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Introduction: The Past and 
Present of Archaeology in 

Barbados

Douglas V. Armstrong, Alissandra Cummins, Maaike S. de 
Waal, Kevin Farmer, Niall Finneran & Matthew C. Reilly

Abstract
This introduction provides an overview of the history of archaeology undertaken on 
the island of Barbados. From its colonial, antiquarian roots to the present, Barbadians 
and visiting professionals have demonstrated an eager fascination in the island’s rich 
past. The authors chart the earliest discussions of Amerindian material culture in the 
seventeenth century to the rise of historical archaeological studies of the enslaved short-
ly after independence in 1966. Reflected in this disciplinary history are the politics, 
processes, practices, and policies that affected archaeology and its promotion on the 
island. The chapter closes with an overview of the individual case studies that make 
up this volume, demonstrating how professionals are building on a strong Barbadian 
archaeology tradition and moving the field in innovative and exciting new directions.

Keywords: Pre-colonial archaeology, historical archaeology, antiquarianism, history of 
archaeology, Caribbean heritage.

Introduction
The 28th Congress of the International Association of Caribbean Archaeologists (IACA) 
on the island of Barbados in July of 2019, in addition to being an international meeting 
of professional archaeologists working in the broader Caribbean region, is a celebration 
of Barbados’ rich tradition of archaeological research. As part of that celebration, this 
volume serves as a compilation of the history and scope of research that has taken place 
in Barbados over the last several decades, an overview of the current trends guiding 
archaeological practice in the early decades of the twenty-first century, and a look to 
the future of Barbadian heritage and archaeological resources. The island has been 



16 PrE-coLonIAL And PoSt-contAct ArcHAEoLoGY In BArBAdoS

home to extensive archaeological work since the last half of the twentieth century. Up 
to the present, this work, as illustrated by the diverse range of scholars represented in 
this collection, involves local professionals, international researchers, and members of 
the Barbadian public dedicated to the study, promotion, and protection of this island’s 
archaeological heritage.

The volume sketches the natural setting and the social, political, economic, and 
religious lifeways of people who have been living in Barbados from the first inhabitants 
up to the present. Topics relating to both pre-colonial and historical archaeology are 
discussed, and a period ranging roughly from ca. 5000 Cal BP (Before Present)1 to the 
present is covered. Unlike many other islands in the Caribbean, Barbados experienced 
a gap in habitation just prior to official English settlement in AD 1627, thus mak-
ing a schism between pre- and post-contact archaeology seemingly more pronounced. 
However, with the integration of the full spectra of cultural expressions from the ear-
liest human occupations to the modern era, this volume adheres to and builds upon 
a long tradition in the Caribbean of aiming to blur temporal boundaries that limit an 
integrated interpretation of the past (see, for example, Curet and Hauser 2011).

While we remain committed to a holistic approach to the island’s archaeological 
past, we have separated pre-colonial archaeology from historical archaeology in a rather 
rigid manner, even though it may be argued that for future projects a combination of 
the two would be advisable, as several historic sites are on locations which also evidence 
Amerindian settlement (De Waal, this volume; chapter one). Focusing on one period 
inevitably results in information loss for the other period, and questions about possible 
continuity in settlement choices, landscape use, and perception, as well as socio-po-
litical, economic, and symbolic traditions can be best investigated by integrating all 
available archaeological information. We therefore advocate an approach to archae-
ology that moves beyond rigid temporal boundaries and champion a more inclusive 
approach to island heritage.

The volume has been divided into four sections. Section one is devoted to pre-co-
lonial archaeology in Barbados, whereas section two focuses upon more historical 
archaeological topics, discussing the plantation landscapes and cosmopolitan, ur-
ban landscapes, respectively. Section three presents more detailed and fine-grained 
analyses carried out on historical material assemblages and landscapes to highlight 
how technological advancements in the field have contributed to our understanding 
of the Barbadian past. Last but not least, section four presents studies focusing on 
interpretation and management of cultural heritage assets by and for the Barbadian 
island community.

The diversity of archaeological studies offered in this volume is a testament to those 
figures and institutions that supported research on the island in its earliest days. In 
addition to providing a more detailed overview of the volume, in this introduction 
we also look back at the archaeological work that inspired and informed some of the 
analyses that are found in these pages. While many of the authors contributing to this 
collection are American or European – an issue of representation that we hope to be-

1 It is important to establish our scheme for reporting chronological dates: earlier pre-contact ma-
terial is rendered as BP (where the present is AD1950) and where calibrated shown thus: Cal BP. 
Elsewhere, more conventionally in recent periods, the terms BC and AD are utilized.
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gin to remedy by encouraging more Barbadian involvement in archaeological research 
through this compilation – much of this research was undertaken through strong col-
laborations with Barbadian institutions. The Barbados Museum and Historical Society, 
the Barbados National Trust, and The University of the West Indies, Cave Hill are 
three of the primary institutions through which archaeological research on the island 
is supported. The former, in particular, plays a leading role in ensuring that sites are 
documented, collections are cared for, and the island’s archaeological past remains ac-
cessible to the Barbadian public. While regional museums like the Barbados Museum 
now play an important role in nation-building processes in the postcolonial Caribbean 
(see Cummins et al. 2013), their institutional histories also highlight the intimate link-
ages between early island archaeology, colonialism, and museums. It is therefore fitting 
that we explore the trajectory of archaeological research on the island beginning with 
its colonial origins and an archaeological fascination with the pre-colonial past.

Early Archaeology and Antiquarianism in Barbados 2

Rooted in a colonial history of antiquarianism or collecting practices of ‘exotic’ materi-
als from the tropics, the archaeological tradition in Barbados has historical depth argu-
ably unmatched throughout the Caribbean, at least from an institutional level. Indeed, 
both the island’s prehistory and colonial context have formed a distinct presence from 
the first moment of the island’s recorded history. From the earliest decades of the is-
land’s European and African settlement, it has offered something of an object lesson for 
the development of British and Barbadian archaeology through the acquisition of new 
collections and accessibility of new knowledge over the next three hundred years. Prior 
to the formalization of an archaeology tradition on the island, however, various early 
historians of the island took a material interest in the island’s past.

Barbados’ first historian, Richard Ligon, in his celebrated work, A True & Exact 
History of the Island of Barbados Illustrated with a Mapp of the Iland, and first published 
in 1657 (new edition 2014), challenged the claim made in legal documents of Barbados 
being a kind of Caribbean Terra Nullius. During his residence in Barbados between 
1647 and 1650, Ligon made the first known recorded observations of Amerindian 
occupancy of the island, offering insights into the populating of the island and their 
distinctive material culture. He wrote of the:

‘Natives of the leeward Ilands, that were at the distance of sight, comming thither 
in their Cannoas, and Periagos, … and stayed sometimes a month together,… 
leaving behinde them certain tokens of their being there, which were, Pots, of 
severall sizes, in which they boyled their meat, made of clay, so finely tempered, and 
turned with such art, as I have not seen any like them, for finenesse of mettle, and 
curiosity of turning, in England. This information I received from the Planters in 
Barbadoes’ (Ligon 1657 [2014]: 45).

2 This survey is indebted to the late Ronald V. Taylor’s important work in compiling and republishing 
together all the then known archaeologically related sources for Barbados in his seminal document 
Source Materials for the Study of Archaeology and pre-history of Barbados, which he presented at the 9th 
IACA Conference in 1981.
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Ligon’s careful observations of Barbados’ early material culture led to his foreshadowing 
of a debate that would emerge in archaeological literature centuries later. Documenting 
the thoughts of planters and other islanders pertaining to the origins of certain material 
forms, specifically ceramics, Ligon noted the thoughts of:

‘… an antient Captain,… one of those that first landed on the Iland; Captain 
Canon (for so was his name) inform’d me for certain, that this was a grosse mistake 
in the Planters, and that no Indians ever came there: But those Pots were brought 
by the Negres, which they fetcht from Angola, and some other parts of Africa; and 
that he had seen them make of them at Angola, with the greatest art that may be. 
Though I am willing to believe this Captain, who delivered upon his knowledge, 
that the Negres brought some Pots thither, and very finely and artificially made; 
yet, it does not hinder any man from believing, that the Indians brought some 
too; and who knowes, which were the most exactly made’ (Ligon 1657 [2014]: 
45-46).

Ligon goes on to draw conclusions of his own indicating:

‘I have a great inclination to believe, the Indians have been there, for this reason, 
that the Iland of St. Vincents, lying in the same Climate with this of Barbadoes, 
the Clay may be of the same nature and qualitie; and they, having the skill to 
bring their Clay to so fine a temper, as to burn and not break, may shew us the 
way, to temper ours of the Barbadoes so, as we may make Bricks to burn, without 
chopping or cracking; which those of Angola, being far off, and it may be, their 
Clay of different temper, cannot help us in. And it is no hard matter, to procure 
an Indian or two, to come from that Iland, and give us direction, which would be 
of infinite use and advantage, to our buildings in Barbadoes. But this digression 
must not lead me out of the way of my businesse’ (Ligon 1657 [2014]: 46).

Interestingly, archaeological debates surrounding manufacture and origins of local 
ceramics continue, albeit in different forms. Ligon’s seventeenth-century account il-
lustrates that material culture and its associated peoples have long been of interest to 
Barbadians and visitors.

A century after Ligon’s sojourn, Welsh naturalist the Reverend Griffith Hughes, 
Fellow of the Royal Society, from his post as rector of St. Lucy Parish Church, made 
detailed observations of all aspects of Barbados’ natural phenomena including plants, 
people, and wildlife over a period of several years. Through his association with both 
the Royal Society and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, Hughes, through 
extensive correspondence and strategic publication, was able to build on local knowl-
edge to document the natural features and early inhabitants of the island, presenting 
his observations to discerning audiences. The 1750 publication of his book (Hughes 
1750), The Natural History of Barbados in Ten Books, including the first description 
of the grapefruit (also known as ‘The Forbidden Fruit’), received high praise from his 
peers including acclaimed scientist Carl Linnaeus. In terms of archaeology, the im-
portance of his work is based in his continued interrogation of the ‘Indian’ occupancy 
question.
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The clergyman scientist made extensive collections of stone axes, shell adzes, pottery 
remnants, and Amerindian effigies, the illustrations of which in the Natural History 
represent the first of their kind for Barbados. Hughes was also the first to describe 
many of the sites around the island from an archaeological perspective. He traced the 
origins of Barbados’ Indian place names and even recorded a 1732 visit of an ‘Indian’ 
canoe. All of these findings led Hughes to be clear in his conclusion that these remains 
were definitively Amerindian and not African in origin. He spoke to both the physical 
evidence, the people, and then the various processes by which the historian/proto-ar-
chaeologist arrives at the conclusion of earlier presences. He wrote:

‘It IS, indeed, said, that some of the first Discoverers of this Island, found no 
Inhabitants upon their Arrival. However, we ought not to conclude too hastily, 
that there never were any, until what is-offered to prove the contrary, be fully con-
sidered.…But as we have late Instances of their coming hither from St, Vincent’s, 
in their small Canoes, or Perriawgers, even for their Pleasure. I concluded, that 
they might formerly, more probably, come for’ their Interest; especially at certain 
Seasons of the Year, when the Fishing, or Game, in the other Islands, grew, either 
scanty or shy, by being too often disturbed’ (Hughes 1750: 5).

Hughes then describes the methodology he employs in determining the presence of 
the Amerindian population, highlighting the importance of place names and archae-
ological artifacts in making determinations about Amerindian presence and culture 
(Hughes 1750: 5-6). Compiling all the available evidence of Indian inhabitation in the 
island, primarily referencing a number of places of Amerindian residence or worship, 
Hughes describes some of the artifacts which spoke to the latter and the method of 
their discovery, stating:

‘With Part of Clay (9) which they ‘dug’ out, they made their Earthen-ware, such as 
Pots and Pans and, like the Idolaters of old, out of the same Materials they made 
to themselves Gods, and worshiped them. Among several broken fragments of Idols, 
said to be dug up in this Place…The last evidence of their residence in this Place, 
is a great Number of their Stone Hatchets and Chissels, that are here dug up…The 
Use of these (10) Hatchets and Chissels was in all Likelihood to cut down Timber, 
to make Huts, where they had not the Conveniency of Caves; as well as with the 
Help of Fire to fell some of the largest Kind, to make Canoes’ (Hughes 1750: 7).

Hughes goes on to draw comparisons between Amerindian pot sherds and African-
made pots, indicating that:

‘Several Earthen Vessels, of different Sizes, have been dug up near the above- men-
tioned [Indian] Pond, within these thirty Years last past: These were generally of 
a globular Figure, of a Slate Colour, but very brittle otherwise far surpassing the 
Earthen-ware made here by Negroes, in Thinness, ware. Smoothness, and Beauty’ 
(Hughes 1750: 8).
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Hughes’ comments are tinged with eighteenth-century racialized and relativist think-
ing in which cultures were placed in a hierarchy based on perceived sophistication and 
civilization, but they nonetheless indicate how material culture played an important 
role in understanding the island’s past and diversity.

