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Abstract 

The Indian indentured experience has received increasing attention from 
Caribbean scholars. One area warranting greater examination is the ex-
perience of children who accompanied their parents on the journey from 
India or who constituted the first generation born in the diaspora. Ap-
proximately twenty percent of Indian immigrants who disembarked in 
Saint Lucia were between the ages of zero and fifteen. This paper pro-
vides a preliminary analysis of children’s lives by exploring the definition 
of the Indian child within the Indian community, the Immigration Ordi-
nance, and other relevant legislation. It focuses on their experiences on 
sugar estates, with particular attention to their economic value to both 
the Indian household and the sugar estate, the provisions made for their 
health and education, and the colonial authorities’ interest in targeting 
Indian children as part of efforts to establish a settled labour force. 
Key Words: Children, Saint Lucia, Indians, Indentured labour, Migration 

70   Indenture Papers, Vol. 5, 2025 

 
Introduction 
 

…in the Indian tradition it is the child which is considered near to 
a perfect, ‘divine’ state…’ (Kakar, 1979: 451) 

 
 Saint Lucia is a small island state, of 248 square miles located in the 
Eastern Caribbean. Sugar cane cultivation was pursued in earnest only in the 
first half of the nineteenth century when the British and French finally ended 
their century old contestation over the island by the Treaty of Paris of 1804. 
Prior to that, the two colonial powers valued the island as a military post, be-
cause of its strategic location and deep harbours. The onset of peace encour-
aged economic growth, and land cultivated in cocoa, and especially sugar cane 
expanded.  

Indian indentured labour system was initiated at the termination of chat-
tel slavery. The migrant labour system distributed over one million Indians 
across the world as contracted workers over a period of approximately eighty 
years. Sugar estate growers in the Caribbean were the recipients of about half 
of these labourers: 239,149, the majority, going to British Guiana; 143,939 to 
Trinidad; and the rest to other British, French and Dutch colonies. In general 
Indians were contracted for a period of five years, at the end of which they 
were eligible to return to India. Some decided to remain in the Caribbean colo-
nies for an additional five years, which was known as industrial service. This 
residence qualified Indians for a gratuity of a free return passage to India or if 
commuted, land grants or bounties. In Saint Lucia, Indian immigrants were 
contracted for a period of five years to work on sugar estates, but were required 
to remain in the colony for an additional five years, at the end of which they 
were eligible to claim the free return passage to India, or claim ten acres of 
land or £10.  

Saint Lucia, a minor sugar colony with a floundering economy funded 
fourteen voyages from India, which accounted for less than one percent of the 
Indian immigrant population in the Caribbean. In most of the larger colonies, 
ships from India arrived annually until the system was abolished in 1917. Saint 
Lucia participated in the labour scheme intermittently over a forty-year period. 
There was even a lull of sixteen years between shipments of Indian immigrants 
that resulted in two distinct phases of the labour scheme, 1859 to 1872, and 
1878 to 1903.1 The constrained finances of the local sugar industry could not 
sustain, nor absorb large and continuous intakes of Indian immigrants. 
 This paper focusses on the small subsection of the 4,427 Indian immi-

 
1 In the first phase the last ship arrived in 1862 and it was not until sixteen years later anoth-
er ship with Indian migrants would dock at Castries.  
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grant population which was distributed to Saint Lucia. This includes minors 
who were ten to fourteen years old, and children/infants between the ages of 
zero and nine years. They comprised only about fifteen percent of the Indian 
immigrant group, but also included those born in Saint Lucia. Notwithstanding 
their small number, estate owners and colonial officials belatedly placed signif-
icant value on their potential productivity and pursued policies targeting them 
to develop permanent Indian communities in the island.  

The historiography of the Indian indentured labour system has almost 
exclusively been retold through the lens of adults for the obvious reasons, that 
the writers of history have been adults, and the records they depend on to for-
mulate their accounts have been produced by and are about adults. Most of the 
existing records were produced by state officials who were concerned with 
covering matters in the public domain, which, especially for much of the nine-
teenth century often overlooked children. Moreover, the indentured labour pro-
gramme was pitched to attract able-bodied men and women, who formed the 
majority of the participants. Children were merely accompanying parents, alt-
hough, there were arrangements to accommodate minors within the pro-
gramme. In light of this, the historian is charged with re-examining and re-
utilising the adult-dominated records in order to draw out the stories of inden-
tured children. 
 Sumita Mukherjee acknowledges the challenges of writing Indian chil-
dren into the historiography. She notes:  

Locating the child’s perspective in the histories of global Indian 
overseas migration during the time of the British Empire is not easy. 
Children were in a minority in these journeys and there are limited 
sources written from the perspective of the young from this period 
(2021: 11). 

 
Most of the official sources generated specifically to address and regulate 

the system of indentured labour — annual reports, legislative debates, corre-
spondence between government offices and between governments — focus 
very little on children, and even less so from the perspective of children. While 
adult Indian voices are more accessible in these official accounts, because of 
how detailed and voluminous the records are, they too are often filtered 
through the perspectives of non-Indian officials who were the recorders and 
compilers of colonial data. Other official records that were not created by the 
office of the protector of immigrants, but which regularly captured information 
on Indian children or the wider population of children are useful in presenting 
added insight in the experience of Indian children. Among such records are 
those produced about charitable organisations, hospitals and dispensaries, 
schools, as well as legislation and decennial census reports. 

