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18 January 1929 marked the inauguration of the ‘Royal College School’ (RCS). The event changed the educational landscape of Mauritius for good. For quite some time, the diminutive ‘La School’ prevailed and became a household name. In the 1950s, however, ‘Royal College Port Louis’ (RCPL) took over and stamped itself on the public consciousness. We may still exclaim ‘What’s in a name?’ Yet, the name matters to most people in this country.  

It is a truism that RCPL has been the privileged witness of local history. Its long tradition of academic excellence also speaks for itself. No wonder, many have been occupying key positions in almost all the vital sectors of the country.  A few have even had a pivotal role in the challenging task of nation-building. 

However, can such a prestigious institution - almost always evoking respect, admiration and even awe among the general public - have only 80 years of existence?  Indeed, justice to its history can only be done by understanding events well before and after 18 January 1929. 

A couple of centuries back, the nation prided itself on only one Royal College situated in Port Louis: The Royal College of Mauritius.  Many historians, and quite rightly so, even see in the Royal College one of the oldest institutions of the Republic of Mauritius. In fact, the evolution of the Royal College overlaps a major part of that of the country.

Many see the roots of the Royal College - and by extension those of RCPL -  go so deep that details of its origins tend to be lost in the mists of the past – or rather the dusts of the archives. Fortunately, its chequered history is marked with the highs far outnumbering the lows.

The school badge, emblazoned with a crown and the motto ‘VITAE NON SCOLAE DISCENDUM’ (‘Learn for Life not for School’), means a lot to all RCPL Alumni. But, it definitely acquires a fresh significance when we have a full view of the school’s history.

History is normally fraught with controversies surrounding dates, people and places. The following chronicle is an unpretentious attempt to highlight some salient features of RCPL’s long but fascinating history. As such, it does not purport to provide the school’s complete history.

French Rule and the Genesis

It often runs unnoticed that the beginning of the Royal College can be traced as far back as the 18th century. To better understand the context, we just have to remember that the island was then controlled by the French. It was a colony run mainly by the white settlers deciding and the slaves sweating.   

However, the problem about the school lies in the lack of detailed records covering that period. Therefore, the exact beginning is not quite certain. The archives do point to the absence of educational facilities in the French colony at the close of the 18th century. To fill the void, Charles François Michelet founded the ‘Collège National’ in 1791. The ‘Jobert and Bellon School’ and an institution by one Moreau emerged in 1792 and 1794 respectively. Yet, they soon disappeared owing to shortage of funds. Repeated appeals to the Colonial Assembly enabled the emergence of some state-subsidised private schools. But, they knew the same fate as the previous schools. 

Henceforth, the archives provide some divergent versions as to the origin of the Royal College. It is difficult not to fall into a muddle here. In fact, one version sees the root in the Boyer College which opened in 1797. Another source points to the ‘Collège National Michelet’ as the starting point. 

But a more reliable explanation is found in Mr. R. Ramdoyal’s ‘The Development of Education in Mauritius’. It claims that the Colonial Assembly decided to open a new state school following the failure of the state-aided private schools. The confirmation of the decision came in May 1789. It was to bear the name ‘L’Ecole Centrale’. Its aim was to impart proper education to the children of the French settlers. 

The school was born from a totally new concept. With the French Revolution in 1789, it was thought that a nation had the duty to provide a public educational system for its citizens without any discrimination whatsoever. The idea was not applied as such in Mauritius. The slave-owners actually refused to take orders from the French Revolutionary Government to free their slaves and institute an egalitarian regime. But the new institution was, at a later stage in Mauritian history, bound to be democratised.   

Some dabbling in history find it easier to choose 1799 as the starting point of the Royal College. On 23 September 1800 though, the ruling French government inaugurated ‘L’Ecole Centrale’ in a building known as ‘Vaux Hall’ at a place called ‘Champ de Lort’ in Port Louis. It is where Jeetoo Hospital stands today. It could accommodate only 300 students. The curriculum included Reading and Writing, Grammar, Mathematics, Geography, Latin, Mythology, Music, Arts and Dance. Chemistry and Physics were also studied. Experiments in science were even practised by the pupils. The latter wore the college uniform (blue with a white collar), and the teachers wore the same uniform, including the Head of School.  

