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H I S T O R Y e s c a p a d eH I S T O R Y

or the first century of 
Seychelles’ human history, 
the nation was dependent 

for contact with the outside world 
upon irregular calls by sailing 
ships. However, as early as the 
1770s, when L’Establissement (now 
Victoria, the capital of Seychelles) 
was struggling to consolidate 
the first permanent settlement 
in Seychelles, experiments had 
already begun in Europe to apply 
steam power to boats. The earliest 
steamship journeys would include 
routes to India, the Far East and 
East Africa. 

In 1819, the SS Savannah made the 
first steam-powered transatlantic 
crossing to Liverpool, though most 
of the journey was done under 
sail. But steam engines gradually 
replaced sails for commercial 

shipping through the 19th century 
up to the second half of the 
20th century, when they were 
eventually superseded by diesel-
driven engines.

Steamships opened up new 
possibilities for trade routes. 
The islands of the western 
Indian Ocean were of peripheral 
commercial importance because 
of their small size, but in the days 
before the opening of the Suez 
Canal, they were handy ports of 
call on the long sea route to India 
via the Cape. 

The commencement of regular 
services to Seychelles in the mid-
19th century had an effect not 
unlike the impact of the opening of 
the international airport 100 years 
later. Suddenly, islanders were not 
isolated from the rest of the world. 

Perhaps most ordinary Seychellois 
might never have the chance to 
travel overseas, but there was now 
a visible link for people, goods and 
mail to flow between the islands 
and the world at large. Even today, 
the arrival of a large cruiseship 
at Port Victoria has a noticeable 
impact upon Victoria, with visitors 
mingling with locals, buying 
curios at stalls and admiring the 
natural beauty of the islands; the 
impression it must have made 
in the 19th century on a nation 
that had so little contact with the 
outside world is hard to imagine.

In 1835, the French Government 
created a state owned steamship 
service between Marseille and 
the Levant. This later evolved 
to become Compagnie des 
Messageries Maritimes, usually 

abbreviated as MM. In September 
1864, the Emirne became the first 
MM vessel to call at Seychelles, 
arriving from Mauritius and 
Réunion. MM operated a monthly 
contract service from November 
1866. The period of 1871 to 1914 
was the golden age of MM. It 
was a time of French colonial 
expansion and of interventionism 
in the Middle East and Far East. By 
1875, the MM fleet incorporated 
175,000 tonnes of shipping and a 
large number of chartered vessels; 
it was the largest steam shipping 
company in the world. 

In 1882, MM opened a new, fast 
route from Marseille to Australia. 
Ships called at Seychelles on both 
outbound and inbound voyages. 
In addition, the MM service from 
Aden to Seychelles, Mauritius and 

Réunion opened up more links for 
Seychelles, with calls at several 
Madagascar ports included from 
1888. The service also provided 
the fastest means of exporting 
vanilla to Europe, while those 
with sufficient means could travel 
to Paris or London in style.

Sadly, it lasted only to 1895. 
In his Annual Report for 1895, 
Seychelles Administrator 
Cockburn-Stewart lamented 
that “December of last year 
marked an epoch in the history of 
Seychelles, as in that month the 
last steamer of the Messageries 
Maritimes Company called here. 
The steamers of this company 
have touched here both coming 
from and going to Europe for the 
last 35 years, and we have been 
accustomed to have regular and 

punctual communication with 
Europe, Australia and Mauritius. 
They have now unfortunately 
abandoned us altogether, and we 
are now entirely dependent on the 
British India Co.’s steamer, whose 
boats call here on the way from 
Bombay to Zanzibar and back for 
our mail and goods”.

In 1901, arrangements were made 
with MM to resume calls, the 
company receiving an inducement 
of 2,000 francs per call, plus 
exemption from port dues and 
local taxes. However, the First 
World War brought further 
disruption. In his 1917 report, 
Governor O’Brien lamented “…. 
we are now cut off from direct 
communication by sea with Europe 
and are entirely dependent upon 
calls of the British India Line of 

steamers on their voyage between 
Bombay and the East Coast and 
these calls are very irregular”.

Fortunately for Seychelles, the 
colony was served well by calls of 
British India Steam Navigation, one 
of the greatest ship owners of all 
time. The very name evokes images 
of Britain’s imperial past, a time 
when Britannia ruled the waves 
and the British Raj governed the 
jewel in the crown of the largest 
empire the world had ever seen. 
The company played a vital role 
in connecting the far-flung British 
colonies of Asia, East Africa and the 
Indian Ocean, including Seychelles 
to the mother country for almost 
a century.