72   Indenture Papers, Vol. 5, 2025 

 
 Unofficial sources such as newspapers, personal correspondence, and es-
tate records, present similar biases and challenges as the official sources, and 
rarely include unfiltered Indian voices. When these records are combined with 
official sources, they are valuable in piecing together accounts of children mi-
grants in the era of indentured labour. Oral sources and traditions have the po-
tential of offering the closest perspectives of the child, but for colonies such as 
Saint Lucia, where the indentured labour scheme was terminated before 1917, 
access is limited.  
 Indian children migrants were legal minorities, and required representa-
tion by parents and guardians; when coupled with their status as a numerical 
minority, they were rendered relatively powerless. Their silence in the contem-
porary records, and consequently the historiography, is partly a result of that 
status. Thus, the literature on these children who migrated and were born in the 
Caribbean diaspora is limited. Even in regards to children in the era of African 
chattel slavery, secondary sources are insubstantial. There are a handful of arti-
cles that focus on enslaved Africans; the majority examine enslaved children 
and youth (Jones, 2007; Inniss, 2006; Blake, 1991; Teelucksingh, 2006, 
Vasconcellos, 2015). Sanford (1975) provides an examination of ‘lending and 
giving’ practices of children by parents. There are even fewer sources that are 
concerned with Indian children. Patricia Mohammed’s The Idea of Childhood 
and Age Sexuality Maturity Among Indians in Trinidad: A Sociohistorical 
Scrutiny, is one of the few if not the only study that offers a historical assess-
ment that is truly centred on Indian children. Gabrielle Hosein’s (2012) study, 
again on Trinidad examines adolescent girls at the close of the twentieth centu-
ry. This study contributes to the literature by concentrating on the period of in-
dentured and on Saint Lucia, one of the lesser researched locations of the Indi-
an diaspora. 
 
Defining the Indian child 
 

In a legal sense, childhood is characterised by notions of power, 
rights, maturation, experiences and knowledge based on chronolog-
ical age. (Goldman and Ronken, 2000: 31) 

 
The notion of the child varies over time, between cultures, and within 

socio-economic groups. Nineteenth century slave societies like Saint Lucia 
prioritised physical appearance and readiness to perform specific forms of la-
bour over biological age to mark the end of childhood. Beverley Blake, under-
scores this practice in regards to the years following the 1897 abolition of the 
trans-Atlantic trade in Africans: 

The definition of child varied according to the need for labourers. 
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Estate owners needed immigrants to offset the movement of labour-
ers into the sectors of the economy since it was possible to secure 
more African immigrant children than adults at this time, children 
were classified as adults at an earlier age than they normally would 
have (Blake, 1991: 8). 

In nineteenth century India traditional concepts of childhood were sometimes 
determined by the attainment of puberty or readiness for marriage (Lannoy, 
1971: 103). British colonial rule in India, sought to impose the dimension of 
chronological age to decide the years of childhood. The legislation governing 
indentured labour superseded the indigenous Indian practices and what had 
previously prevailed on Caribbean estates, but the stipulations were adequately 
flexible, which permitted estates to employ children through parental consent. 
The immigration ordinances for Saint Lucia recognised two categories of non-
adults based on biological age; minors who were below fifteen and above ten 
years of age, and infants who were under the age of ten. Official reports some-
times used the term ‘infant’ is interchanged with ‘child’ and it was not un-
common for ‘girls’, and ‘boys’ to be used in reports on education and health 
and generally when including Indians with the general population. While a mi-
nor could serve an indenture, infants were not and further could not be ‘com-
pelled to perform any service whatever, upon any estate’. Neither could be in-
dentured beyond the term of the parent (C.O. 257/13 Immigration Ordinance). 
The ordinance established that a minor was a category of non-adult which was 
distinguishable from an infant and therefore child. For the purposes of this pa-
per, infant as well as minor immigrants and Saint Lucia-born Indians will be 
discussed. 
 
Children of the Kala Pani 
 

The Indian migrants who disembarked at Port Castries, Saint Lucia, from 
the Palmyra in 1859 through to those on the Volga in 1893 comprised 3,693 
adults, 337 minors, and 540 infants. The ship manifests indicates that minors 
were identified by sex, but the same was not the case for infants. Minors in 
most cases outnumbered infants except on the final four voyages, when the 
number of infants significantly exceeded minors. Interestingly, this resulted in 
a marked disparity in the proportion of immigrating infants between the two 
phases; two percent and thirteen percent, respectively. The proportion of mi-
nors, however remained relatively the same with eight percent and seven per-
cent for each respective phase. The uptick can be interpreted as more young 
families migrating, and this possibly was the result of the famines of 1876-
1878, and 1888-1889 (Mahase, 2012: 250-51), as well as the sea voyage being 
reduced by half, facilitated by the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Table 1 
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shows the breakdown of Indians who landed in Sait Lucia from 1859 to 1893. 