The Royal College Port Louis – The Direct Descendant of the ‘Lycée Colonial’

The school was then placed under the control of General Charles Isidore Decaën in 1803. He transformed ‘L’Ecole Centrale’ into a ‘Lycée’ that would be managed by a ‘Proviseur’. The main aim was to provide military education to the children of the white population. The staff was composed of eleven fully residential and salaried masters. In those days, and for many years thereafter, ‘L’Ecole Centrale’, later ‘Lycée Colonial’, was a boarding school. The pupils lived at the school and slept in dormitories. A number of pupils, however, were external students who went home every day. There were 192 pupils in attendance at that time - an interesting figure given that the island had a population of just over 70,000 inhabitants, of whom only 7,000 were white.

The ‘Lycée’, unlike its predecessors, provided both primary and secondary education. The pupils were taken from the age of 7 up to 14. The following subjects were taught: Reading, Writing, French Grammar and Language, English Language, Rhetoric, Latin, Mathematics, Geography and Drawing. Pupils were moreover taught military skills appropriate to their age. The number of government scholars was fixed at eighteen of whom six were to be boarders.

The following years saw a steady increase in the number of students, compelling the authorities to plan for a new building. On 7 December 1806, the foundation stone was laid on the same site in the name of Napoleon, the French Emperor. The building was inaugurated on 15 March 1808 as the ‘Lycée des Iles de France et de Bourbon’. Mauritius and Reunion, then called Isle de France and Bourbon respectively, were both administered from Port Louis under General Decaën, the Governor appointed by Napoleon.  But it was later called ‘Lycée Colonial’ by Decaën, who decreed that no other school was to bear the name ‘Lycée’. Like Labourdonais, Decaën believed that Mauritius could make an excellent naval and commercial base. He ensured that the school was equipped with swimming pool and a riding ground. It was to provide military training to sailors and soldiers. Apart from the previous main subjects, Arabic and Persian were introduced. 

However, Napoleon re-introduced the Colour Bar, a system of official discrimination against the free coloured population. Those children had to seek education in small private schools which did not enjoy the same privileges as the ‘Lycée Colonial’. On the other hand, there was also a small group of Government scholars known as ‘Collets Rouges’. They were wearing a red collar to distinguish them from others as they were taken as examples by their less gifted peers.    

The ‘Royal College of Mauritius’ in Port Louis

During the war opposing the British and the French in 1810, the school was closed and converted into a hospital. The triumphant British allowed themselves to reopen the school by the name ‘Collège Colonial’ on 30 April 1811. The new British administrators recognised the importance of the school and allowed it to function as a French Lycée for some years.  

On 27 January 1815, Sir Robert Farquhar announced that the Government would continue the establishment of the ‘Collège Colonial’. He proclaimed that the Prince Regent George (1762-1830), Prince of Wales, had been graciously pleased to take it under his protection and, on 14 October 1817, authorise its being styled ‘The Royal College’. The strategic position of the island particularly appealed to him.  He acted as Regent from 1810 to 1820 during the incapacity of King George III, his father. He later became King George IV. It was the first British royal touch bestowed on the school. The name ‘Royal College’ was finally and definitely fixed in 1839.It was then that the military character of the system shifted to one based on the classics.  

Importantly, the school demarcated itself from all other institutions found in the other British colonies. It became the inevitable alma mater of all the boys liable to emerge as leading men in the colony.  The growing reputation of the school eventually made it a glittering magnet.  Students from Bourbon Island (now Réunion Island), the Seychelles (which was then administered from Mauritius), India and even Batavia (now Djakarta) were admitted. Even African Princes could not resist the temptation. The quality of teaching actually constituted the main lure. 
1818 saw one Alfred Bigot going down into the annals as the first laureate, following the implementation of a scholarship system a couple of years before. A cyclone in 1819 damaged the school, but another one in 1824 partially destroyed the building. At that time, each prize-giving ceremony was a national event. The Governor’s speeches made history not only regarding education but also the administration and politics of the country. 