Colonial interest in the exotic and ‘other’ would become more formalized in the 
following century when the global phenomenon of world exhibitions or fairs, in part 
triggered by the enormous popularity of Britain’s Great Exhibition of 1851, and the 
foundation of the British Archaeological Association and the Archaeological (later 
Royal Archaeological) Institute in the 1840s. These events and institutions fed both the 
scientific search for knowledge as well as the public’s appetite for exotic cultures and 
peoples. As Alissandra Cummins notes, such interest also impacted upon museum de-
velopment in the West Indies (Cummins 2013). These, together with the development 
of regional museums in Britain (and by extension its colonies in the West Indies), were 
fueled by the development of archaeological and anthropological research, moving 
from amateur enthusiasm to formal sciences. In this enlightenment environment the 
physical evidence of the earliest Amerindian inhabitants, principally pottery sherds and 
shell adzes, increasingly found their place in both private and later public collections.

By the second half of the nineteenth century, Barbadian Amerindian relics began 
to appear more regularly in the reports of Victorian antiquarian societies both within 
and outside the region. Codrington College functioned almost as a knowledge center 
for antiquarian research and a distribution center for Amerindian relics given the pro-
clivities of its enquiring faculty. By 1865, the Oxford Alumnus the Reverend Greville 
John Chester, an active researcher in the field, was described by Gertrud Seidmann in 
her article on Chester’s association with the original Ashmolean Museum, as having:

‘… varied interests, embracing both the classical past and anthropology, ethnology 
and local history, … both within Britain and abroad’ (Seidmann 2006: 28).

In Barbados Chester would find rare prehistoric shell tools and pottery sherds, which 
he found:

 ‘useful for comparison with the remains of the same class found in England and 
other countries (and)…are found so universally and in such large numbers as 
to put the existence of a large stationary population beyond any doubt’ (Chester 
1869: 44; 46).

Chester, upon his return, made arrangements to donate many of these artifacts to British 
institutions, including the British Museum. Unlike many of his predecessors, Chester en-
sured the provenance of his material was thoroughly and accurately recorded. In Oxford, 
the founding of a new University Museum of Natural History in 1860 had already result-
ed in some transfers from the Ashmolean’s holdings, while most of Chester’s anthropo-
logical collections from the West Indies leaked away later, two years after the Pitt Rivers 
Museum of Anthropology and Ethnology opened its doors in 1884.

Others followed in Chester’s footsteps. Rev. William Griffith, acting tutor at 
Codrington College between 1872 and 1873, explored the ‘Carib curiosities’, which 
he found in Barbados. He wrote up his research adding to the growing knowledge sur-
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rounding the island’s antiquities in an article which was perhaps more remarkable for 
the variety of Griffith’s informants than any revelations published. Griffith also pointed 
out the importance of proximity to spring water for locating Carib villages:

‘…found specially in the neighbourhood of the springs, which are met under the cliff: 
at intervals. These afford the only fresh water in the island, and would naturally be 
the sites for Charib [sic.] villages, as now for choice estates’ (Griffith 1879: 300).

Griffith recorded theories about the wear on shell/stone tools, even making ethno-
graphic observations of how stone tools were still being made and used on nearby 
islands such as St. Vincent.

Other occasional contributors who helped to fill in the picture included Mr. Joseph 
Forte of Bennetts, Barbados, who wrote of his findings in a December 1879 letter, 
which was later read by a colleague alongside a small exhibit of some of his collection 
of exemplars at a session of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and 
Ireland (RAI). His most useful contribution was to provide a detailed description and 
formal context to an underground worksite of some pre-contact shell tools found in 
natural caves. These sites functioned as repositories of abundant deposits of:

‘The ‘Carib chisels’, as they are called in this island, [which] are obtained from 
different parts, and the greater portion of them lie on or near the surface of the 
soil. Those I sent home were taken, with about 100 more, from a cave, and were 
found 6 or 8 inches below the surface. The cave is 350 feet above the sea level, and 
is situated at a distance of 2 miles from the sea: it is about 40 feet in length and 
20 feet in breadth. It is entered below the side of a cliff, about 50 feet high, and 
with greater difficulty from above. … I found the remains of different shells, prin-
cipally conch shells, in the same cave. No doubt the place had been the workshop 
of the Caribs, or of the people, whomever they were, who made the chisels, and this 
would account for the number of these instruments, and the quantity of broken 
shells’ (Forte 1882: 2).

Formal archaeological excavations of cave sites had been up to then and still remain 
today, seriously limited. Forte, however, who referenced sub-surface collections of shell 
tools, apparently the first such recorded activity on the island, clearly made an impor-
tant contribution to furthering archaeological knowledge, especially with regards to 
cave sites (Lace et al. 2013).

Victorian historian James Anthony Froude, travelling through the West Indies 
in 1886-87, described major public and private collections throughout the region. 
During his visit to Sir Thomas Graham Briggs at his Farley Hill estate in Barbados, 
Froude drew sumptuous descriptions of the region’s treasures, while at the same time 
making clear the graphic contrast in the relative status of objects worked by the na-
tive (‘uncivilized’) Amerindians in comparison with the objects owned by (‘civilized’) 
citizenry of Europe (Froude 1888: 106). Perhaps the more relevant development for 
this publication is the recognition that, like Chester’s collection, Briggs’ artifacts did 
support the foundation and development of other late nineteenth-century museums 
and research institutions in Britain. Hicks and Cooper (2013: 402-405), for example, 
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in their detailed interrogation and reconstitution of the collections of the Pitt Rivers 
Museum, point out that a significant number of Barbadian stone and shell implements 
from the Thomas Graham Briggs collection had been acquired by sale in 1890 from 
C. Kenrick Gibbons, and later by donation through Henry Balfour’s gift in 1915. 
Here they joined Rev. Chester’s earlier donations. The authors’ documentation of the 
provenance of several other of Barbadian acquisitions in fact do much to reconstruct 
the proto and early archaeological activity in Barbados.

The Reverend Father C. Cooksey, at the outset of the twentieth century, drew all 
these threads together in an article entitled ‘The First Barbadians’ for British Guiana’s 
Timehri (Cooksey 1912). While he was meticulous to observe the burgeoning trade in 
faked Carib artifacts by those who did not actually understand how these shell tools 
were used, he was nevertheless convinced that, based on the frequency of artifacts from 
Oistins Bay to Six Men’s Bay, that there had been established:

 ‘a considerable colony or colonies simultaneously or successively inhabited the 
Western or Loo’ard coast’ (Cooksey 1912: 142).

It was Cooksey also who seems to have definitively concluded, based on some compar-
ative analysis, that ‘the first Barbadians’ had originated in the Orinoco, speculating that 
they had been caught in a storm and pushed further into the Atlantic by winds and 
currents from which there was no escape until they drifted towards land in Barbados. 
Cooksey’s short but densely packed article compiles what was for him compelling 
evidence of the continental connection which later came to characterize the region’s 
archaeological discourse of the later twentieth century.

While these early forays into island archaeology varied widely in quality, accuracy, 
mission, and motivation, in addition to being heavily impacted by colonial notions 
of European superiority, combined together they show demonstrable and growing 
authority on the part of Barbadians in understanding their archaeological heritage, 
pre-contact and historical settlements, and do draw interesting comparisons with sim-
ilar archaeological relics and related resources which underpinned the development of 
the island’s archaeology for almost three centuries.

Pre-Colonial Archaeology Before and After Independence
After decades of island archaeological collections held in the hands of private collectors 
or British institutions, Eustace Maxwell Shilstone, supported by an Act of Parliament 
in 1933, founded the Barbados Museum and Historical Society, one of the first 
Caribbean institutions of its kind. Dedicated to studying, protecting, and display-
ing the material history of the island, the Museum still serves as a central institution 
through which archaeological research is conducted on the island. Furthermore, the 
Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society, similarly established in 1933, 
remains one of the oldest continuously published journals in the Caribbean, boast-
ing some of the earliest archaeological publications for the region. These publications, 
along with the first archaeological surveys conducted on the island, illustrate that the 
island’s archaeological pioneers were committed to uncovering clues pertaining to the 
lives of Barbados’ earliest inhabitants.
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This research agenda stands in sharp contrast to work undertaken in the last few 
decades. For instance, when looking at the number of sections and chapters devoted 
to pre-colonial and to post-contact topics in this volume, it becomes evident that in 
Barbados many more research projects are being carried out in the field of historical 
archaeology when compared to pre-colonial archaeology. This, however, was not al-
ways the case. Long before historical archaeology became a recognized field of study 
in the 1960s, and even before the formal establishment of the Barbados Museum and 
Historical Society, archaeologists in colonial Barbados were fascinated by the island’s 
pre-colonial past. While sugar production still dominated social and economic life in the 
post-emancipation Caribbean, early American and English archaeologists were explor-
ing Amerindian life. For instance, J. Walter Fewkes (1915) of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology, examined caves and shell tools to argue that Barbados’ Amerindian pop-
ulation was much larger and more culturally sophisticated than previously thought. 
His brief reconnaissance study in 1902 sought to compare the archaeological record 
of Barbados with that of neighboring islands and North America, thus establishing a 
colonial infrastructure for island archaeology that would be more formally developed 
in the 1930s with the formation of the Museum.

Over the ensuing decades, specifically in the years after independence in 1966, 
there would be a noticeable shift that favored historical archaeological research, a 
transition that will be elaborated upon below. Notwithstanding the fact that the 
pre-colonial period in Barbados covers no less than 4500 years, relatively few recent 
investigations have been undertaken to reconstruct the story of Amerindian groups 
living in Barbados from the Archaic Age to the Late Ceramic Age. These include some 
small-scale rescue archaeology interventions by Kevin Farmer (Barbados Museum and 
Historical Society; hereafter BMHS) and Karl Watson (formerly of The University 
of the West Indies), published in The Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical 
Society (hereafter JBMHS), and surface surveys and test excavations by Maaike de 
Waal (then of The University of the West Indies; De Waal in prep. a-c; De Waal and 
Lesparre 2018). Despite the understudied nature of the topic, the Amerindian past 
of Barbados reflects a long, rich, and fascinating history during which the island was 
inhabited, exploited, and modified, and many of the archaeological sites are known 
to contain unique material assemblages. One of the major drawbacks of a general 
omission of this significant period is that many pre-colonial sites have been damaged, 
or have even disappeared, as a result of the heavy coastal development related to the 
construction of tourist facilities, marinas, and housing projects, a topic we deal with 
in more detail in the Epilogue.

Intensive agricultural practices have greatly damaged inland sites. Apart from a few 
incidental projects (Drewett 2007), construction work is not preceded or accompanied 
by archaeological investigation to safeguard archaeological information. Barbados is 
not unique in allowing economic interests to prevail over the significance of safeguard-
ing archaeological heritage, but the limited visibility of pre-colonial archaeological 
valuables combined with the relatively low level of interest of the general public, does 
not help to maintain and protect pre-colonial archaeological sites. Sharing informa-
tion and increasing community involvement, as well as working on realizing effective 
legislation, may help to improve this situation. Archaeological sites are indeed a finite 
resource.
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 The zenith of pre-colonial archaeology in Barbados, when a very significant part 
of the story of Amerindian groups living in Barbados was revealed, was linked to the 
efforts of the Barbados Archaeological Survey (BAS) projects, headed by Peter and Lys 
Drewett, in the 1980s and 1990s. Before the BAS projects commenced, pre-colonial 
archaeological research in Barbados was largely dominated by amateurs both from the 
island and from abroad (Mary Hill Harris, this volume). A notable contribution was 
made by the British engineer Guy T. Barton, who created the first map of pre-colonial 
sites on the island in the 1950s (Barton 1979), which was used by the BAS projects 
to further build upon. In the 1960s, Ripley and Adelaide Bullen carried out the first 
professional excavations and created the first ceramic sequences for Barbados (Bullen 
1968; Bullen and Bullen 1968). More excavations followed in the 1980s, carried out 
by Steven Hackenberger and Loran Cutsinger (Hackenberger 1987; 1988).

Although the Drewetts based a large part of their site inventory on work of earlier 
archaeologists and archaeology enthusiasts, the BAS surveys and inventory on the work 
of excavations produced many new discoveries, data, and publications (for example 
Drewett 1991; 2000; 2007). A large section of the storage rooms of the Barbados 
Museum and Historical Society are filled with these finds. It is thus not surprising 
that the section about pre-colonial archaeology includes overviews of investigations 
and findings by BAS archaeologists and their predecessors, not only to pay tribute to 
their important and often pioneering work, but also to present their stories about the 
Amerindian past in Barbados.