 
Table 1: Population of Indians Landing in Saint Lucia, 1859-1893 

Year Ship 
Adult 
Males 

Adult 
Females 

Minor 
Males 

Minor 
Females Infants Total 

1859 Palmyra 240 58 4 11 5 318 

1859 Francis Ridley 146 63 23 20 9 261 

1860 Victor Emmanuel 294 67 18 7 7 393 

1860 Zemindar * 213 66 15 16 6 316 

1862 Ulysses * 239 56 11 8 6 320 

1878 Leonidas 286 158 50 32 54 580 

1879 Chetah 116 75 13 10 7 221 

1880 Foyle 40 17 3 4 3 67 

1881 Bann 202 80 22 8 4 316 

1884 Bracadaile 336 127 14 7 135 619 

1885 Poonah 163 76 4 5 58 306 

1891 Roumania 309 126 10 8 101 554 

1893 Volga 99 41 1 1 14 156 

  Total 2683 1010 194 143 540 4,427 
* These figures are the numbers leaving India 
[Source: Note on Emigration from India to St. Lucia Report by Surgeon-Major D.W.D. Comins, 1893. 
CO 253/125/126 Immigration Agent Reports 1859-1862; CO 257/18 Twenty-first Annual Report of the 
Protector of Immigrants, St. Lucia Gazette 1899: 154 
 
 

Child migrants were especially vulnerable on the journey from India to 
the Caribbean. Indeed, a common narrative within the oral tradition of the In-
dian indenture diaspora is the ancestor who was born and survived the great 
crossing. The journey was on average twenty weeks exposing all passengers 
and crew to cold, heat and tropical storms. Voyages were scheduled to avoid 
the hurricane/rainy season (June to November) to avoid the tropical storms and 
coincide with December to June arrival dates, that allowed Indians the oppor-
tunity to acclimatise before the start of the rains. During sailings there were al-
so concerns of fire outbreaks, depletion of the water and food supplies, and the 
spread of communicable diseases such as cholera and tuberculosis. 

Some of the most egregious episodes that resulted in multiple deaths 
among the young, involved ships commuting to the Caribbean. One incident 
concerned a series of excessive child-deaths on multiple ships en route during 
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the 1856-1857 season. It triggered a commission of enquiry, and recommenda-
tions for more nutritious meals for nursing mothers and infants below the age 
of two. The new guideline required that their meals should be supplemented 
with daily supplies of one ‘pint of preserved milk’. Older ailing children be-
tween two and six-years of age, had to be supplied with arrowroot, oatmeal, 
sago and suji, sweetened with an additional serving of sugar as part of their 
medical treatment. Colonial officials also noted that vessels carrying propor-
tionately large numbers of infants were more likely to record excessive cases 
of illness and mortality (Geoghegan, 1873: 28). Following the report of exces-
sive deaths on ships destined for the Caribbean during the 1856-57 season it 
was suggested that the number of children per ship be kept at a minimum. 
However, this recommendation was immediately shutdown when it was point-
ed out that women would further be discouraged from migrating and com-
pound the issue of establishing a balanced sex ratio among migrant popula-
tions.2 Dietary considerations and growing medical knowledge by ship doctors 
seemed to improve matters, but deaths among children continued to be a fea-
ture of the transoceanic voyages. 

Saint Lucia officials recorded what ended as a devastating end to the 
voyage of the Ulysses in 1862. The ship arrived at Castries with three hundred 
and twenty Indians of which nineteen were minors and six were infants. The 
authorities and planters who had requisitioned the immigrants in particular, 
were debating whether to accept the migrants or have them transferred to an-
other colony such as Trinidad. The indecision arose from the unexpected earli-
er, arrival of the Damietta with Liberated Africans. Rather than wait on the 
Ulysses, planters chose to indenture the Liberated Africans. It is unclear when 
the immigration agent became aware of the medical emergency on the Ulysses, 
but the delay hampered the medical the attention required by those on board. 
Immigration Agent McLeod’s report lacked detail. It stated that the passengers 
had contracted purulent ophthalmia, eighteen of whom were sent to the hospi-
tal. Six were blind and two lost an eye and the other individuals from the ship 
would later die.3 There was no statement on the ages and sex of those whose 
sight was impaired. Neither were the causes of the deaths provided. If the 
deaths were a result of contracting purulent ophthalmia, the cases were more 
likely infants. It can also be assumed that infants were among the more ex-
treme casualties because of the nature of the disease. 

The following incidents involved two immigrant ships arriving in Saint 

 
2 The sex ratio was skewed towards men 3:1 and was a source of discontent and social dis-
tress among the Indian male population. 
3 CO 253/130 Immigration Agent 3rd March 1862; CO 253/130 Return of Assignments of 
the Cooly Immigrants on the Ulysses, 22nd March 1862. 
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Lucia during the second phase of the indentured labour scheme, 1878-1903. 
The Bracadaile sailed in the harbour in 1884, with 619 Indian passengers, and 
135 were infants. This was the largest number of Indian passengers and infants 
to arrive in the colony. Information on the Bracadaile’s voyage is limited be-
cause the gazettes carrying the annual reports between 1878 and 1884 were not 
available (Joseph, 2008: 163). What is known about the journey is that cholera 
ravaged through the passengers resulting in twenty deaths. Unfortunately, there 
are no surviving details of the age of the migrants, but it is not farfetched to 
imagine that the majority would have been young children given that children 
under five are at greatest risk of contracting and dying from the disease (Pres-
ton and Haines, 1991).  

The forty-nine day voyage of the Roumania (1891) from Calcutta con-
veyed 556 Indians to Saint Lucia. The Roumania’s manifest also recorded the 
second largest number of children delivered to the island - nineteen minors, 
and 101 infants. Three babies were delivered at sea, and an additional one 
while the ship was docked at Castries harbour. Five children perished before 
the journey’s end. The Protector of Immigrants observed that, an ‘unusually 
large’ number of the passengers were taken immediately to the hospital, and ‘a 
considerable number’ of the smaller children were extremely emaciated. Pro-
tector R.P. Cropper’s description captures a distressing scene4:  

No gladiatorial salutations of the morituri were more truly prophetic 
than the sunken eyes and shriveled limbs of many of the infants that 
were presented for inspection on the arrival of the ship. Hence no 
astonishment was felt as the little things died one after another in rapid 
succession, till in five months their roll of death had reached twelve 
(CO 257/14 The Fourteenth Annual Report of the Protector of Immi-
grants, St. Lucia Gazette 1892). 