In 1832, three years before the official abolition of slavery, the gate of the school was thrown open to the coloured children. That was due to the struggle of coloured leaders like Rémi Ollier. The change incurred the fury of the Franco-Mauritian population .They did not wait long to withdraw their children from the school. Yet, they had to review their decision as the government decided to send the laureates to England for further studies. After 1835, a new massive wave of Indian Immigrants poured in as the freed slaves left the plantation work camps to make a living of their own elsewhere.

Under the British rule, the French culture and language continued to take deep roots. Most intellectuals preferred French. And even though both English and French were used in teaching, French was privileged. This was, however, implicit in the capitulation treaty - the French language and culture would not be eradicated by British administrators.

English as the Medium of Instruction

It was only in 1839 that we had the first English Rector. So far, all teachers at the ‘Royal College’ were exclusively ‘French’ and inculcated anti-British feelings into their students. The Rector, Mr. Deas, reorganised the school in 1841. The educational system, which was still in French, was overhauled into a British model. The change did not fail to create a furore in the local press. Deploring the decline of the school, the press ascribed it to the use of English as medium of instruction. The reform was however completed in 1843, with English firmly establishing itself as the main language in teaching.

Before 1865, all the college examinations were conducted locally, and often under unsatisfactory conditions. It was Mr. Charles Bruce, appointed Rector in 1868, who arranged to have the Royal College affiliated with the Cambridge University Syndicate. 

The second time a special consideration was given to the school by the royal family was in 1868. On 17 November, Queen Victoria offered … two books for the school library. They were entitled ‘The Early Years of H.R.H. the Prince Consort’ and ‘Leaves from the Journal of our Life in the Highlands.’ 

Prize Day at the Royal College remained a popular event. It was attended by parents, Judges of the Supreme Court, Members of the Council and other notable personalities, most of whom being ‘Old Boys’. The distribution was presided over by the Governor.  

When Mr. Messervy became Rector in 1880, he bolstered the teaching staff. He obtained the appointment of several English graduates from Oxford and Cambridge. In those days, practically all the Mauritian professors and masters were dressed in black broadcloth from head to foot – the only ‘wear’ regarded as correct then. 

Yet, in the course of 1892, the school received one of its massive blows; it was razed to the ground by a cyclone. It was transferred to the Line Barracks, with a third of Port Louis destroyed. Classes were held in the military barracks.  Transferring the Royal College to cooler and more sanitary surroundings was simply out of the question. To the suggestion of a change of location, partisans of the status quo used to retort:

“I stood it when I was a boy, so my son ought to stand it too.”

On 7 December of the same year, His Excellency Hubert Edward Henry Jernigham laid the foundation stone of the new building in the name of Queen Victoria. In his address, punctuated with thunderous applause, he declared that he had symbolically buried coins bearing the effigies of both Napoleon I of France – preserved from the 1806 ceremony – and Queen Victoria of England. He added:

“The names of these two sovereigns will remind youngsters of the benefits of education, the souvenir of France and England joining hands for the welfare and happiness of this country’s children.”   

The Honourable G.Guibert, President of the Council of Education, paid further tribute to the historical significance of the Royal College:

“The Royal College has struck its deep roots in the Mauritian soil. It links our past and present in a living continuum. Last and precious legacy of our motherland, it exudes the mysterious charm of institutions hallowed by our ancestors and which, across the years, come to us, with trailing memories of our past history.”

But fate decided to deal the severest of blows to the project as plague broke out in the capital. As Mr. T.W. Eyre poignantly remarked:

“Its (The School’s) fortunes depended on those of the plague-stricken rats which elected to die within the precincts of the old Civil Hospital, and with the pestiferous rodents died the Royal College of Port Louis, so clearly linked with the historic past of the capital.” 

The disease decimated almost a quarter of the population of Port Louis. For the second time in its history, the school was converted into a hospital to attend to the sick. The new building became the Civil Hospital in 1899.  

