain their iron 

holdfasts (Figs 23-26). Pairs of ready-use ammunition lockers, now doorless, are located 

either side of each gun. Drainage channels, cable ducts and other features are preserved. 

The emplacements were constructed on a level terrace cut back into the hill slope and 

revetted with basalt walling that include precast concrete blocks used for corners.  

 Immediately south of the emplacements, dug into the slope behind, is a building 

now used as a workshop (Figs 26-27). It was not possible to enter, but it might well be 

that this was a crew shelter. Further south again, but facing west across the terraced area, 

is another building comprising several rooms (Figs 28-30). Now used for animals, it was 

again not possible to enter at the time of the visit, but both a generator room and a 

magazine for ammunition are possible functions. 
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Figure 22. Gun pits showing the elevated position with the old French battery on the sea front at 

left and the new National Coast Guard radar mast. GDS 2012 1047 

 

 

 
 

Figure 23. Gun pits at Pointe du Diable looking south. There are ready-use ammunition lockers 

either side of each pit and a revetment at the rear. GDS 2012 1043 
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Figure 24. The southern pit and revetment showing precast corner blocks. A corner of the roof of 

the Battery Observation Post is just visible at top centre. GDS 2012 1070 

 

 

 
 

Figure 25. The southern pit with sloping apron, ready-use ammunition lockers and the iron 

holdfast for the gun. GDS 2012 1067 
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Figure 26. The southern emplacement with semi-buried building now used as a workshop. 

GDS 2012 1072 

 

 

 
 

Figure 26. Semi-buried building at the battery now used as a workshop. 

GDS 2012 1075 
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Figure 28. Building just south of the battery now used for animals. GDS 2012 1057 

 

 

 
 

Figure 29. South side of building shown in Figure 28. GDS 2012 1058 
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Figure 30. South side of building shown in Figure 28. GDS 2012 1059 

 

 

 
 

Figure 31. Battery Observation Post midway up the slope from road to summit. GDS 2012 1054 

 