Yet, Cropper described the general condition of immigrants as excellent. In-
deed, his responsibility was to evaluate the physical readiness of immigrants. 
Parents and their fellow shipmates, undoubtedly witnessed the expiration of 
these young lives, and would have been deeply affected. Within Indian tradi-
tion the child is indulged by the family, ‘constantly held, cuddled, crooned and 
talked to…’ (Kakar, 1979: 449). On the transoceanic voyages, it was the jahaji 
bhai who became the family, and the young being passed among them, from 
hand to hand. The completed voyage was not an indication of subsiding mor-
tality among this group. In fact, the migrants’ health deteriorated once distrib-
uted to the estates; more deaths were recorded, and infants accounted for the 
majority of those. Within a year nineteen more died, and they were all infants 
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except for three. The causes of death included an array of ailments: whopping 
cough, marasmus, bronchitis, debility, dropsy, anaemia, diarrhoea, worms and 
worm fits, fever, convulsions and fatty degeneration of the heart.  
 The plight of the passengers on the various ships and in particular those 
of the Roumania underscores that even while being a numerical minority in the 
general migrant population, there were circumstances in which infants were 
overrepresented by virtue of their physical vulnerabilities, and unfortunately 
had negative impact on their health and for some, ultimately resulted in their 
deaths. The repercussions for parents and newly formed kinship network are 
not reflected in official records. It can be surmised that they included emotion-
al anguish and mental strain as well as financial setbacks in order to provide 
for the young. The final report of the protector of immigrants issued for Saint 
Lucia in 1900, hints at one possible outcome for families. The protector noted 
that of the migrants returning to India in 1901, ‘…27 were immigrants and 
their children received by the Volga in 1893 who had been more or less con-
stantly in hospital since their arrival in the Colony, and whom for this reason it 
was considered desirable to repatriate…’ (CO 257/14 Report of Protector of 
Immigrants 1901, 267, St. Lucia Gazette 1902). Regrettably, protector of im-
migrants and medical facility reports provide mostly surface insight into the 
condition of the young. In some instances the data is not disaggregated for age, 
sex, and race. 
 

Table 2: Deaths, 1888-1898 
Year Number of Deaths Total Indian Pop.* 
  Adults Infants**   
1888 20 2 912 
1889 15 12 873 
1890 9 7 486 
1891 3 19 - 
1893 6 7 - 
1894 10 9 - 
1895 8 9*** 737 
1896 2 4 - 
1897 1 1 155 
1898 - 2 160 

* Seems to refer to indentured population 
** In some reports ‘infants’ is replaced with ‘non-adults’ 
*** 2 minors, 7 infants 
(Source: CO257/11-24 Protector of Immigrants Report 1888-
1901, St Lucia Gazettes, 1889-1902) 
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Children’s Work 
 

It is not farfetched to imagine that minors with the intention to work 
alongside their parents, felt as duped and disappointed as adults with the reality 
of what work on sugar estates entailed, and to which they had committed to for 
at least five years. As passengers on the sailing ships, minors were counted as 
half an adult; while on sugar estates, they could earn the equivalent paid to 
adult females, thus, their labour could be of significance to the household in-
come. The wages offered in Saint Lucia were in a range of that offered in Trin-
idad and British Guiana. In Saint Lucia an adult Indian could earn between one 
shilling and one shilling six pence per day/task, depending on whether they 
worked in the field, mill or boiling house; women who were able to complete 
the same size tasks as men received equal pay. Customarily, women performed 
smaller tasks and were eligible for a daily wage of ten pence. Male and female 
minors were paid between nine pence and one shilling per day or per task. In-
fants received between three pence and 6 pence. Minors’ job description was 
‘no special work, but (they) are employed in carrying water, hauling trash, 
weeding, &c…’(CO257/11 Schedule R, Protector of Immigrants Reports. No 
description of the work ‘children’ performed is provided.  
 Over the period that the indenture system functioned, the earnings of es-
tate workers were irregular because Indians often contracted viral and bacterial 
diseases, and other ailments as well as injuries. Workers also lost earnings 
when they were convicted for complaints made by employers such as insubor-
dination, refusing to work, and damage to property. These actions were pun-
ishable by fines and jail time. The wages of minors could be integral to the 
household income, but in other cases may have been negligible. This is cap-
tured in the average weekly earnings on the Soucis Estate for 1897, where only 
two minors and no children were employed: adult males 2s. 9d., adult female 
1s. 8½d, a minor male 1s. 8¾d and a minor female 1s. After the 1884 glut on 
the world sugar market many estates failed and went out of operation (Harm-
sen et al, 2012). During this period very few minors were employed. As Table 
1 showed the number of Indian minors arriving between 1884 and 1893 was 
small. The 1893 protector of immigrants annual report identified only six es-
tates employing minors. Estates employing indentured Indians could not offer 
regular work, requiring the protector of immigrants to intervene and relocate 
workers to estates able to absorb their workforce. In one instance the state had 
to provide employment because no estate was able to do so. In these circum-
stances minors and children were the first to be shed from the payroll. 