An Overview of Barbadian Historical Archaeology
As noted above, historical archaeological research, despite the innovative work of Peter 
and Lys Drewett and their colleagues, outweighed that of the pre-colonial period in the 
later decades of the twentieth century. Historical archaeology in Barbados projects the 
‘rich diversity in cultural settings’ and complexity of cultural expressions of the island 
and the broader Caribbean (Armstrong and Hauser 2009). Its study has addressed a 
variety of issues relating to colonialism, cultural contact and exchange, power rela-
tionships, conditions of enslavement, movements to freedom, and the materiality of 
transformations in the modern world. The timeline and themes of studies focusing on 
historical contexts fits within the broader trajectory of the archaeological study of the 
colonial and post-colonial eras in the region (see Caribbean overviews in: Armstrong 
and Hauser 2009; Armstrong 2013; Reid et al. 2014).

The nature of historical archaeological investigation in the region is inextricably 
linked to changes in ideology framed by an era of nation building and critique of co-
lonial pasts. Historical archaeology emerged as a significant sub-discipline in an era in 
which Barbados, and the Caribbean, were exploring the impact of colonial expansion 
on indigenous peoples and the environment, the human trauma associated with the 
plantation system, and the criminal tragedy of slavery. Prior to the 1960s, archaeology 
was primarily associated with the study of the prehistoric peoples of the region, and 
when history was involved, archaeologists tended to focus on Columbus, the era of con-
tact, restoration of forts, monuments, and historic architecture, and documentation of 
the passing colonial enterprise. In 1967, when Barbados hosted the second Caribbean 
Archaeology Conference (now IACA), the organization was called the International 
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Congress for the Study of Pre-Columbian Cultures in the Lesser Antilles and all of the 
papers addressed ‘Pre-Columbian’ topics (BMHS 1968). While the event took place at 
a time when Barbados was celebrating its independence (November 1966) and aiming 
to highlight its heritage, archaeologists in the region had not yet bridged the social 
and temporal divide of pre-history and history. Yet, The University of the West Indies 
had just expanded to Barbados (1963) and Trinidad (1960) from their base in Jamaica 
(founded in 1948), and West Indian scholars, particularly in the field of history, were 
engaged in the study of social reforms. Scholars throughout the region were engaged in 
a critical examination of the social lives of the enslaved, resistance, transitions of post 
emancipation society, labor relations, and nation building.

As early as the late 1950s exciting rediscoveries had been made at historic sites in 
the Caribbean, like Port Royal, Jamaica (Link 1960). These studies were hugely sig-
nificant in the popularization of historical archaeology globally, but for archaeologists, 
the well-established tradition of equating archaeology to prehistory, particularly among 
North American scholars, slowed historical archaeology in the region. While often 
characterized as an outgrowth of changes in North American archaeology, the shift to 
a new series of questions in the Caribbean was equally influenced by scholars working 
in Africa, as well as endemic scholarship. In 1979, Desmond Nicholson (Antigua) 
desired to present a paper on materials from African-Antiguan living areas at the 8th 
Caribbean conference on St. Kitts, but was relegated to distribute his paper among 
interested parties and to publish it in the Journal of the Virgin Islands Archaeological 
Society (Nicholson 1979).

However, in light of the growing importance of new questions being addressed 
by historical archaeology, the scope of IACA was expanded, and at the next IACA, in 
Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic in 1981, a session was dedicated to colonial 
settlements and plantation contexts and addressing issues of the African Diaspora. 
Significantly, among the participants were Charles Fairbanks, who, along with Rochelle 
Marrinan, presented on their research at Puerto Real, Haiti (Fairbanks and Marrinan 
1983) and Kathy Deagan (Deagan 1983) who presented on archaeological correlations 
between Florida and the Caribbean. Fairbanks was a key player in the demonstra-
tion of the value of historical archaeology to the study of sites associated with people 
of the African Diaspora and African retentions and ‘Africanisms’ in North America, 
based on archaeological studies of plantations (Fairbanks 1984). The conference also 
included watershed papers addressing the African Diaspora in the Caribbean presented 
by Merrick Posnansky (Posnansky 1983) and Douglas Armstrong (Armstrong 1983). 
Interestingly, Barbados Museum Director Ronald V. Taylor also made a brief interven-
tion at the same session to trace the archaeological events of the island of Barbados and 
the writings on the subject. This presentation introduced what was to become his ma-
jor endeavor – the eventual publication of his collation and collection of all the known 
published (and some unpublished) Source Materials for the Study of the Archaeology and 
Pre-history of Barbados launched at the 14th IACA Congress in 1991.

Jerome Handler had been engaged in ethno-historical and archaeological studies 
in Barbados, beginning with research on the African Barbadian potters at Chalky 
Mount (Handler 1963), and moving forward with studies that examined the record of 
Amerindian and African presence on the island (Handler 1969; 1970; 1974; 1977). 
By the mid-1970s Handler had turned his attention to plantation life and had begun 
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surveys aimed at examining the lives of the enslaved. He brought in archaeologist 
Frederick Lange to collaborate in a study that began as a search for enslaved laborer 
settlements and ultimately focused on a detailed study of the African laborer cemetery 
at Newton Plantation (Handler and Lange 1978). Their book, Plantation Slavery in 
Barbados: An Archaeological and Historical Examination, is a seminal publication that 
pointed the way forward and demonstrated the need for and a pathway to additional 
research in the region. The study concentrated on the exploration of the lives of the 
enslaved and their descendants and included detailed archaeological and historical re-
search on estate records and material possessions included in burials.

The book was followed by a popular article in Archaeology (Handler and Lange 
1979) and a series of articles that drew in a series of scientists to present detailed 
analyses. Articles based on the archaeological investigations at the Newton Plantation 
cemetery included studies that linked material goods within the grave to African mate-
rials and practices, including a study of grave goods like carnelian beads (Handler et al. 
1979) and tooth mutilation practices (Handler et al. 1982). They also addressed health 
issues related to the living conditions of the enslaved, including a study of weaning 
practices (Corruccini et al. 1985), and the deleterious effect of lead in the laborers’ diet 
(Corruccini et al. 1987). A summary of this research and exciting new directions still 
being undertaken can be found in Shuler et al.’s contribution to this volume.

The ensuing focus on enslaved plantation laborers is best understood within the 
political context of the socialization of history and archaeology in the region, whereby 
the overwhelming need to reconstruct the lives of non-elite people became mainstream 
following the Civil-Rights-era in the United States and the attendant post-independ-
ence and Black-Power-era in the Caribbean region. The emerging West Indian school 
of Caribbean History concerned itself with questions of the social lives of the enslaved, 
resistance, and the transition of society post emancipation, allowing such issues to 
mesh with those of the school of North American archaeologists who came to study in 
the region. It is this environment in which Handler began to undertake historic archae-
ological research throughout the 1970s and 80s – a tradition that would be expanded 
upon in the 1990s, especially through the work of Thomas Loftfield (1992; 2001). 
The focus on historical archaeology thus began decades after studies of Amerindian 
peoples were the focus of archaeological attention. However, the social resonance of 
the study of slavery and the struggle for freedom quickly became a dominant theme of 
archaeology in Barbados and the region.

Still in its relative infancy, the discipline of historic archaeology has in the last 
few decades only just begun to examine the development of historic settlement on 
the island in contexts associated with the enslaved (Agbe-Davies 2009; Armstrong 
2015; Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Finch 2013; Finch et al. 2013; Stoner and 
Watson 2002), urban settings (Smith and Farmer 2004; Smith and Watson 2009; 
Finneran 2013), and tenantries (Reilly 2014; Bergman and Smith 2014). Primary 
arenas of study have thus far included burial practices (Handler and Lange 1978), 
the everyday lives of enslaved laborers on the plantation (Handler and Lange 1978; 
Handler et al. 1989), the development of sugar estates (Armstrong 2015), and the 
examination of creolization of pottery manufacture (Loftfield 2001; Scheid 2015). 
As research continues to expand, new avenues of investigation could include trade 



27IntroductIon

networks, the creation of free villages (urban and rural), migration, and post-eman-
cipation settlement patterns.

The archaeological study of plantation slavery in Barbados is part of a regional 
approach that has been similarly employed on other islands, especially those in the 
English-speaking Caribbean. In addition to the political climates that informed re-
search approaches, anthropological questions surrounding African-American lifeways 
and culture were particularly influential for archaeologists working in plantation con-
texts throughout the region. These early investigations into enslaved life were interested 
in exploring whether the retention of African cultural traits, determined by an exam-
ination of the material culture, was possible and if so, what were its manifestations 
(see, for example Hauser and Armstrong 1999; Fairbanks 1984; Handler and Lange 
1978; Handler 1989). This work, much of it inspired by the historical anthropological 
scholarship from the likes of Melville Herskovits (Herskovits 1941) and Sidney Mintz 
and Richard Price (Mintz and Price 1976), resulted in a literature replete with myriad 
discussions of the variety of African traits found through examinations of material.

Historical archaeology on the island has also responded to growing local and in-
ternational interest in heritage tourism. Landmarks in and around Bridgetown that 
now function as major tourist attractions have hosted archaeological investigations that 
contribute to how these sites are understood and presented to the public, most notably 
the Jewish Synagogue and the George Washington House. At the former, a synagogue 
originally constructed in 1654, archaeologists made the ground-breaking discovery 
of what might be the Western Hemisphere’s first Mikveh, a purification bath used by 
Jewish women (Miller 2010). Excavations at the George Washington House helped 
to contextualize the history of the property that was home to the future American 
President during his six-week stay on the island in 1751 (Agbe-Davies 2009). Frederick 
Smith’s work at St. Nicholas Abbey (Smith, this volume) similarly combines archaeol-
ogy and heritage tourism at a plantation context. This brand of historical archaeology 
raises significant questions regarding how heritage is promoted, what guides research, 
and how sites speak to issues of national identity or belonging.

Regardless of site or thematic interest, historical archaeology in Barbados is inher-
ently a political endeavor. The physical work undertaken by researchers, the material 
culture collected, and the interpretations generated shape the way that Barbadians and 
visitors view the past and their place in Barbadian society. Frederick Smith’s (Smith 
2008) interpretation of material collected from Mapps Cave, for instance, suggests 
that such inconspicuous locales could have been social meeting places for the enslaved 
to drink alcohol, exchange information, and plot rebellions like the 1816 uprising. 
In this case, archaeology can be used to support nationalistic remembrances of de-
bated figures like Bussa, who may have been one of the leaders of the infamous 1816 
rebellion. Such weighty histories also come to bear on how archaeological research 
is undertaken. As a bitter newspaper exchange between Jerome Handler and prom-
inent island historian Hilary Beckles in the Advocate and the Nation demonstrates, 
the exhumation of bodies of the enslaved at Newton Plantation, while an incredibly 
important academic study of burial practices, health, and identity of the enslaved, 
raised legitimate concerns about the ethics of non-Barbadian researchers disturb-
ing the sacred resting places of the dead (see http://jeromehandler.org/2000/03/
the-1816-slave-revolt-in-barbados-an-exchange-in-barbados-newspapers/).
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According to David Watters (2001: 88):

‘Historical archaeology conducted by foreign archaeologists in the British West 
Indies is dominated by work at plantations and especially at ‘sugar estates’.’

Similarly, Jerome Handler et al. (1989: 3), notes that:

 ‘archaeological research has been applied to the investigation of African-American 
cultures and New World slavery, primarily on plantation sites’.

These assessments neatly encapsulate historical archaeological work that has been un-
dertaken in Barbados since its inception in the second half of the twentieth century. 
As mentioned above, recent work on the island has expanded the scope of historical 
archaeological research, but there remains much to do if historical archaeology is to 
be able to speak to social and political realities of the twenty-first-century Caribbean. 
While the focus on burial practices of enslaved agricultural laborers on the plantation 
was much needed, other contexts and research subjects, such as urban slavery, domestic 
slavery, or skilled artisanship in rural settings have been far less studied.

Additionally, there needs to be a movement that seeks to ground archaeology in the 
region through thematic development beyond the plantation and search for ambigu-
ous notions of Africanisms. New avenues of research might explore power relation-
ships, issues of identity, marginality, economic development, and liminality in the con-
struction of society across ethnic, legal, and gender lines. Additionally, new questions 
should address Barbadian life beyond slavery and the plantation. For instance, what 
does migration look like across the region and outside of it? How were free villages and 
societies formed? What were the trade networks established to provide for economic 
enfranchisement? Finally, how does one embed archaeological investigation within 
Caribbean society? What form is public archaeology to take in the next 50 years? How 
can archaeology on the island be more inclusive, encouraging Barbadians to be active 
participants and professionals? Many of these questions and topics are addressed by 
authors in this volume, and we are optimistic that historical archaeology in Barbados 
will strive to engage with the wants and needs of the Barbadian public in years to come. 
At the same time, these issues need to be addressed alongside policy that safeguards 
such heritage for future generations, a topic we take up in the Epilogue. Having set out 
some of the key historical milestones in the development of archaeological research on 
the island, we now turn to a detailed overview of the contents of the present volume.