British India Steam Navigation 
Company (or BI) was registered 
in 1856 in Glasgow. By 1895, 
BI steamers were transporting 
men and materials from Britain 
and India to East Africa. When 
MM withdrew their service to 
Seychelles, and the country 
became entirely dependent upon 
BI, the Administrator of Seychelles, 
Sweet-Escott, reported that trade 
actually expanded, because the 
natural direction of Seychelles 
trade was with England, India, 
Mauritius and East Africa, whereas 
MM had served only the Mauritius 
trade. Even trade with France 
expanded, exports rising from 
SR60,000 in 1896 to SR472,000 
in 1899.

After MM pulled out of Seychelles 
a second time, BI continued to 
serve the islands with a remarkable 
frequency for more than half a 
century. There were visits every 
four weeks on the Bombay to 
Mombasa run, and every eight 
weeks on the return journey. Upon 
a steamer dropping anchor, mail 
was despatched to private letter 
boxes in less than two hours, and 

to the public at the Post Office 
counter within three hours.

Some of the company’s passenger 
ships calling at Seychelles 
included the Amra, built in 1938; 
she sailed between Karachi and 
Mombasa. Captain Tompkins, who 
served on the vessel, recalled her 
as a magnificent old ship. “She 
had a very spacious bridge and 
what seemed to be miles of open, 
teak deck space. We carried lots 
of Indian business people to East 
Africa on the Amra and Indian 
workers, often with their families, 
in deck class”. Indeed, due to the 
many Indian expatriates carried 
on the ships, BI officers were 
expected to learn Hindi.

Later came Karanja and Kampala, 
almost identical sister ships. 
Neville Gordon served aboard 
both vessels and recalled, “We 
also carried lots of tourists to and 
from the Seychelles from both 
East Africa as well as Bombay. 
Until the 1960s, BI ships were the 
only means of transport to and 
from Seychelles”.

BI was one of the largest ship-
owners of all time, owning more 
than 500 ships and managing 150 
or more others. At its pinnacle 
in 1922, BI ran the largest single 
merchant fleet in the world, with 
158 vessels of nearly one million 
gross tons, operating mainly 
between Britain, India, Australia, 
East Africa and South Africa. In 
the last decade of operations, the 
company carried thousands of 
school children on educational 
cruises, a tradition that had begun 
in 1932.

However, times were changing. 
Following the second World War, 
colonies became independent 
nations and air transport offered 
speedier travel. Many ships had 
been lost during the war. Marine 
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The golden age of steam
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of Gandhi, but she was by then a 
relic of a bygone age. On 15 May 
1982, 120 years after BI had begun 
the Persian Gulf to India service, 
she arrived in Bombay for the last 
time and was broken up in Pakistan 
the following month. 

The Uganda was the last 
operational ship of BI. It served 
as an educational ship for schools 
until it was chartered by the British 
Ministry of Defence in 1982 as a 
hospital ship during the Falklands 
War. Returning to commercial 
services, she ran between 
Ascension and Port Stanley from 
1983 and was withdrawn from 
service in 1985. In 1986, Uganda 
sailed from Falmouth bound for 
breakers in Taiwan, but nearing its 
destination, the vessel was caught 
in Typhoon Wayne and washed 
ashore, her back broken, a poignant 
and sad end to a romantic era. 

 
This is an edited extract of 
Skerrett, A. (2019). Chapter 
Eight: Steamships; in 
Seychelles, Ships and the Sea, 
published by Camerapix.

e s c a p a d eH I S T O R Y e s c a p a d ec e l e b r a t i o n

diesel engines had emerged as an 
economical and viable alternative to 
steam power. They were far easier to 
control, required far less supervision 
and maintenance than steam 
engines, and as they did not need 
boilers or a water supply, they were 
more space efficient.

Kampala was scrapped in 1971, and 
the following year Karanja made its 
final call at Mahé on 22 September, 
just 14 months after the first 
commercial jet landed at Seychelles 
International Airport. Karanja 
completed its last Bombay to East 
Africa service in 1976, before being 
sold to the Shipping Corporation of 
India. Renamed Nancowry, she was 
used as a ferry between Madras and 
Port Blair, Andamans. Likewise, the 
independence of French colonies and 
the rise in air travel caused similar 
financial difficulties for MM. The 
whole passenger fleet was disposed 
of between 1969 and 1972.

Dwarke, constructed in 1947, was the 
last BI liner service, operating from 
Bombay and Karachi to the Persian 
Gulf. In 1979, Dwarke starred in 
Richard Attenborough’s production 
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Plush. Spacious. Relaxing.
Enjoy the comfort of Salon Vallée De Mai, the Air Seychelles Premium 
Lounge designed for our Business Class and frequent flyer guests*.

To find out more, visit airseychelles.com

Terms & Conditions apply. Economy Class guests can access the lounge at our published 
rate of USD40.  *Please confirm your eligibility with your frequent flyer program.
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