There were other ways in which children contributed to the family in-
come. Indenture contracts entitled adults and minors to half acre garden plots 
but on most estates there were few restrictions if Indians wished to cultivate 
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more land. This was a practice continued from the era of slavery. The intended 
use of these plots was to supplement the dry provisions which were sold to 
workers on the estates. Households with minors and children could utilise their 
labour tending to these gardens to supply fresh produce, and when the harvest 
yielded a surplus, its sale could serve as an additional source of income. Live-
stock was also raised on such land. One official commenting on the practice 
noted that, ‘the sale of provisions make a considerable savings’ for Indians. 
While the practice of accessing more than the stipulated half acre was not for-
malised, it was accepted and notified in Schedule R of annual reports of the 
protector of immigrants: ‘on most estates there was no measurement or limita-
tion, and no objection would be raised if a Coolie were to cultivate two acres. 
Besides cultivating their gardens, a few of the most industrious Coolies grow 
canes on shares (halves) with the Estate on which they reside’ (Annual Report 
of the Protector of Immigrants, 1888).  

In Saint Lucia it was commonplace for time-expired Indians to enter 
métayage contracts, which was a successful form of sharecropping used to cul-
tivate sugar cane, and one which was ‘popular’ with Indians (Harmsen et al, 
2012: 218). Métayage was often undertaken as a family venture, and often 
close relatives and friends were involved. This practice was especially benefi-
cial in difficult times when the estates were unable to pay wages. 
 Minors who were indentured contributed to the household economy from 
the proceeds of their contracts. They too were entitled to the options of land 
grant, bounties, and free return passage to India. The immigration ordinance 
established that ‘Bounty given to able bodied adults, both male and female, 
was ₤10 each, and one half of that sum to minors. Feeble persons received less, 
and nothing was given to those under 10 years, that is those born in the island’. 
Gratuities were available in land plots of ten acres per adult, and five acres for 
minors. Pooling resources gained from cash bounties could make a significant 
impact on a family’s prospects on the completion of contracts, for instance, the 
cash bounty would allow the purchase of prime agricultural property, or pay 
for the return passage of children born in Saint Lucia. Additionally, the free re-
turn passage that minors qualified for meant that parents would not have to 
concern themselves with saving for older children thus, the possibility of re-
turning to India was more realistic. Prior to 1896, in spite of the immigration 
ordinance permitting the land grant, the government seemed reluctant to pro-
vide Crown land to time-expired Indians. The 1901 report of the protector of 
immigrants was the last of such reports and the only one indicating that indi-
vidual land grants were allocated. Indians who arrived on the Roumania in 
1891 were the first to benefit from a change in policy whereby the government 
sought to encourage peasant agriculture through the sale of Crown land and 
loans (CO 257/18 Report of the Colonial Surveyor’s Office, 1898: 160). Most 
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accepted the full payment in money. For the 167 adults, and 24 children, the 
total money paid out was ￡1,759, 10s., of which the twenty-four minors re-
ceived about ￡120. Ten adults and one minor chose land grant exclusively; 
the rest accepted part payment in money and land. Some of the adults would 
have begun their indentures as minors but would subsequently qualify for the 
full gratuity as adults. Indeed, great benefit was derived from the labour of 
children. 
 