The ‘Royal College of Mauritius’ in Curepipe

As a result, on 1 May 1899, the Legislative Council decided to hurriedly transfer the school to Curepipe. All the classes shifted to Curepipe in June the same year. Its location was in the very centre of the town, at ‘Mare aux Joncs’. Some students were accommodated in the old Salaffa building. It was a makeshift arrangement and the reputation of the school unavoidably ebbed away. Meanwhile, a lunch was offered at the Government House on 27 September 1900 to all Royal College Alumni to celebrate the centenary of the institution.  

 T.W.Eyre explained the situation in ‘The Royal College Calendar’ in 1922:

“…masters and boys were banished in 1899 to the utterly inadequate accommodation of the Royal College School at Curepipe, eked out by a derelict hotel on the other side of the street….Followed an uneventful period in the College annals lasting from 1899 to 1914….Indeed, at this period, every circumstance combined to lower the prestige of the School; and the fact that the annual distribution of prizes during these dreary years took place in Port Louis in all sorts of odd places – the theatre, the grounds of Government House, the premises of the ‘Union Catholique’ – did not tend to raise it.” 

Fortunately, Sir John Chancellor arrived and made things happen as from 1911. He at once settled the long-debated question of the new site by deciding to have the Royal College permanently on the ground occupied by the Curepipe School. On 1 October 1912, the foundation stone of the present Royal College Curepipe was laid. Strangely enough for such a historic event, there was hardly any ceremony. That did not prevent an imposing building in stone from rising. The plans came from a certain Mr. Paul Le Juge de Segrais. Thanks to Sir J. Chancellor’s zeal, pupils and masters started the first term of 1914 in the new building. Although he may be considered the second founder of the school, many would regret his decision to build a police station and a Court House on a strip of land snatched from the school playing field. But, in 1921, the erection of the ‘Unknown Soldier’ statue definitely enhanced the front view of the school.  Circumstances seemed to have conspired to enable Curepipe to boast the Royal College of Mauritius…all at the expense of the capital. Port Louis’s loss proved to be Curepipe’s gain, but not for long….

However, it is worth pointing out that, according to some records, the Royal College of Mauritius, based in Port Louis, had a branch opened in Curepipe as early as 1 September 1871. It was housed in the Hotel Salaffa, close to the present building. It took two decades for its population to rise from 58 to 147 despite competition from the Christian Brethren, who started the St Joseph College in Curepipe in 1877. In the same year, some special buildings were put up by the government on a section of the ‘Mare aux Joncs’ area. It was destined to give way to the Royal College of Mauritius in Curepipe. It may be the reason why Pierre de Sornay, in ‘Isle de France – Ile Maurice’, referred to 1877 - and not 1871 - regarding the setting up of such a branch: 
“In 1877, a branch of the Royal College was established in Curepipe, under the Rectorship of Mr. Charles Bruce. Such school gradually earned an important reputation under the name ‘College School’. Messrs. H.Barlow and R. Mc Kie became the first two directors of the school. The institution eventually prospered under Mr. Abel Standley’s administration.”
But, as nature abhors a vacuum, the initial Royal College would rise Phoenix-like from its nearby ruins. Feeling bereft of quality secondary education in their region, people in and around Port Louis started to become increasingly vociferous in their demand. Besides, many could hardly bear the distance their children had to cover with the ‘Royal College of Mauritius’ in Curepipe as commuters then used carts and trains. Some even demanded the closure of the school in Curepipe. As expected, the authorities were pressurised, especially through petitions, into resurrecting the Royal College in Port Louis. Sir William Newton, Sir Edgar Laurent, Messrs Raoul Rivet, Dawjee Atchia and Morgan Phillips, then Rector at Royal College in Curepipe, added to the chorus. After protracted discussions between the Government and elected members of the Legislative Council, the question was finally settled. The building of the Anglo-Ceylon Company was bought by the Government. Hence, construction of the school started at Edith Cavell Street. The building is now occupied by the Ministry of Education. 