The structure of this volume
The section on pre-colonial archaeology 3 in Barbados starts with a chapter on the 
natural landscapes of Barbados by Maaike de Waal. Chapter one sketches the physical 
setting that provides a background for the understanding of local conditions for pre-co-
lonial habitation and exploitation of the island. In addition, the natural setting largely 
determines the possibilities for site and artifact preservation, and it thus strongly influ-

3 Under the editorial supervision of Maaike de Waal.
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ences the type and representation of data that archaeologists can actually collect. The 
natural environment also dictates the possibilities for fieldwork, for example, related 
to the accessibility of terrain or to the visibility of artifact distributions at the surface.

The natural setting is followed by chapter two, in which Scott Fitzpatrick and 
Maaike de Waal analyze evidence for Archaic-Age occupation in Barbados. Fitzpatrick 
was a member of the original crew to excavate the oldest indications for human presence 
in Barbados in the 1990s (Drewett 1991) and later he obtained additional C14 dates 
to support Drewett’s argument for Archaic Age occupation in Barbados (Fitzpatrick 
2011). In this chapter the work of Peter Drewett at Archaic-Age Heywoods (St. Peter) 
and its significance for Barbadian and Caribbean archaeology are discussed, and new 
observations on site location, the atypical Archaic archaeological assemblage, and mo-
bility are presented.

Moving from the Archaic Age to Ceramic periods, chapter three is fully devoted 
to a presentation of the pre-colonial pottery of Barbados. As most chronological as-
signments for Ceramic Age sites have been made using ceramics, a chapter on this 
topic is a vital contribution for any such archaeological collection. The author, ceramic 
specialist Mary Hill Harris, has been a prominent member of the BAS projects since its 
inception in the 1980s, and she has been involved in pottery analyses in the Caribbean 
ever since. She shares her experiences, typological overviews, and new observations.

De Waal continues in chapter four with a discussion of Amerindian cultural land-
scapes in Ceramic-Age Barbados, describing the history of creating Barbadian site in-
ventories and archaeological maps and the effects of the resulting biases on Amerindian 
site patterns as presented by Drewett (1991; 2000; 2007) and Bright (2011). Based on 
surface surveys and test excavations carried out in 2008-2009 and 2015 (De Waal in 
prep. a-c; De Waal and Lesparre 2018), this contribution includes new insights regard-
ing site distributions, site locations, site types, and dating.

Finally, the pre-colonial section is closed by a contribution by independent research-
er Quetta Kaye, another original BAS participant. Kaye’s chapter (chapter five) on 
pre-colonial rituals, objects, and use of space in Barbados describes the symbolic world 
of Amerindian people in the Caribbean in general and they focus in on the particular 
evidence for ceremonial locations and activities that has been discovered in Barbados. 
This contribution is a fitting bookend to this section on Barbados’ Amerindian past, 
highlighting that the island and its inhabitants were part of a broader, interconnected 
Caribbean network that has characterized the region since it was first inhabited by 
human beings.

Two sections of the volume deal with themes in historical archaeology, but this in 
no way indicates its import over that of pre-colonial archaeology. Rather, it reflects 
recent trends in the field that have given rise to more research projects dedicated to 
the more recent, colonial past. Section two 4 looks at recent archaeological research on 
plantation, urban and military landscapes, research that was pioneered on the island by 
Jerome Handler and Frederick Lange.

In chapter six Frederick Smith situates the important and well-visited site of St. 
Nicholas Abbey within wider approaches to the archaeological study of plantation 
landscapes, showing how the complex and difficult biography of this site can be 

4 Under the editorial supervision of Kevin Farmer and Matthew Reilly.
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told. While many heritage sites associated with the plantation era throughout the 
Caribbean are reluctant to directly engage with the history of slavery, Smith high-
lights how these human stories can and should be told through the use of archaeo-
logical methodologies. The reality of slavery and its legacies should not be skirted at 
heritage sites, and Smith makes a compelling case for how plantation archaeology 
can provide a sustainable model for how difficult heritage can be addressed at even 
the most popular sites of tourism.

In chapter seven Douglas Armstrong brings us up-to-date on his ongoing work at 
Trents Plantation in the westerly parish of St. James. Here Armstrong has used early 
cartographic evidence and selective excavation to shed light upon some of the earliest 
phases of plantation life in the Anglophone Caribbean. Work at Trents demonstrates 
the important contributions made by archaeology to understanding a somewhat poor-
ly documented yet critical period in Caribbean history. This research focuses on a pe-
riod in which processes of modern capitalism were beginning to unfold on the island, 
just as the system of sugar and slavery began to crystalize. Data from later periods at the 
site highlight the everyday lifeways of enslaved laborers and even potential evidence of 
resistance against the plantocratic order.

While much archaeological research on the island and in the region remains com-
mitted to investigating the nuances of plantation life and production, urban centers 
offer similarly fruitful contexts for understanding Barbadian life throughout the co-
lonial period (1627-1966). In chapter eight, Niall Finneran, along with archaeologist 
Alexander Gray and the historian and author Rachel Lichtenstein bring three different 
perspectives to bear to draw out the archaeological evidence for cosmopolitan and cre-
olized identities at Speightstown (St Peter Parish), historically regarded as the island’s 
third most important urban settlement after Bridgetown and Holetown.

Barbados was also a strongly fortified island. Military archaeology is an emerging 
theme across the wider Caribbean, and researchers in Barbados are also looking at 
the rich variety of fortifications present here. In chapter nine Alan Armstrong cuts to 
the core of social control and surveillance during the period of enslavement with his 
GIS study of watch towers that were constructed in the aftermath of the 1816 ‘Bussa’ 
rebellion. This network of towers, including Gun Hill, Cotton, and Grenade Hall 
formed a network aimed at control, communication and rapid response against upris-
ings. However, in time the roles of these stations changed first to assisting commerce 
and coordination of time and events, and then, after the invention of the telephone, to 
points of tourism, holiday recreation, and pleasure. Today, their initial role of control 
over the laboring population has been replaced by their use as social moonlight cocktail 
parties that are organized monthly by the Barbados National Trust.

The final contribution in this section by Derek Miller (chapter ten) sheds light on 
another segment of colonial society. Sephardic Jewish settlement in Barbados dates 
back to the mid seventeenth century, and the presence of these communities of Jews 
who had been expelled from Iberia in the sixteenth century and had found a wel-
come in the mercantile setting of Amsterdam is noted within the wider Caribbean 
context. Prime movers in the development of the Barbadian sugar trade from their 
bases in Dutch Brazil (Pernambuco), synagogues were established at Bridgetown and 
Speightstown. Miller’s contribution sheds light upon the material culture and ritual or-
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ganization of a Jewish community long disappeared, but whose social memory lives on 
in the museum, cemeteries and synagogue of the Nidhe Israel complex in Bridgetown.

A number of chapters within section three 5 could equally have found a home 
in section two, but they are all united by a more scientific and material-science 
approach to reconstructing diet and technology, albeit from a more historical ar-
chaeology perspective. In chapter eleven Kevin Farmer, Jeffrey Ferguson and Michael 
Glasscock examine traditional potting and ceramic industries on Barbados. Using 
archaeometric techniques, they are able to draw conclusions about clay sourcing and 
potting localities. Building on Jerome Handler’s ethnohistorical and anthropological 
research on the potting tradition in Chalky Mount, this study provides new insights 
into ceramic form and manufacture, demonstrating how technology is beginning to 
address previously unanswerable questions.

In chapter twelve the focus switches to human remains. Kristrina A. Shuler, Hannes 
Schroeder, and William Stevens present exciting new developments in the analysis of 
human skeletal material from Handler and Lange’s excavations, combining a broad 
range of data to yield an insight into health issues among enslaved populations at 
Newton. While not directly concerned with the politics associated with the excavations 
of the burials and the ensuing research, the chapter highlights the important role that 
human remains can have in the wider narrative of nation-building processes.

In chapter thirteen Kevin Farmer and Chris Crain present bioarchaeological data 
from skeletal material in two Bridgetown urban settings: Fontabelle and Pierhead, and 
these data can be viewed against the material presented in the preceding chapter from 
a plantation setting. Urban archaeological sites have their own issues, and these sites 
were discovered in the course of development as opposed to being excavated within the 
relatively leisurely context of a ‘research’ excavation. It is to the credit of the developers 
that they paused work and allowed this valuable analysis to be undertaken.

A more overt application of archaeometric techniques is presented by Lindsay 
Bloch in chapter fourteen. Bloch uses LA-ICP-MS (Laser Ablation-Inductively 
Coupled Plasma-Mass Spectrometry) analysis to carry out chemical characterization 
of a sample of 117 sherds, 114 of which come from Trents Plantation. These materials 
come from a variety of well-defined pre-sugar and sugar era planter contexts as well as 
from discrete house sites within the enslaved laborer settlement at Trents. This study 
of Barbadian earthenware is part of a larger study that included large samples from 
England, Jamaica, and Virginia (Bloch 2015; Bloch et. al 2017). The comparative sam-
ple allows for comparison of composition that extents to England, North America, and 
Jamaica, thereby illuminating the distinctiveness of the Barbadian wares. The analysis 
shows a variety of composition types were present at Trents and that many including 
the domestic earthenware and most of the industrial sugar wares show compositional 
groupings that indicate that they were made in Barbados.

Finally, and remaining at Trents, Diane Wallman’s study presented in chapter fif-
teen focuses upon human-animal relationships in the plantation setting and to date 
this is the only zooarchaeological study that has been completed for a colonial period 
plantation in Barbados. Wallman presents an overview of historical records relating 
to Barbadian foodways that derives from the historical record and expands a previous 

5 Under the editorial supervision of Douglas Armstrong and Matthew Reilly.
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ethnohistorical study that she co-authored with Jerome Handler (2014). Data from all 
social contexts and time periods represented at the site are presented and compared.

In the final segment of the volume we analyze approaches to the management 
of Barbados’ rich cultural heritage, focusing (as an archaeological volume would sug-
gest) upon tangible cultural heritage (but this is not to ignore the range and diversity 
of intangible cultural expressions found on the island today, evidencing a rich cre-
olized identity). In 2011 Historic Bridgetown and its Garrison was inscribed upon 
the UNESCO World Heritage Site list, the culmination of much hard work by local 
heritage professionals. It joins a range of Caribbean UNESCO World Heritage Sites 
on a schedule that is still uncomfortably Eurocentric. Away from this heritage superstar 
site, however, there are a range of smaller, less recognized initiatives that emphasize 
community approaches. In section four 6 we consider some of these approaches.

In chapter sixteen Matthew Reilly and Ainsley Norris present a community her-
itage approach to their pioneering study of the ‘Redleg’ populations on the eastern 
side of the island. This island minority, many said to be the direct descendants of poor 
seventeenth-century indentured servants, has long lived on the margins of Barbadian 
society with little recognition or proper historical/archaeological attention. The au-
thors provide a valuable corrective to this issue, highlighting how archaeological pro-
fessionals and community members can and should work together to build inclusive 
models for studying Barbadian life in the past and present.

In chapter seventeen educational practitioners Lucy Willans and Liesje Cole-
Pragnell look at how the study of heritage in its broadest sense can positively impact 
upon very young children. They emphasize imaginative and creative approaches to 
teaching heritage grounded in recent pedagogical theory. It is important to build sus-
tainable heritage policy and this can only be done through education. The authors 
take a different constituency here, pre-school children, and this places special demands 
upon curriculum design and delivery. The authors propose a model that could theoret-
ically be applied in any similar setting.

In chapter eighteen Niall Finneran along with heritage professional Laura Hampden 
and archivist Alice Lathbury critically assess the implications for digital tools in making 
cultural heritage more democratic, open and (a crucial term) participatory. These are 
new and exciting ways of working within the heritage sector. Catalogues and other 
research resources can be made viewable online with positive implications for acces-
sibility. In addition, as discussed here, new crowd sharing platforms can enhance the 
viability and sustainability of heritage databases. As technology develops, application 
of digital platforms to the heritage sector is limited only by our imaginations.

In chapter nineteen University of the West Indies (Cave Hill) academic Tara Inniss 
reflects upon the recent phenomenon of heritage trails, linking heritage sites in the 
landscape through walking routes, and thus increasing the visibility of, and accessibil-
ity to, more obscure heritage sites. In Barbados this has been successfully undertaken 
with the development of a historic trail following the line of the old railway, but the 
heritage trail concept offers a useful approach to the interpretation of long disappeared 
sites associated with the slave trade in Bridgetown. These more unstructured forms of 

6 Under the editorial supervision of Niall Finneran.
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heritage interpretation, linked sites with the freedom to move between them, offer a 
new and inclusive (and cost effective) approach to heritage management.