Creole Indian Children 
 
 During the second phase of the indentured labour programme, sugar es-
tate proprietors and state authorities were galvanised into establishing a settled 
Indian labour force. As early as the 1880s some government policies were al-
ready directed at children who were targeted by virtue of being born in the col-
ony and therefore having deeper ties to it than their parents. Among the strate-
gies was the provision of social services such as schools and orphanages; and 
the passing of new immigration ordinances with clauses that created barriers 
for Saint Lucia-born children to emigrate to India and elsewhere.  
 Initially, there seemed to be little concern about establishing a settled In-
dian population. Throughout the first phase, and for most of the second phase, 
neither the government, nor private individuals. had shown interest in putting 
up land for sale to the Creole peasants, and even less so to Indians. A series of 
related events seem to have prompted the sugar-cultivators and government in-
to action. The first seemed to be the significant migration of young men of la-
bouring class seeking alternative to work after the collapse of the Saint Lucia 
sugar industry. Employment options on the Panama canal project and in the 
gold fields of Cayenne, and French Guyana gold rush from the mid-1880s 
(Harmsen et al, 2012: 241-3), were available. Then in 1894 the Bracadaile mi-
grants deciding to repatriate en masse having completed their industrial ser-
vice. They had arrived as a group of 619 in 1894, and on the immediate expira-
tion of their industrial term, 410 adults and 40 minors/children, elected to leave 
Saint Lucia. The British Peer, conveyed the passengers and their savings 
which amounted to￡2989 in money and the rest mostly in gold worn by the 
women; these women were described as being ‘…adorned with more jewellery 
than usual’ (CO257/15 The Seventeenth Annual Report of the Protector of 
Immigrants, 1894, 1895: 323). This was the largest sum remitted to India by 
Indians in the colony up to that point. The outflow of that sum of money, at a 
time when the sugar industry was flailing, seemed to surprise and vex the au-
thorities. Another incident that attracted concern was the exodus of at least 100 
immigrants to Grenada (CO257/15 The Seventeenth Annual Report of the Pro-
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tector of Immigrants, 1894, 1895: 324). 
 State sponsored education was slow to come in Saint Lucia. While the 
Roman Catholic Church operated over twenty schools in the island in the 
1870s, the Saint Lucia government sponsored just two. In fact the colonial ad-
ministration considered it against state interests to invest resources to educate 
children of the masses, and was content to relinquish the responsibility to reli-
gious institutions and charitable organisations.  
 Consequently, the government had no interest in educating Indian chil-
dren either. As far as state authorities were concerned, these were firstly transi-
ents and considered solely for their productive capacity, and secondly, they 
were ‘heathens’ and a Christian education would be scoffed by at and wasted 
on Indians. It was not until the 1880s that interests and initiatives were under-
taken to formally educate Indian children. By then, educating Indian children 
was being discussed by state officials within the growing movement to im-
prove conditions of all children on the island. Simultaneously, there were also 
growing concerns among the sugar interest that the colony was losing a poten-
tially productive, young and cheap labour force to repatriation. Educating Indi-
an children was being proposed as a cure-all: it would improve their moral 
condition, protect them from the exploits of child labour, as well as secure 
them as a potential source of labour. These were the reasons presented to justi-
fy government expenditure on the education of Indian children.  
 Theoretically, all children, inclusive of Indians, were eligible to attend 
primary schools. The Roman Catholic schools welcomed them, but only on the 
grounds that children be baptised in the church, which was enforced on all pro-
spective pupils. Indian parents had their misgivings of exposing their children 
to western culture (Bacchus, 1994: 66). All, even the Mico Schools, encour-
aged Christian education. This would have been offensive to Indian parents, 
who preferred their children to follow Indian religious traditions. There were 
other concerns including language barrier, distances between schools and es-
tates, prejudices Indians and Afro-Saint Lucians had towards each other, nega-
tive attitudes Indians had against western institutions, and the possible loss of 
income once the child was enrolled in school. Thus, many Indian parents 
would not have encouraged their children receiving a western education; they 
were fearful that schools would wither away at Indian culture by vilifying it. 
Very few Indians attended schools prior to the 1880s. 
  The thrust to educate Indian children was driven by R.P. Cropper, Pro-
tector of Immigrants. One of his main reasons for educating Indians was prose-
lytisation. As a Presbyterian himself, he was aware of the work of Reverend 
John Morton and the Canadian Presbyterian Missions Schools among Indians 
in Trinidad. He wanted this work to extend to Saint Lucia. As a member of the 
legislature he lobbied for the inclusion of a provision in the 1880 Immigration 
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Ordinance for the establishment of schools for Indian children. One of the rea-
sons the clause was adopted by the Legislative Council is captured by Council 
member, Mr. Doubly, who said he supported the initiative because he wanted 
‘…to keep the Coolies here, they (Indian schools) should be established as an 
experiment’. A similar view was expressed by Reverend John Morton after 
meeting with the administrator when he visited the island in 1886. Morton not-
ed: ‘These people all intend to return to India, and whatever is to be done must 
be done quickly…It may not yet be too late to keep some of them in St. Lucia” 
(1910: 382). Soon after, the government voted two grant-in-aids of £50 for the 
upkeep of the school and payment of wages for managers and teachers in Ma-
bouya and Roseau regions. Keeping Indians in the colony, whether as part of 
the labour force, or for conversion to Christianity, was becoming a commonly 
held rationalisation among legislators and estate managers, and seemed to be 
the main, if not the only, motive for establishing schools for Indians.  
 In an 1885 sitting of the legislative council R.P. Cropper requested an 
annual aid-in-grant of £50 for the establishment of schools for Indian children. 
The request was approved and the first of four East Indian Mission (E.I.M.) 
schools was established on Crown Land estate that year. The general manager 
of the estate agreed to provide the schoolhouse and accommodation for the 
teachers, inclusive of furniture. Between 1886 and 1890 the Canadian Presby-
terian Missions opened five E.I.M. Schools: Roseau, Mon Repos, Canelles, 
Mabouya, and Crown Lands.  
 When E.I.M. schools were set up, Indian teachers from Trinidad were in-
itially hired. On evenings when the E.I.M classroom benches were converted 
into church pews, children were exposed to Indian languages. Once outside the 
home environment, however, the French lexifier creole was the dominant lan-
guage to which they were exposed. Indian children were in those settings fre-
quently and from a very young age. Afro-Creoles lived and worked on the 
same estates with Indians, and it was a common practice for Afro-Creole 
women to be hired by estates to care for young children while their parents 
were at work, noted Surgent Major D.D.W. Comins in his ‘Note on Emigration 
from Indian to St. Lucia Report (C0253/125/126). This exposure to Afro-
Creole people and their culture was also creating an Indo-creole population 
that the state recognized; it targeted to transform the Indian population from 
transients to permanent residents. At schools, however, the intention was for 
Indians to acquire English. M.K. Bacchus in commenting on a governor of 
Trinidad’s views on educating Indian children, points out that ‘[s]ince it was 
among the young that such efforts were likely to be most effective, he (the 
governor) recommended that schools under Christian teachers be opened for 
their children’ (Bacchus, 2011: 67) 
 Indian children’s contact with their vernacular was reinforced. Although 
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the E.I.M schools catered specifically to Indian children, Afro-Creole children 
were allowed to attend because the schools received state funding. Afro-Creole 
children too lived on or around the estates where the schools were founded. For 
parents, schools located on estates were more suitable and therefore welcomed 
because of the proximity to their workplaces and living quarters. Contact with 
Afro-Saint Lucian children was instrumental in the creolising process, as they 
were at their most impressionable and children were more likely to acquire the 
language and habits of the persons they interacted with most during play and 
while receiving instruction between nine in the mornings and three in the after-
noons. Both John Morton and DWD Comins commented during their visits to 
St. Lucia that many of the Indians they encountered spoke the ‘French patois’ 
One report on E.I.M. schools in 1888 attests to the interaction which was fos-
tered by the establishment of these schools. The E.I.M. school in the Mabouya 
valley had on its register in 1888, forty-four students: twenty-five were Indians 
and nineteen others identified as ‘West Indians’. The E.I.M. School at Roseau 
also had a significant number of non-Indians on the attendance register. The 
inspector of schools recorded that the Indian students numbered forty while the 
number of ‘West Indian’ children was twenty. Subsequent reports were of a 
similar vein. The data indicates that Indian children were placed in environ-
ments where indeed their becoming creolised was inevitable. 
 But the impact of a formal education was not as effective as hoped. First-
ly, the E.I.M. schools barely extended to the various areas where Indians were 
located. Vieux Fort, home to one of the three central factories where a large 
community of Indians was located, did not benefit from the establishment of 
E.I.M. schools. Moreover, a high level of absenteeism characterised school at-
tendance during this era. Illness and financial constraints were the main rea-
sons for this. During harvests, attendance generally waned; a similar pattern 
was obtained among most children of the agricultural class. Parents often uti-
lised their children in the garden on Fridays to prepare produce for the Satur-
day’s market’ and this too, was reflected as lower attendance records on the 
daily register. Verene Shepherd noted similar trends for Jamaica, both among 
Indians and Afro-Jamaicans. She noted that ‘The Protector of Immigrants be-
lieved that economic constraints partially explained the failure of Indian par-
ents to make use of the existing educational facilities’ (1994: 184-5). The same 
criticisms were made for St. Lucia. Frequently, the Inspector of Schools, 
F.B.G. Moore bemoaned the difficulties he had in inducing the Coolie parents 
to send their children regularly to school, and that ‘[s]omething needs to be 
done to induce parents to send their children to school’. This serves to re-
emphasise the important roles children played for the household economy. 
  A few years after the first E.I.M. school was opened a slew of legislation 
was passed in the Legislative Council aimed to boost school attendance, and to 
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reduce remigration while simultaneously reducing the cost of repatriation for 
the state. Firstly, the Elementary Instruction Ordinance 1890 was passed mak-
ing it compulsory for all children to receive a formal primary education. To-
wards the turn of the twentieth century, when the scheme was in its twilight 
years in St. Lucia, new legislation came into force intended to safeguard chil-
dren against exploits of excessive labour. This was inclusive of Indian chil-
dren. It was a response to wider efforts to improve the general health and well-
being and boost school attendance of children of the poorer classes. The Ele-
mentary Instruction Ordinance of 1890, the Children’s Labour Protection Or-
dinance, and Clause 45 of the amended Immigration Ordinance were enacted 
by the Legislative Council in 1891. The Elementary Instruction Ordinance 
made the 1891 Children’s Labour Protection Law Ordinance read as follows:  
 Every person who causes a child under the age of twelve years to 