The Second Coming    

The opening ceremony took place on 18 January 1929. The new institution was named ‘Royal College School’, before lapsing mostly into ‘La School’. At that time, it was considered a mere extension of the Royal College in Curepipe. It was simply one of those strange twists of fate. Indeed, from 1871 to 1899, the roles were reversed. As there was no Rector in the capital, all those involved with the running of the institution had to take orders from the Rector of the Royal College in Curepipe. All official correspondence even had to go through Curepipe before coming to Port Louis.  

“Mr. J. Castelain, a Master of the Royal College staff, was appointed Headmaster. The staff comprised one Master, Mr. A. Glover, some Assistant Masters from the Royal College and some recruits…. the staff of the Royal College and the Royal College School were appointed Masters and Assistant Masters until 1952 when, under the directorship of Mr. C. Opper, the title of ‘Education Officer’ was adopted for all the teachers appointed in the State Secondary School; and the title of ‘Rector’ was given to the Head of the Royal Collage School in 1952, under the rectorship of Mr. L.Pouzet.”

Later, especially from 1956 onwards, just to differentiate clearly between the two institutions, the one in Curepipe became ‘Royal College Curepipe’ and that of the capital ‘Royal College Port Louis’. At the very outset, ‘La School’ catered for up to the School Certificate only as HSC students qualified for the English Scholarship had to migrate to Curepipe to compete.  It was regarded as unfair, especially when considering the laureates. It was only in 1951 that the first HSC classes were held in Port Louis. 

Mr. Bacon, an eccentric man and humorist, was at the helm of ‘La School’ as from 1942. Yet, he brought some salutary changes to the system as he thought of education as a basis for citizenship. Here, Mr. A. Glover deserved some special mention for putting the school on a sound footing. He acted both as Acting Headmaster (1938-1942) and Headmaster (1948-1949). Apart from introducing the morning assembly and a prayer in 1947, it was he who pressed for the creation of Form VI classes in the capital. It was also under him that the first School Magazine was published with its present motto: ‘VITAE NON SCHOLAE DISCENDUM’ (‘Learn for Life and not for School’). 

Subsequently, the number of students rarely failed to increase. In 1950, under Mr. Lucien Pouzet’s rectorship, the school branched out to the Falckh building (the building found just across Desroches Street, opposite the old Library Room of the Edith Cavell School).  In the same year, the tradition of having a Head Boy was reinstated along with the Class Captain system. The Prefect system had existed much before. It was simply abandoned as white boys would not obey the orders coming from a coloured Prefect.  And, in 1952, the Lower Forms – I to III – were then transferred to a section of the Trinity College, Cathedral Square. Instead of about 150 pupils, the school admitted 500. 

That a new site had to be chosen for the school was more than obvious. Mr. Pouzet convinced the Government to choose a new location. He understood that separating pupils belonging to the same institution could only do harm. Therefore, he strongly recommended the setting up of a large, modern building that would accommodate the whole Royal College. The choice fell on Cassis. The place had a good reputation in history, especially with the foreigners’ fondness for the ‘Robert Edward Hart Garden’. That it was a spacious plot of crown land situated near the city-centre and port was certainly a determining factor. Professor Thornton White was tasked with drawing the master plan.  

A staunch believer in the social function of the school, Mr. L. Pouzet initiated the ‘activities’ and even ran a School Camp at Cannonnier’s Point in 1952.  In 1953, the school opened a new and important chapter in its history thanks to its first laureate. Thus, Georges Lam Shan Leen became the first to write his name in an indelible manner on the school’s Wall of Fame. 

Princess Margaret  

On Saturday 29 September 1956, Princess Margaret laid the foundation stone of the school on a plot of land of 24,550 m2. It was an occasion of pomp. The Rector, Mr. Lucien Pouzet, and his staff welcomed the Princess to a big function to mark the event. The crowd of onlookers all along the railway strained to get a glimpse of the royal figure and the ceremony. 

Dr. Seewoosagur Ramgoolam, then acting as Liaison Officer for Public Instruction, Governor Scott and the French press, coming to cover the Princess’s visit in the country, were present.  ‘God Save the Queen’ boomed in honour of Queen Elizabeth’s sister. A member of the Royal family thus added a new resonance to the “Royal College Port Louis”. 