In the final chapter (twenty) Niall Finneran considers the place of maritime herit-
age in Barbados and shows that in comparison with other Caribbean islands, Barbados’ 
cultural relationship with the sea is relatively poorly known. When people think about 
maritime archaeology they think of underwater archaeology, and this is particularly 
pertinent in the Caribbean where the image of the sunken Spanish treasure ship still 
grips the popular imagination. In this contribution Finneran demonstrates that mar-
itime heritage encompasses the land as well, and a range of artifacts and foodways, 
tangible and intangible heritage.

The expansive and diverse research presented by contributors to this volume 
demonstrates that a relatively small Caribbean island is home to an incredibly rich 
archaeological record. We hope that these contributions provide a taste of the range 
of archaeological work being undertaken in Barbados, and how these approaches can 
be contextualized within wider Caribbean framework. Protecting and promoting 
this material heritage is an ongoing, political process that involves archaeologists, 
government officials, institutions, island visitors, and members of the Barbadian 
public. We therefore hope that the following chapters inspire a growing interest in 
Barbados’ material past that engages with critical issues of social relevance. While 
this introduction has predominantly been about the past and present of Barbadian 
archaeology, it will become evident that there is a deep commitment to a future of 
island archaeology that builds on the work of those who have come before us. As we 
look forward to the challenges of the twenty first century, we hope that some of the 
issues aired here can be used to provide a springboard to more focused research pri-
orities, for as with many other Caribbean islands, Barbados needs to find the balance 
between preservation and development.
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Barbados’ Natural Landscapes. 
Conditions for Pre-Colonial 

Settlement, Site Preservation 
and Archaeological Fieldwork

Maaike S. de Waal

Abstract
This chapter aims to describe the natural landscapes of Barbados. The objectives are 
threefold: it provides an insight into the landscape helping us understand how people 
in the past lived, used and experienced that landscape, and what were the possibilities 
and limitations the landscape put on human habitation and exploitation in pre-colonial 
times. Knowing the character and extent of natural processes altering the natural envi-
ronment over time allows estimates of how much and what types of information may be 
lacking from our inventories. This can also indicate which areas and which sites are likely 
victims of (further) damage by natural processes and may help archaeologists set priorities 
in outlining areas to protect, manage or document. Last but not least, an understanding 
of the present-day natural environment is essential to understand the possibilities and 
limitations the landscape poses on archaeological investigations in the field.

Keywords: landscape, pre-colonial archaeology, taphonomy.

Natural setting of Barbados
Barbados is one of the southern Windward Islands (figure 1.1), situated 150 km 
(c. 93 miles) east of its closest neighboring islands of St. Vincent and St. Lucia. Whereas 
the other Lesser Antillean islands are inter-visible, with consequences for navigation, 
communication, interaction and exchange, Barbados is detached from the other is-
lands. The island is pear-shaped, measuring 34 km (21 miles) from south to north 
and 23 km (14 miles) from west to east, and extends over 430 km2 of land surface 
(or 267 square miles). Mount Hillaby (340 m; 1115 feet) is its most elevated point 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 43-60.
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(figure 1.2). The island has a 97 km (60 mile) long coastline (UN Environment 2017). 
The west and south coasts are easily accessible from the sea. The east coast, battered by 
Atlantic currents, is harder to approach, but skilled seafarers would still be able to find 
small natural harbors along the southern and western coasts.

Geology and geomorphology
Barbados has a different origin and build-up when compared to the other Windward 
Islands. The oldest sediments of Barbados were created ca. 50 – 20 million years BP. 
Tectonic processes, involving the Atlantic Plate being pushed under the Caribbean 
Plate, created a trough that was gradually filled with clastic sediments from rivers from 
the South American continent. Skeletons of dead plankton added to these deposits, 
creating chalk and radiolarite. At around 10 million years BP, tectonic uplift deformed 
the clastic sediments by developing faults and folds and pushing clastic layers in and 
over each other. They in turn were covered by oceanic sediments, such as claystones 
and chalk. From ca. 2 – 1 million years BP, the deposited sediments were pushed up, 
forming the early beginning of Barbados: today’s Scotland District. The same tectonic 
processes formed the other Windward Islands by pushing up magma and creating 
volcanoes (Machel 1999: 9-14). Barbados has no volcano but ash bands, resulting 
from eruptions on other islands, do occur in the geological stratigraphy (Burchmore 
Harrison and Jukes-Browne 1890: 18; 87; Donovan and Harper 2005: 21; Machel 
1999: 5), as do incidental volcanic rock fragments that were transported to Barbados 
in bird guano (Burchmore Harrison and Jukes-Browne 1890: 5-6).

Reefs began to develop in the shallow waters around the uplifted area that is now the 
Scotland District, but not east of it. The reefs generally developed into limestone plat-
forms. Tectonics pushed the oldest platform out of the sea around 500,000 years BP, 
forming the Upper Coral Rock terrace, bordered by the Second High Cliff and 
Hackleton’s Cliff (Machel 1999: 15; 19). Around 120,000 years BP, the Middle Coral 
Rock terrace rose out of the sea, bordered by the First High Cliff, followed by the 

Figure 1.1 The Caribbean and the location of Barbados.
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Lower Coral Rock terrace ca. 60,000 years BP (Machel 1999: 21). Thus there devel-
oped a terraced landscape, with a highest point in the central part of the island with 
flats decreasing in age and elevation towards the coasts, largely consisting of coral rock 
limestone (Humphrey 1997: 383). The Scotland District has clearly exposed, relatively 
soft, clastic sediments, including claystones, sand and siltstones, volcanic ash layers, 
chalk, and radiolarite, which forms chert or flint, when hardened (Machel 1999: 5; 
25). Chert was also reported at Coconut Grove, ca. 3 km (2 miles) to the west of 
Bathsheba (Donovan and Harper 2005: 29). Soft red, yellow and white clays cover the 
rocks in the Scotland District. These clays, very different from the red decalcification 
clays, which occur on the plateaus (Burchmore Harrison and Jukes-Browne 1890: 7), 
are being used by Chalky Mount potters. A special feature is the presence of oil, which 
is extracted from fields at 1,000 – 2,000 m (c. 3000-6000 feet) depth, but which also 
surfaces in oil or tar seeps (Machel 1999: 5; 23).

Because of the relative softness of the rocks, surface water easily created and 
enlarged gullies, caves and sinkholes, a process that continues today, resulting in a 
dynamic landscape (Machel 1999: 23). According to Kambesis and Machel (2013: 
227), the island has more than 100 caves, hundreds of gullies, and more than 2,800 
sinkholes. New caves continue to be discovered. In other Caribbean islands caves were 
used for shelter during storms or hurricanes and for ceremonial purposes (cf. De Waal 

Figure 1.2. Barbados, with the 
locations of (1) Mount Hillaby, 
(2) Scotland District,  
(3) Hackleton’s Cliff,  
(4) Welchman Hall Gully,  
(5) Graeme Hall wetland,  
(6) Chancery Lane swamp,  
(7) Long Pond, (8) Green Pond, 
(9) Bathsheba, (10) Holetown, 
(11) Three Houses spring, 
(12) the impact area of the 
1901 ‘Boscobel Landslip (After 
Cruden et al 2014: figure 5) and 
(13) Bridgetown (Google maps).
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2006: 58; Kaye this volume chapter 5). Harrison’s Cave and Cole’s Cave are the longest 
(ca. 2 km / 1 mile) stream caves in Barbados (Kambesis and Machel 2013: 234). Some 
gullies are sizeable as well, for example Welchman Hall Gully measures 1 km / 0.6 mile 
(Donovan and Harper 2005: 31). Seawater also caused erosion, which created sea caves 
and sea stacks (Machel 1999: 25). As result of tectonic uplift, sea caves and sea stacks 
can be found inland as well.

Barbados has many beaches. West and south coast beaches are bordered by coral 
rocks and reefs; in the east, in Scotland District, and on the south coast beaches have 
dunes, which may cover archaeological sites. The east coast, not protected by reefs, has 
steep cliffs and accessible sandy bays. Beach-rock formation processes have taken place 
in the intertidal zone of several beaches on Barbados (Bailey et al. 2015). This process 
usually threatens the preservation of archaeological sites. At Heywoods, several human 
burials were badly preserved as they had become concreted into beach-rock (Drewett 
2004: 220). In some instances, beach-rock prevents erosion and thus stimulates site 
survival (cf. De Waal 2006: 56-57).

Erosion and sedimentation
Heavy rain, high wind, exposed relief and a lack of substantive vegetation encourage 
erosion and sedimentation processes, which are worsened by removal of vegetation 
from slopes for agricultural purposes and by overgrazing. Parts of Barbados are known 
to have been greatly influenced by landslides, soil creep or mudflows. When looking at 
the devastating effect of one of the largest historic landslides in Barbados, the ‘Boscobel 
Landslip’ of 1901 (Cruden et al. 2014), one can imagine the impact of this type of 
natural process on conditions for human settlement and site survival. In 1901, after 
months of rainfall, the ground was fully saturated and partially eroding. A passing 
tropical storm brought more rain, causing sliding of ten million cubic meters of soil 
and rock down the steep slopes and 40-80 houses were destroyed (Cruden et al. 2014: 
683). In situ pre-colonial finds can no longer be expected is this area (see figure 1.2). 
Cruden et al. (2014: 673) suggested that the oldest strata of the Scotland District, 
consisting of sandstone and shale, are vulnerable for massive soil creep and landslides. 
Minor displacement of earth layers frequently occurs as well, resulting in damaged 
houses and roads (Cruden et al. 2014: 674) and sometimes in severe infrastructur-
al damage as parts of roads and bridges can be washed away (personal observation 
September 2008).

Rockfalls also occur, mostly at the edges of elevated cliffs on the northern and east-
ern coasts, as result of coastal dynamics (see below), and at the edges of inland gullies, 
because of continuous limestone dissolution. Superficial slope erosion, aeolic erosion 
in flat areas that are not protected by vegetation cover, and resulting sedimentation of 
transported materials, take place all over the island. These processes bring archaeolog-
ical materials to light by removing covering sediment. In locations where materials are 
exposed and vulnerable to destruction, the impact is severe (cf. De Waal in prep. a).
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Coastal dynamics
Coastal dynamics have seriously affected Barbados over time. The First High Cliff is 
constantly battered by waves, especially its northern and eastern parts, and cliff edges  
(break and fall down. This process is accelerated when sea caves collapse under pres-
sure of wave action and karstification processes (Machel 1999: 34). The impact of 
coastal erosion largely depends on the presence of reef systems. Fringing reef systems 
protect island coasts. Therefore, the eastern side of the island is prone to severe ero-
sion, a process that is reinforced as prevailing easterly winds that predominate on this 
coast and the impact of wave action from the Atlantic is much stronger than that of 
the Caribbean Sea. The west coast experiences gentler wave action (Humphrey 1997: 
381), although this also results in washing away sandy beaches and even results in 
undermining and breaking of solid rock. Beach erosion, evidenced by steep, almost 
vertically eroded, beach slopes (personal observation 2008-2009), is problematic as 
complete archaeological sites may disappear in the sea. Erosion rates differ from beach 
to beach and are hard to establish. Nurse et al. (1995: 24) provide estimates for a few 
beaches, recording mean annual percentage changes ranging between -0.9% to -16%. 
As a result of human caused disruptions in sedimentation these percentages can rise up 

Figure 1.3. Soil map Barbados (after Vernon and 
Carroll 1966: figure 6). (for legend see p. 51).
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to -47% to -82%. Beach-rock formation processes, consolidating sand, slow down (but 
do not halt) erosion of sandy beaches.

In other coastal areas of Barbados, particularly in the Scotland District, beaches have 
dunes. Dunes, having little to no vegetation, are unstable landscape features as they are 
easily moved by wind, a process that is greatly accelerated by tropical storms. This may 
cover and displace archaeological materials. Mangroves, salinas and other wetland areas 
(mainly on the southern coast) are also unstable and vulnerable to erosion as a result 
of wind and water. Sea levels have been rising over several millennia and this process 
strongly influenced coastal dynamics. As Cooper (2013: 54) stresses, local bathymetry, 
coastal sedimentation processes and tectonic activity are responsible for this variation, 
but the general regional picture for the Caribbean points at a relative sea level rise of over 
5 m (16 feet) since the beginning of pre-colonial occupation. Data from other parts of 
the Caribbean (summarized in De Waal 2006: 61) suggest that c. 3000-2000 BC sea 
levels were 2 – 5 m (6-16 feet) lower and that from c. 300 BC onwards they more or less 
equal the present one. As beaches shift inland when sea levels rise (Fish et al. 2008: 331), 
sites that were not directly at the coast may have been covered. Sea level rise is continuing 
and threatening the island’s coasts, including the archaeological sites located there. This 
process is not always a gradual one; there may also be tidal waves or tsunamis. Tidal waves 
do occur in Barbados, usually causing modest damage but occasionally tsunamis with a 
serious impact on coastal conditions occur (UN Environment 2017).