carry a load or perform any manual labour whatsoever which such 
child is unfit to carry or perform, or the carrying or performing of 
which is likely to injure such child, shall, on conviction, be liable 
to a penalty not exceeding two pounds, and, in default, of payment, 
to imprisonment for any term not exceeding one year, 

 
 Of course, the labour that Indian children were engaged in was consid-
ered acceptable and therefore the law barely impacted them. The new Immigra-
tion Ordinance of 1891 and the subsequent amendments had serious repercus-
sions for the youngest members of the Indian community and by extension 
their families. Indeed, the cost of repatriating Indians was viewed as an oner-
ous one on the colony. Thus, the amendment to Immigration Ordinance of 
1891 sought to address this. Included was a proviso that absolved government 
and employer from the responsibility of financing return passages for children 
born in the colony.  
 Furthermore, Immigration Ordinance 1891, Amendment 1896, explicitly 
declared that children born in the colony would not be eligible to receive 
cash/land bounty nor return passage. D.W.D. Comins in reference to the par-
ticular clause was felt compelled to comment that ‘nothing was given to those 
under 10 years, that is those born in the island’ (CO 253/125/126 Immigration 
Agent Reports 1859-1862; CO 257/18 ). This meant that the cost was now de-
ferred to the parents, who could least afford it, a situation which would reduce 
the number being able to repatriate. The law went as far as permitting the state 
to supersede parental rights: ‘Where any son or daughter of any Indian Immi-
grant is a child under the age of twelve years, the Governor may refuse a return 
passage or passage to India to such child, if it appears that it is desirable in the 
interests of the child, that the child should remain in the Colony’. The amended 
law did seek to protect children by stating: 
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No infant immigrant shall be indentured, or shall be compelled to 
perform any service whatever, upon any estate: Provided that every 
infant, on reaching the age of fifteen years, shall be entitled to be 
indentured as a minor or adult respectively, for any time not exceed-
ing the unexpired time of its parent (Clause 45). 

 
 But provisions for sending Indians to school were not having the desired 
effect. In fact even in the wake of the E.I.M schools, significant numbers of In-
dians were making applications to accept the return passage to India. The Re-
port on the Primary Schools in Saint Lucia for the Year 1896 noted that only 
twenty-four percent of children of school age attended school on a daily basis. 
The fact is that school fees made it prohibitive. Moreover, schools could only 
seat about fifty percent of children of school age (St. Lucia Gazette, 1897: 
460). 
 There were indications that Indians were succumbing to creolising forc-
es. In 1886, for example, when Reverend Morton conducted his first preaching 
tour of the island he was proud to note that at the Crown Lands property 9 men 
1 woman and 9 children were baptised and given new names (Morton, 1916: 
379). The 1890 census indicates the influence of the Roman Catholic church: 
eighty percent of Indians were either Hindu or Muslim and of the remaining 
twenty percent, thirteen per cent were Roman Catholics. The Presbyterian 
church which had the greatest access to children managed to convert only 1.63 
percent of Indians out of a total of 2,523 (C.O.257/15, 1891).  