As from 1958, as construction was not completed, only students of the lower forms enjoyed the privilege of being part of the new institution. Their seniors were still at Edith Cavell. Given that the Science Block was not yet operational, a special bus had to travel to and fro to enable students to follow their science classes. It was only in 1962 that all the RCPL students found themselves on the same school compound.

Royal College Port Louis in the 1970s and 1980s

In 1973, RCPL had the honour of being chosen to host the OCAMM Summit (‘Organisation Commune Africaine, Malgache et Mauricienne’).  Students were temporarily shifted to the Cassis Government School (now Medco). The school thus benefited from some marked uplift. The Conference took place at the Port Louis Municipal Theatre while the working sessions were held at the school.  One notable change was the construction of the canteen area as it is known today. Carpet was also laid down in the Hall and the rooms which were to receive the OCAMM delegates. A reminder of the Conference is the air-conditioning in the Rector’s office. 

May 1975 remains a landmark in the history of Mauritius. Discontent was brewing as young people demanded better opportunities, especially in education. Pressure groups within some schools emerged, and RCPL was one of them. The whole movement culminated in the historic student strike. The Student Council became a reality in most state secondary institutions almost immediately. A year later, free education was granted. 

However, on the whole, the school’s reputation was steadily bettered with its usual quota of laureates. The only exception ever was in 1981 when - by sheer coincidence - the educational sector was rocked by the leakage of Cambridge examination papers. The following year, RCPL made amends by swooping on almost all the state scholarships at stake. The celebrations in the streets went wild but were welcome by people in the capital. There was a healthy atmosphere about those manifestations of joy. 

The much-talked-about swimming-pool became a reality under Mr. Marcel Domaingue’s administration in 1977. It had to be reclaimed decades later owing to the high maintenance costs. In 1979, RCPL celebrated its 50th Anniversary with the pomp befitting the occasion. The then Prime Minister, Sir S. Ramgoolam, and other dignitaries of the country made it a point to be present. Later, two memorable fancy-fairs in 1984 and 1985 allowed the school to raise some much-needed funds. The proceeds enabled the Rector, Mr. Rex Fanchette, to have a wall erected on the perimeter of the school. It was the end of the presence of … goats, stray dogs and vandals within the school precincts. The covering of the stairs with corrugated iron sheets was also undertaken then. At that time, the ‘Omnisport’ was a much-anticipated annual event. Boys and girls of other schools were invited to participate in various disciplines. The spirit of fair-play prevailed. It was also the trend then for scores of students to come to school on their motorbikes. In retrospect, some still view that period as the ‘Golden Days’ of RCPL. The students were extremely disciplined and respectful. Puffing away on cigarettes was hardly a habit among the students. And drowning one’s angst-filled adolescence in alcohol was beyond imagination.  

The New Millennium

In December 1999, in the context of its 70th anniversary, RCPL was honoured with ‘The Medal of the City of Port Louis’. A grand ceremony took place at the Municipality to mark the occasion. Later, in 2001, the school had the visit of the Manchester United Academy team. But a marked change then was the introduction of major educational reforms. It signalled the end of the ranking system at the end of primary schooling. The premise was that selection could not be implemented at such an early age. The decision went well with most pedagogues.   But, the general public was still divided on the issue. In 2002, all elite secondary institutions welcomed their last batch of students coming from the ranking system. The major ‘star schools’ were to become mere Form VI schools as from 2003. It was the first year RCPL and other ‘star schools’ had no Form I classes. 

Yet, in 2005, there was a new wind of change. The result was that Form I classes were reintroduced in all secondary institutions two years later. The students are selected through a disguised form of ranking. The legendary lower forms of North, South and East were replaced by Jupiter, Mercury, Neptune and Uranus. The ‘Student Journal’ came back, coupled with the everyday morning assembly….  

In the year of its 80th anniversary, the Royal College Port Louis seems to be at a crossroads. Turning over the next page of its history offers two possibilities: the continuation of the same chapter or the beginning of a new one…. 
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