The impact of dynamic coastal change in Barbados has not been estimated yet, so it 
is not known how many archaeological sites are missing from the record as result of these 
processes. Human action can also destroy beaches. For the creation of Port St. Charles 
marina, Heywoods beach and associated archaeological sites were completely dug out in 
the 1990’s. A few years ago, Port Ferdinand Resort marina was created immediately to 
the north of Port St. Charles by digging out part of the estuary of a stream in Six Men’s 
and completely removing land just behind the shore. Less visible, but yet important, 
are the alterations made to beaches for tourism, a crucial aspect of Barbados’ economy. 
According to Fish et al. (2008: 332), few undeveloped beachfront areas exist along the 
west and south coasts. The west coast probably had several mangrove swamps and marine 
inlets, offering a varied and attractive ecological setting for pre-colonial groups, instead of 
today’s almost continuous stretch of beaches (Drewett 1995: 275).

Climate
Barbados has a humid to sub-humid tropical maritime climate with a mean annual 
temperature ranging between 23 to 30 Celcius (73-90 Fahrenheit), and with small 
daily and seasonal variations. The island is within the path of eastern trade winds 
(Humphrey 1997: 381), which means that the eastern coast of the island is often 
exposed to strong winds. Two seasons can be distinguished: a dry season between 
December/January and May and a wet season between June and November/December. 
As result of global climate change seasons seem to end 3-5 weeks later than used to be 
the case (Kambesis and Machel 2013: 228).

A significant factor in the Caribbean is the almost annual passage of tropical storms 
and hurricanes during the wet season. Barbados is situated just south of the main 
hurricane passages, which greatly reduces the chance (to about once in 50 years) that 
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the island is hit by a hurricane (Tout 1968: 16). However, hurricanes passing elsewhere 
in the region may cause tidal waves and heavy rains and, as a result, more regular mud 
streams and landslides in Barbados (see above). Undated tsunami deposits have even 
been identified on Barbados’ west coast (Scheffers and Kelletat 2006, cited in Dunning 
et al. 2018).

Rainfall varies in different parts of the island, the south-east, north-east and south-
west being the driest with annual rainfall under 1270 mm (50 inches) and the central 
and northern upland areas being the wettest with over 2030 mm (80 inches) rainfall 
annually. Yet, it is important to realize that a great monthly and annual variation exists 
as high totals may be the result of heavy storms passing by (Tout 1968: 9-10). During 
the wet season, Barbados is regularly hit by heavy rains causing erosion, flash floods 
and infrastructure damage, with obvious negative effects for island inhabitants.

Knowing if and in what ways seasonality, precipitation, temperature, humidity 
and winds in pre-colonial times differed from today, may help understand factors that 
influenced the suitability of the landscape for pre-colonial use and habitation as well 
as the survival of archaeological sites into modern times. Among the most important 
are (coastal) erosion, dune development and the availability of fresh water (De Waal 
2006: 63). Paleoclimate studies exist but they often do not have the required temporal 
resolution (Cooper 2013: 50). Detailed Holocene climate curves exist for Barbados, 
but very little information is available for the period, which is relevant for pre-colo-
nial and more recent occupation. An important exception is the research by Mangini 
et al. (2007: 1332), who recorded that a stalagmite from Harrison’s Cave in Barbados 
demonstrated increased rainfall intensity between 6.7 and 3 ka BP.

Cooper (2013: 53) sketched a regional picture beginning with:

‘a warmer wetter early to mid-Holocene 7000-4000 cal B.P, before a drier mid- to 
late Holocene 3500-2300 cal B.P., and then a wetter 2300-1150 cal B.P., with 
later evidence for the impacts of a drier Medieval Warm Period A.D. 950-1300 
and a wetter A.D. 1380-Colonial Period associated later with the Little Ice Age’.

He stresses, however, that local conditions need to be studied in order to be able to 
identify the impact of climate changes on occurrences of fresh water and potential food 
resources. It is essential to know how much wetter or drier conditions were, what devia-
tions from estimated means were, and how often and what was the duration of eventual 
extreme periods of wetness or draught. For Barbados, this has not yet been done.

Hydrography
The availability of fresh water in Barbados looks to be problematic at first sight as few wa-
ter streams are visible at the surface. Burchmore Harrison and Jukes-Browne (1890: 42) 
mention some small rivulets fed by permanent springs in valleys in the Scotland District. 
Gullies only carry water after heavy rains. Rainwater, however, is easily absorbed by the 
porous coral rock and caught in fresh water lenses, or aquifers, situated between chalky 
layers in the subsurface, with the underlying oceanic rock preventing further absorption 
(Machel 1999: 25). This water is transported as groundwater towards the coast through 
underground channels, some of which reach 5 m (16 feet) in diameter (Humphrey 1997: 
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393). Close to the coast, the fresh water flows towards an opposing flow of salty seawater 
(Machel 1999: 25). Fresh water floats on the saline groundwater as a result of its lower 
density. This phenomenon is also known from other relatively flat limestone islands, 
for example La Désirade and the islands of Petite Terre (Guadeloupe) (De Waal 2006: 
63). Not all rainwater ends up absorbed and transported. In the driest parts of Barbados 
the evaporation rate does not allow underground storage of rainwater. The central and 
northern upland areas, the wettest areas in the island, feed this system.

Fresh water can be collected at the beach by digging pits (Drewett 2007: 1). Some 
of these pits provide water throughout the year. From colonial times until today, 
wells have been dug all over the island to collect drinking water from an aquifer. In 
pre-colonial times, sub-surface fresh water lenses were also exploited through dig-
ging. Pot-lined wells, consisting of stacks of bottomless vessels used to consolidate 
the walls of the pits, have been discovered in sandy beaches at Maxwell (Harris and 
Hinds 1995), Goddards, Spring Garden and South Point (Drewett 2007: 50), and 
no less than 53 were found at Heywoods (Hinds et al. 1997; Drewett 2007: 50). 
Pot-stacks are known from other islands, for example Mustique, Carriacou and St. 
Vincent (Hinds and Harris 1995) and Guadeloupe (Hofman and Hoogland 2015). 
At Heywoods, Barbados, wood-lined wells have been recovered, together with cala-
bash to collect the water (Drewett 2000; 2007).

Natural springs are present in locations where erosion has reached the groundwater 
table (Machel 1999: 24). A well-known example is Three Houses spring. This spring 
has provided water for consumption and for irrigation of agricultural fields from colo-
nial times until today. It was also used in pre-colonial times (De Waal in prep. b.; De 
Waal and Lesparre 2018). Another fresh water spring was discovered during excava-
tions on the Nidhe Israel Synagogue grounds in Bridgetown in 2008. The investiga-
tions revealed the Mikveh, the traditional ritual bath, of the original 1654 synagogue. 
The spring that had once determined its location had become filled in with debris and 
disappeared. Once excavated, water turned out to be still flowing and is providing the, 
now exposed, ritual bath with fresh water. Indications for pre-colonial use of this fresh 
water source have also been found (De Waal in prep. c.).

Burchmore Harrison and Jukes-Browne (1890: 42-43) recorded other fresh water 
streams in Holetown, Speightstown, Six Men’s Bay, north of Bridgetown, including 
Indian River, and streams near Brighton and Spring Garden, the latter forming siz-
able ponds. Many other ponds were reported to be in sinkholes, where water can 
also be collected. Amerindians may have collected rainwater in (ceramic) vessels, or 
in conch shells (cf. Hofman and Hoogland 2015: 110-111), but this will have been 
limited (if occurring at all) as a result of the limitations to the quality and quantity 
of fresh water that can be collected and stored this way.

Pedology and agricultural potential
A detailed overview of soils in Barbados was presented by Vernon and Carroll (1966). 
Most of the soils developed in weathering products of the predominant carbonate rock 
and in volcanic ash that fell on Barbados as result of volcanic eruptions on nearby 
islands (Vernon and Carroll 1966: 15). These soils include Saharan dust and possibly 
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a minor component of lower Mississippi River Valley loess as well (Muhs et al. 2007). 
Vernon and Carroll (1966: 13; 16-27) distinguished nine groups of:

‘soils developed from the same parent material within one climatic area and rep-
resenting the range of profile types produced as a result of differences in drainage’

and a tenth category consisting of a cluster of soils in the Scotland District, considered 
‘immature’ due to erosion and unstable topography (figure 1.3).

These soils can be divided in five general categories:

I. Well-drained clays overlying calcitized coral limestone (Upland Plateau), with few 
stones, slight erosion hazard, and compaction in deeper subsoils:
1. Red-Brown Association (more mature soils, > 200 m).
2. Yellow-Brown Association (less mature soils, < 200 m).

II. Moderately well drained clays overlying coral limestone, with some stones, slight 
erosion hazard, and poorly structured subsoils:
3. Grey-Brown Association (more mature soils, < 120 m).
4. Black Association (less mature soils, in most of the St. Lucy plain and the Christ 

Church Ridge, and some of the lowlands around Bridgetown).
III. Clay soils developed from lagoonal or other clay deposits:

5. St. John’s Valley Association (deep clay with mottled red and grey subsoil, im-
perfect or poor draining, no stones, moderate erosion hazard, and gleyed sub-
surface horizons).

6. St. George’s Valley Association (mixed, poorly drained heavy clays, with very 
few stones, almost no erosion hazard, gleyed subsurface horizons).

7. St. Philip Plain Association (clays at low altitudes in St. Philip and St. Lucy, 
with many shells, imperfect drainage, few stones, slight erosion hazard and 
poorly structured subsoil).

IV. Well-drained soils developed from predominantly sandy deposits, with few stones, 
and moderate to high erosion hazard:
8. Red Sand Association.

V. Shallow, immature soils of dry areas with strong salty winds preventing any 
vegetation:
9. Coastal Association (poor soils at St. Lucy and St. Philip windward coasts).

Large stretches of Barbados are suitable for cultivation, apart from (dry) areas with very 
steep slopes with a shallow or stony soil, which occur in almost all categories. Other 
areas have some limitations related to the presence of excess water or shallow or stony 
soils but are still suitable for cultivation (Vernon and Carroll 1966: table 5, 36-37). 
Large parts of the country are used for agricultural production. Since the beginning 
of colonial times large-scale cultivation of (most notably) sugar took place (Dunning 
et al. 2018: 191-192), next to small-scale, household, horticulture. Extensive slash-
and-burn horticulture, common to agricultural Amerindian societies, must have been 
possible almost everywhere in the island, except for dunes in the Scotland District and 
sandy and rocky coastline shores. Soils may even have been better suited for horticul-
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ture in pre-colonial times as they were covered by denser vegetation and had not yet 
been exhausted by centuries of intensive agriculture (cf. Dunning et al. 2018: 192).

Vegetation and fauna
In 2011, only 19.4% of Barbados was covered in forest, with 34.9% agricultural land 
and 29.7% arable land. Large stretches of land were cleared of vegetation from ear-
ly colonial times onwards to allow cultivation. Current natural vegetation generally 
consists of coastal vegetation, including sea-grape (Coccoloba uvifera), mancenilla trees 
(Hippomane mancinella) and dense and low shrub, and dense and low succulent ever-
green shrub-land inland. There are a few exceptions to this seemingly sparse vegetation. 
Banks of fresh water streams generally support trees, and mangrove (Rhizophora mangle 
and Laguncularia racemosa), although rare in Barbados (UN Environment 2017), can 
be found in Graeme Hall (figure 1.4), Inch Marlowe and Chancery Lane swamps in 
the south. Chancery Lane wetland was largely destroyed in the past century. Recent 
palaeoenvironmental investigations at Graeme Hall have indicated that during the past 
1400 years the landscape changed from an open bay to a closed wetland setting, pos-
sibly as result of rapid displacement of marine sediments to land, possibly caused by a 
hurricane or a tsunami (Dunning et al. 2018: 193, 197). Other wetland areas include 
Long Pond and Green Pond, in the northeast, and the river mouth in Holetown, in the 
west. According to Dunning et al. (2018: 189, 193), there used to be many mangrove 
wetlands in coastal areas in Barbados, the most important of which may have been at 
the location of today’s harbor in Bridgetown.

Turner Hall Woods, today a natural reserve with a wide variety of large trees and 
lush vegetation, gives an impression of how wooded Barbados may have looked in 
pre-colonial times. Most impressive, however, is the vegetation in the gullies. The rela-
tively humid gully conditions support lush vegetation, including a wide variety of large 
(fruit-bearing) trees. Welchman Hall Gully has been turned into a reserve with native 
plants such as Bearded fig tree (Ficus citrifolia), Fiddle wood (Citharexylum spinosum), 
Bay tree (Pimenta racemosa), Macaw palm (Aiphanes minima), Fustic (Maclura tincto-
ria), Mammey apple (Mammea americana), Pop-a-gun Tree (Cecropia peltata), Bitter 
bark tree (Picrasma excelsa), Guyana chestnut (Pachira aquatica) and a large variety 
of ferns and lush groundcover (personal observation 2015). Several of the trees have 
edible fruits, provide timber or have medicinal properties.