 
A special group of Indian children also attracted the interests of the au-

thors of the 1891 legislation: orphaned children. Under the legislation they too 
were denied access to free repatriation and were in essence destitute since they 
could not claim the land or cash bounty: ‘Such orphans shall have no claim on 
the Immigration Fund, either for a free passage to India or the commutation for 
bounty or land’. They became wards of the state. Partly because of the costs 
involved, the government opted not to locate their relatives in India. Thus, 
Clause 135 of the 1891 Immigration Ordinance can be interpreted as further ef-
fort at securing a young and creolised labour force. It is instructive that the 
proviso stated: 

Subject to the control of the Governor, the Protector of Immigrants 
shall make provision for every child bereft of both parents, either 
by giving him away to some trustworthy person willing to adopt 
him under written conditions, or by paying a suitable person for his 
care and maintenance till other provision can be made for him, and 
charging the cost to the Immigration Fund. 

These children were saved from the estates but would now be prepared 
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to provide labour as domestic servants. They would become part of a small 
population of Indians who grew up beyond the agricultural fields and be con-
fined to the family homes of middle-class St. Lucians. The Fourteenth Annual 
Report of the Protector of Immigrants, 1891 gives a brief account of their fate: 

The small number of Indian orphans in the colony does not author-
ise a regular establishment for them. But a kind old dame has been 
found in Castries willing to take care of them for a small pittance 
from the Government. The orphans remain with her until they are 
big enough to be given away to respectable families. They are in-
structed in the three Rs. The care and attention bestowed on these 
orphans by the good old dame are most praiseworthy, and deserve 
this public recognition (CO 257/14, 1892). 

A subsequent report noted:  
There are six orphans now under the guardianship of the Protector. 
They live in the house of a respectable Creole woman in Castries, 
who is paid 13s. 4d. a month for each. They attend the public 
school. As occasion offers they are adopted by respectable parents 
with the sanction of the Protector. In the case of the parents dying in 
the colony, no attempts are made to discover relations in India. The 
Protector insists that they shall be sent to school and taught a trade, 
and he retains an agreement to this. Away from the sugar fields 
these children were taken in by “respectable persons” who mostly 
engaged them as domestic help receiving no pay (Comins, 1893: 2). 
 

 Finally, a matter which is common when discussing indentured Indians is 
the significant numbers of suicides, and uxoricides reported within the Indian 
community. However, hardly examined in discussions on suicides and uxori-
cides, is the impact these had on the children. The number of suicides, but 
more so wife-murders in Saint Lucia was much smaller in number than most 
Caribbean colonies. However, one case records two young children being wit-
nesses (and also orphaned) as a consequence of the male relative committing a 
violent assault on their mother which resulted in her death (CO321/115 1890). 
 
 Legislation governing Indian indentured labour up to 1903 included the 
1854, the 1857, 1865, 1871, 1888 and 1890 Immigration Ordinances along 
with an amendment of the 1890 document in 1891. Since the labour scheme 
was pitched at adults the earlier laws said very little about children. Where 
children were mentioned it related to wages, type of labour they could engage 
in, and allowances and bounties for which they qualified. The Immigration Or-
dinances charged parents with the responsibility of giving consent to both mi-
nors and infants being indentured (this would change in 1891).  
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 Although Indian minors and children, were initially of little economic in-
terest to the planter class until they were adults, their potential productivity was 
recognised when the sugar industry was threatened with the loss of labour as 
workers left the colonies in significant numbers, warranting concern that the 
sugar industry would not be resuscitated unless emigration was stymied. Indian 
children was one sector of the population that was targeted to create a stable 
permanent workforce. Thus, in spite of the small number of children, the sug-
ar-growing class recognised that their presence in the colony could bring sig-
nificant economic gain. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Indian children were not signatories to the indentured contracts entered 
by their guardians. However, unwittingly they became caught up in the activi-
ties of the sugar estate, serving as child labourers in a secondary labour force, 
and contributing in a significant way to the family income. The means by 
which planters secured their labour, reveals the value they placed on Indian 
children as a suitable pool of labour. This is illustrated by the introduction of 
laws devised to secure the most creolised sector of the labour force, rather than 
making arrangements for their return to the ancestral place.  
 This paper focused on the experiences of children within the context of 
the Indian diaspora in the era of indenture. It acknowledged that although the 
population was small, it was not insignificant. The paper argued that children 
have been ignored from research and analysis of indenture. Although as minors 
and infants, their contributions to the estate managers were negligible, their 
contribution to the family’s income was important. Estate managers and state 
officials would also belatedly recognise how children could be part of a solu-
tion to their growing labour problems. Schools were used as one way to creo-
lise them. 
 This paper has almost exclusively relied on official records, and exclu-
sively on accounts created by non-Indians. It could not provide a perspective 
that can truly be characterised as the experience of Indian children. Using 
sources on Trinidad, Colonial Guiana and other Caribbean colonies which have 
more non-official sources, will be useful in shedding more light on what life as 
an indentured child from Indian, and adult Indians recalling their times as chil-
dren can offer. Despite these shortcomings, what this paper was able to do was 
to elevate children as a matter for research.  
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