Vegetation in pre-colonial Barbados was more lush and abundant than today. Based 
on historical sources and botanical studies of still existing forest patches, Dunning et al. 
(2018: 188-189) present a late pre-colonial landscape characterized by a two-story 
canopy structure, with a relatively open distribution of 30-40 m (100-120 feet) high 
deciduous species and palm trees and a denser distribution of 20-25 m (55-70 feet) 
high and greatly varied tree species, with smaller shrub and trees in the relatively wet 
and sheltered parts of the island. The rocky and sandy coastal areas were characterized 
by xerophytic vegetation, similar to today’s situation. Amerindian inhabitants cleared 
areas to establish villages, create garden plots and harvest trees for the construction of 
houses and canoes. At Graeme Hall, Dunning et al. (2018: 200) found evidence for an 
anthropogenic landscape dating back to well before ca. AD 800.
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Colonial settlers continued the process of deforestation to allow larger-scale hab-
itation and cultivation, a process that still continues today. The introduction of graz-
ing domesticated animals has prevented parts of the island from reverting to forest. 
Plant remains identified in archaeological contexts reflect typical coastal fringe and 
evergreen and semi-evergreen seasonal forest vegetation (Newsom 2000: 164). At 
Heywoods, false mastic (Mastichodendron sp.) had been used for house posts and false 
mastic, lignum vitae (Gaïac) and calabash remains (Crescentia cujete) were identified in 
wood-lined wells (Drewett 2007: 49; Drewett and Bennell 2000: 47; Newsom 2000: 
163; Rogers 2000: 160). Wood from the soapberry family (Sapindaceae), wild genip 
(Exothea sp.), croton (Croton sp.), bustic (Dipholis sp.) and possible sea grape had been 
used for fuel at Hillcrest (Newsom 2000: 163). Carbonized plant remains at Heywoods 
pointed to the presence of:

 ‘Guiana plum or whitewood, manchineel, […] and palm family and bignonia, 
bombax ormallow, mahogany, and myrtle families’ (Newsom 2000: 162)

and seed fragments were found to represent edible fruits of hog plum (Spondias sp.), 
sweetsop, soursop or custard apple (Annona sp.), Palm fruit (Acrocomia aculeata), and 
of West Indian Locust (Hymenaea courbaril); (Rogers 2000: 160-161).

Mangroves and wetlands are rare in Barbados, yet they are important as they 
function as nurseries for crab, fish and shellfish. Similarly to salinas, birds come 
here to collect food, to rest or to nest (UN Environment 2017). Barbados has 214 
bird species, of which 147 are rare or accidental and only one, the Barbados bull-

Figure 1.4. Graeme Hall, November 2009 (Maaike de Waal).
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finch (Loxigilla barbadensis), is endemic (Buckley et al. 2009: 2; UN Environment 
2017). Many birds come to Barbados as migratory or vagrant birds, collecting reserves 
in the swamps in order to migrate further south or nesting. Barbados birds include 
shorebirds, wading birds, waterfowl and sea birds and one bird of prey, the osprey 
(Pandion haliaetus); (UN Environment 2017). Several endemic bird species, including 
a trembler (Cinclocerthia sp.) and two otherwise unidentified parrot species have be-
come extinct (cf. Buckley et al. 2009: 2).

Marine resource rich zones include sea grass beds, coral reefs, tide pools and open 
water. Sea grass beds are attractive habitats for juvenile fish, Conch (Lobatus sp.) and 
helmet shell (Cassis sp.), both not abundant around Barbados, and they provide food 
for fish, sea urchins, green turtles and spiny lobsters. Large sea grass beds can be found 
in calm bays on the south-west coast and in protected bays in the east such as Consett 
Bay, Skeetes Bay and Martins Bay (UN Environment 2017). Coral reefs, acting as 
breeding grounds and nurseries for many fish species and lobster, can be found to the 
west and south of Barbados. They provide a high variety and abundance of fish, as well 
as a wide variety of coral species. Tide pools at the east and south coasts act as nurseries 
for juvenile fish and octopus, and they also provide edible sea moss (Chondrus crispus). 
Fish and birds come there to feed (UN Environment 2017). The islands rocky shores 
provide areas to easily and abundantly collect shellfish and lobster.

Marine mammals, including whales and dolphins, are rare around Barbados (UN 
Environment 2017), but the open waters abound in fish and hawksbill (Eretmochelys 
imbricata) and leatherback sea turtles (Dermochelys coriacea). Turtles nest on the sandy 
beaches on the south-west and west coasts, yearly constructing about 2000 nests be-
tween June and September. Nesting situations have seriously worsened when com-
pared to pre-colonial times as result of coastal development and sea level rise (Fish et al. 
2008: 331-332). Incidental landings of non-endemic crocodiles have been recorded 
(Barton 1979[1953]: 9).

Faunal remains collected from Silver Sands, Heywoods, Chancery Lane and 
Hillcrest indicate the presence of rice rat (Oryzomyine, now extinct), bat (Brachyphylla 
cavernarum), sperm whale (Physeter catodon) and domestic dog (Canis familiaris). 
Reptiles are represented by green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas), anole (Anolis spp.), 
snake (indetermined) and frog or toad (Anuran). The faunal record further includes 
shark (Ginglymostoma cirratum, Carcharhinus sp. and Galeocerdo cuviere), ray (inde-
termined), sea urchin (indetermined), crab (Coenobitidae, Paguridae, Calappidae, 
Xanthidae, Gecarcinidae) and spiny lobster (Panulirus sp.). The small variety of birds, 
including Audubon’s shearwater (Puffinus lherminieri), (tree) duck (Aythya collaris and 
Dendrocygna sp.), purple gallinule (Porphyrula martinicus), great black-backed gull 
(Larus marinus), pigeon (Columbidae) and mockingbird (Mimus sp.), contrasts with 
the large variety of fish, mainly from reefs and pelagic waters (Wing 1991: 136-138; 
2000: 149). Different from other West Indian faunal assemblages was the absence of 
agouti (Dasyprocta leporina) and opossum (Didelphis marsupialis), introduced to other 
West Indian islands by Amerindians, and the abundance of flyingfish (Hirundichtys 
sp.), suggesting a preference that still exists today (Wing 1991: 141-142).
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Present-day settlement and exploitation of natural resources 
in Barbados
Today, ca. 285,800 people inhabit Barbados (Worldometers 2019). Given the is-
land’s relatively small surface area, this represents dense occupation. Settlement today 
mainly concentrates in the western and southern parts of the island. Adding a similar 
yearly number of tourists results in a huge pressure on natural resources and coastal 
areas, particularly in the west and south, and these areas have been transformed 
for tourist accommodation and facilities, paying little regard to the preservation of 
natural habitats and areas of archaeological sensitivity, none of which are protected 
by existing legislation.

Many houses were built not only to accommodate Barbados’ own inhabitants but 
also expatriate family members abroad who own houses to return to during holidays, 
or as retirement provision. The island has a dense network of paved roads, and it 
used to have a railway, which connected Bridgetown and Belleplaine between 1881 
and 1937 (Watson Yates 1998). This feature is being successfully developed into a 
heritage trail (Inniss this volume chapter 19). Exploitation of natural resources takes 
place at the location of over 280 drilled oil wells and oil exploitation installations 
in the Woodbourne area (Donovan and Harper 2005: 27). In addition, limestone, 
sand, clay and shale are being mined at large-scale. Approximately 2.5 million tonnes 
(2.7 million tons) of limestone are being mined yearly from 16 registered quar-
ries, all easily identified from aerial photos by their white spoil heaps. Mining of 
sand, clay and shale occurs in the Scotland District, removing 250-300,000 tonnes 
(270-330,000 tons) of sand from the Walkers dunes, north-west of Long Pond, year-
ly and another 100,000 tonnes (110,000 tons) of shale are being mined from close-
by Greenland yearly. Clays are collected and used by present-day potters in Barbados 
but also mined to supply for shingles, tiles and bricks (Barbados Energy Division 
2017). Finally, extensive areas in Barbados are being used for sugar cultivation, and 
have been so for decades, or even centuries.

Conclusions
The foregoing outline of Barbados’ natural setting has provided a background to un-
derstanding conditions for pre-colonial settlement and exploitation of natural resourc-
es, site preservation and possibilities for archaeological fieldwork. It may also help to 
predict or evaluate pre-colonial site distributions (cf. De Waal this volume chapter 4). 
Barbados clearly offered many attractive conditions for pre-colonial Amerindian set-
tlement. Earthquakes occur regularly but the island has no volcano and is often spared 
the passing of hurricanes. In addition, it has many flat areas suitable for habitation and 
horticulture. Although there probably was a depauperate terrestrial fauna, there was an 
abundant avifauna and plentiful marine resources to hunt or collect. Birds, crab and 
fish could be easily caught in mangroves and wetland areas. The gullies, omnipresent 
in Barbados, offered many fruits and nuts as well as trees suitable for the manufacture 
of houses and canoes. The collection of fresh water, although a considerable effort may 
have been required, was probably not a limiting factor.

The island has many sheltered bays where canoes can land, with fringing reefs 
providing excellent food collecting locations. Lithic raw materials, needed for the 
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manufacture of stone tools and implements, were limited to relatively soft materials 
of which only the sandstones may have been attractive for the manufacture of grind-
ing stones. For more solid lithics, pre-colonial inhabitants of the island depended on 
sources elsewhere in the region, although fragmentary chert occurrences seem to occur 
in Barbados. Several tools could easily be made from Queen conch as well, and that 
material was abundantly available. Clay, a much-needed resource for pottery, is plen-
tifully present as well, as is tar, which may have been used as an adhesive, for example, 
in hafting stone tools or waterproofing canoes.

An interesting feature in the Barbados landscape is the presence of caves that were 
available for shelter but also for special, ceremonial, activities. These can be found 
virtually all over the island. The same is true for permanent or temporary settlements. 
Although flat coastal areas, close to fresh water sources and bays with coral reefs, pro-
vided good conditions for settlement, many inland areas offered attractive location 
features as well. Barbados’ elevated terraces provide large stretches of flat land with 
potential look-out locations and natural resources such as fresh water, fertile soils and 
forested areas that attract terrestrial fauna and birds. From many inland locations the 
coast is within walking distance. Settlers further inland may have used special activity 
sites for collecting specific natural resources. Although archaeological research should 
focus on investigating if archaeological sites are indeed located in these favorable inland 
locations, it is equally (or maybe even more) important to find out whether people 
settled in unexpected places, as this may depend on specific social, political, economic 
or ceremonial choices yet unknown (De Waal 2006: 65).

As for possibilities for archaeological fieldwork, the local relief allows systematic 
surveys and excavations, but the surface cover, in many areas consisting of sugar cane, 
slows down surveys as the surface must be cleared during field walking. These areas are 
regularly ploughed, however, creating favorable ground visibility. Coastal areas gener-
ally have less vegetation to hide archaeological materials from view or hinder fieldwalk-
ing, but they may have dunes. Dune areas should be investigated through auger testing 
(De Waal 2006). A fieldwork restriction in northern and eastern coastal areas is that 
many areas have hardly any sediment left to excavate (De Waal in prep. a). Excavating 
inland locations, on the other hand, may be a time-consuming enterprise as result of 
extreme thickness and compactness of local clays.

Although the northern and eastern coasts are easily accessible for investigation, these 
areas have suffered from coastal erosion: complete sites may have disappeared. As for the 
western coast, it may be hypothesized as a result of sea level rise that sites earlier than 
300 BC, including possible Archaic sites and sites dating from the early phase of the Early 
Ceramic Age, may be missing from the site record. Although inland sites are less prone to 
erosion, they may be in agricultural areas that have been in use for centuries, resulting in 
horizontal and vertical displacement of archaeological materials. Sugar cultivation in par-
ticular renders the surface invisible, creating a 100% cover for (eventual) archaeological 
remains on the surface. In addition, ploughing for sugar cultivation is turning over the 
uppermost 50 to 75 cm (19-29 inches) of soil (personal observation 2009).

Other areas are known for specific natural hazards, such as landslides, which nega-
tively influence site survival. Human action, including development for housing, infra-
structure and tourism, and large-scale exploitation of oil, limestone, sand, clay and shale 
is known to have a large impact on site preservation. Fortunately, these impact locations 
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are known and leave large (mostly inland) areas potentially worth investigating for the 
presence of archaeological sites. Another factor affecting preservation of pre-colonial sites 
is site reuse into the colonial period. For example, areas close to fresh water sources are 
likely to be used throughout pre-colonial, colonial and contemporary times, as witnessed 
at Three Houses and at the location of the Bridgetown synagogue (De Waal in prep. 
b-c; De Waal and Lesparre 2018). In addition, Kambesis and Machel (2013: 227, 240) 
identified present-day use of caves including excavation of marl, storage, tourism and 
even dating, as well as earlier use as hideouts for escaped enslaved people, which may 
have perturbed older archaeological remains in caves. Last but not least, archaeological 
sites can be prone to looting and vandalism as site locations are not yet being effectively 
protected (cf. De Waal this volume chapter 4). The present volume will hopefully help to 
draw attention to the need for more efficient site protection and to an increased knowl-
edge and understanding of the pre-colonial past of Barbados.
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Archaic Age Barbados and the 
Works of Peter Drewett

Scott M. Fitzpatrick & Maaike S. de Waal

Abstract
In the early 1990s, Peter Drewett began investigating the pre-colonial site of Heywoods, 
situated along the northwestern coast of Barbados. Initial survey and excavation identi-
fied this site as one of the largest on the island, with later development of the area as part 
of the Port St. Charles marina, leading to a series of salvage excavations over more than 
a decade. Archaeological investigations revealed an extensive and rich Late Ceramic 
Age assemblage, including preserved wooden posts, human burials, food remains, and 
thousands of artifacts. Of perhaps equal significance was the Archaic Age (preceramic) 
portion of the site, which although comparatively sparse, included food refuse and 
numerous chipped shell adzes, one of which was radiocarbon dated to ca. 1630 BC. At 
the time, this provided the only evidence for a first-second millennium BC settlement 
in the southern Lesser Antilles and was later bolstered by a suite of additional dates that 
spanned between ca. 3000-2000 Cal BC. In this chapter we describe the history and 
work of Peter Drewett at Heywoods and what this has meant for our understanding of 
the Archaic Age in both Barbadian and Caribbean archaeology.

Keywords: Archaic age, preceramic, Peter Drewett, Heywoods.

Introduction
Peter Drewett’s effort to comprehensively survey and record pre-colonial sites in 
Barbados led him and his research teams across much of the island’s landscape. Over 
the course of more than two decades of fieldwork, dozens of archaeological sites were 
identified and it became clear that Barbados had a rich but highly threatened pre-
historic cultural heritage that extended back thousands of years. Numerous Ceramic 
Age village sites as well as many other activity areas were found, most of which were 
concentrated along the island’s coastline (Drewett 1991; 2000). One of the more in-
teresting discoveries was the site of Heywoods located on the north-western corner of 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 61-76.
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the island near Speightstown. Apart from being identified as one of the largest Late 
Ceramic Age sites on Barbados, it also had a purported Archaic component comprising 
food remains and chipped shell adzes, for which Drewett had obtained a single radi-
ocarbon age of 1630 BC (Drewett et al. 1993). Of significance was that at the time, 
no unequivocal Archaic Age sites had yet been documented in the southern Lesser 
Antilles. Given that only a single 14C date was used to establish the earliest compo-
nent of Heywoods, Fitzpatrick (2011) dated several other specimens, including an 
adze recovered by Drewett, which not only supported the Archaic age of the site, but 
extended it back in time even further to ca. 3000 Cal BC. In this chapter, we bolster 
the chronology for the Archaic Age on Barbados by reporting three additional dates 
(n=6 total) from Heywoods, review what is known about the site and its importance to 
Barbadian prehistory, and how the Archaic component has provided us with a unique, 
but anomalous perspective on ancient Caribbean settlement.

Research Background
The pre-colonial site of Heywoods has been long known to archaeology enthusiasts in 
Barbados. The Ceramic Age component had been mentioned by Barton (1979 [1953]), 
and pottery and shell artifacts were collected for years from the site’s surface. When 
it became clear in the early 1980s that the area would be developed, Peter Drewett 
was asked by officials of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society to investigate 
the site prior to its unavoidable destruction (Drewett 1991; 2007). At the time it 
was unclear how development might affect the site, though the extent of destruction 
was not entirely anticipated. Investigations focused on establishing the boundaries and 
arrangement of the Ceramic Age site, which revealed house structures, burials, pot-
lined and wood-lined wells, deposits of food remains, human and dog burials, and 
an extensive assemblage of artifacts, all belonging to a post-AD 200 settlement where 
different occupation phases had shifted across the area. Excavations, both salvage and 
controlled, took place in 1985-1986, 1990-1991, 1995, 1996, 1997 and 1998-1999 
(Drewett 1991; 2007).

The 1990-1991 field season revealed a surprising result: two Lobatus (formally 
Strombus) gigas shell adzes, collected from a compact medium-grey sandy clay layer 
140 cm below the surface in test unit 39. A radiocarbon date of 3980 ± 100 BP (I-
16840) for one of the adzes indicated that this was likely an Archaic Age assemblage, 
which Drewett (2006: 204; 2007: 3-4, 9) estimated to be between 1750-1510 BC or 
around 1630 BC (Figure 2.1). Excavation of this test pit had stopped at 150 cm below 
the surface as ground water hindered further investigation (Drewett 2007: 9). Apart 
from the adzes, the layer also yielded large Lobatus shells and other faunal remains. 
Drewett labeled this find to be preceramic, consistent with standard naming conven-
tions of the time. Today, because a number of Archaic Age sites in the Caribbean have 
occasionally been reported to contain ceramics, the term preceramic (or aceramic) has 
been deemed inaccurate and instead is now replaced with the current term ‘Archaic’ (cf. 
Keegan and Hofman 2017: 24).

The significance of this assemblage was not to be understated, for it pushed back the 
date for human presence in Barbados by nearly 2000 years. While other islands in the 
Lesser Antilles had documented Archaic Age sites, including Trinidad (Rouse 1992), 
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Guadeloupe (Clerc 1976), Nevis (Wilson 1989), St. Kitts (Armstrong 1980), Barbuda 
(Watters et al. 1992), Saba (Roobol and Smith 1980: 169), Anguilla (Haviser 1991), 
Martinique (Allaire and Mattioni 1983), and St. Vincent (Hackenberger 1991)–with 
the latter two largely being discounted due to poor context or other issues – no equiv-
ocal sites dating to the Archaic Age were known from Barbados or any other island in 
the Lesser Antilles south of Guadeloupe. In fact, most Archaic Age sites (more than 
50) had been recorded on Antigua (Rouse 1992; Davis 2000). This is not entirely sur-
prising given the island’s unique and abundant flint sources, which were traded heavily 
in the northern Caribbean. Because Barbados is situated much further east than other 
islands in the Antilles, it was once thought that earlier settlement (pre-2500 BP) would 
likely not be found (cf. Bright 2011: 97; Drewett 2004: 215).

The 1995 Project
Despite emerging evidence that Heywoods was critical for understanding a much 
broader sequence of prehistoric occupation on Barbados than once believed, it became 
clear in the early 1990s that the site would not be spared destruction due to the im-
pending development of the Port St. Charles marina. While working at several other 
sites on the island in 1995, Drewett arranged for a portion of his existing crew, includ-
ing Scott M. Fitzpatrick, Kevin Farmer, Dan Drewett, and Ben Jackson, to conduct 
salvage excavations at Heywoods. The 1995 research conditions in the field were chal-
lenging due to an accelerated time frame and persistent heavy rains, which complicated 
excavation of the heavy marsh clay and recovery of archaeological remains. Given these 
issues, the methodology involved having a backhoe cut two 1 × 50 m trenches and 
two 30 × 30 m units to recover and map as much material possible over a period of a 
month (Figures 2.2-2.5). The units opened up Ceramic Age layers and then deepened 
to the level where the Archaic Age site was expected (Drewett 2007: 3, 10; Drewett 
and Bennell 2000: 27-29). Later fieldwork at Heywoods focused exclusively on the 
Ceramic Age site components.

During the 1995 rescue project, another 10 shell adzes were collected from the 
Archaic Age context, but no features or other evidence for material dating to this time 
period were discovered. After excavation of the area where Archaic Age material had 
been concentrated, more than 220 shell adzes were collected by archaeology enthusi-
asts (Drewett 2007: 12). It was thought that these were also probably Archaic Age, but 

Figure 2.1. Lobatus 
[Strombus] gigas shell 
adze recovered from 
Context 7 in Trench 39 
at Heywoods and dated to 
4230 ± 50 (2530 – 2220 
Cal BC) (Beta-297521) 
(Scott Fitzpatrick).
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the lack of good provenience prevented clear associations from being made. In addition 
to these finds, 86 animal bone fragments were collected, with a minimum number of 
individuals (MNI) of 28 from 22 taxa. Although the sample was not robust, they did 
include finfish from coral reef, inshore, and pelagic environments and some terrestrial 
animals such as the native rice rat (Wing 2000: 148-153).

Additional chronometric evidence
In most cases, a single radiocarbon date is not sufficient to establish a secure age for a 
given context, which has been problematic in the Caribbean generally when attempt-
ing to develop chronologies (Fitzpatrick 2006). Drewett was among the first to ac-
knowledge that one date from a shell sample at Heywoods was inadequate (cf. Drewett 
2007: 83). He also reported that several pottery sherds were found in the presumed 
Archaic Age layer but suggested that this was probably the result of natural post-depo-
sitional processes (Drewett 2007: 9).

Despite these issues, there was remarkably little discussion about the discovery. 
In most reports it is only mentioned that an Archaic Age component was expected at 
Heywoods on the basis of the one dated sample, and that further research would be 
required to verify its antiquity (e.g. Callaghan 2010: 141).

Because of the potential significance of the Heywoods date, Fitzpatrick (2011) later 
dated two other conch shell samples recovered by Drewett from the same area. These 
included an adze from context 7 (sample Beta-297521) and a juvenile specimen from 
context 8 (sample Beta-297522), which was the layer from which Drewett collected 
his Archaic Age date. The respective dates acquired were 4230 ± 50 BP with an age 
range of 2530-2220 Cal BC (2σ) and 4780 ± 40 BP with an age range of 3280-2940 
Cal BC. Drewett’s original dating sample was also recalibrated to 2320-1750 BC (2σ). 
These dates not only confirmed the Archaic Age component of the site but indicat-
ed that the occupation at Heywoods took place even earlier than previously report-
ed (Fitzpatrick 2011: 600). They clearly fell into the Early (3300  – 2600 BC) and 
Middle (2600 – 800 BC) Archaic Age phases proposed by Keegan and Hofman (2017: 
201). While the Archaic Age date for occupation at Heywoods was confirmed, this 
has now been bolstered with three additional dates reported here for the first time in 
Table 1 (D-AMS 001792, D-AMS 001793, D-AMS 001794). Questions still remain, 
however, as to why Heywoods does not exhibit the typical lithic Archaic Age tool kit 
(Fitzpatrick 2011: 595). Below, we provide some reasons why this might be the case.

Location
Drewett interpreted the Heywoods finds as being left by Archaic Age peoples who 
dwelled close to a marine inlet bordered by mangroves and in close proximity to the 
forest (Drewett 1995: 275). It appears that the inlet regularly flooded bordering areas, 
covering the Archaic Age component with several layers of clay (Drewett 2007: 9). 
Drewett (2007: 1) suggested that the site had been selected ‘above sweet water’ (i.e., 
freshwater). Without neglecting the importance of this critical resource, it is important 
to stress here that freshwater can be collected from many beaches in Barbados, and that 
Heywoods is far from unique in that respect. The presence of potable water was prob-
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Figure 2.2. View of the 
Heywoods site (looking east) 
during the 1995 project show-
ing the 2 m deep trench dug 
by backhoe to expose stratigra-
phy (Scott Fitzpatrick).

Figure 2.3. View of Heywoods 
(looking east) during the 1995 
project showing flooding after 
heavy rains (Scott Fitzpatrick).

Figure 2.4. The Heywoods site 
(looking east) in 1995 show-
ing a large area exposed by 
backhoe with several smaller 
excavation units opened to 
recover concentrations of 
material (Scott Fitzpatrick).

Figure 2.5. 1995 Excavation 
in progress. Peter Drewett’s 
son Dan (right) scours the 
spoil heap for archaeological 
material (Scott Fitzpatrick).



66 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

ably not the only determining factor for Archaic Age presence in this area. Another 
attractive factor was probably the presence of mangroves. While today they are very 
rare in Barbados, mangroves are critical ecozones, that provide a number of important 
and easily obtainable resources, including crustaceans, finfishes, mollusks, and birds 
(De Waal this volume chapter 1). Some other Archaic Age sites from the region were 
also close to mangrove environments, including several Ortoiroid sites in Trinidad 
(Rouse 1992: 63), Pointe des Pies in Guadeloupe (Richard 1995), and Norman Estate 
(Knippenberg 1999) and Orient Bay (Bonnissent 2013) on St. Martin. The presence of 
mangroves is not a decisive factor, however, as inland Archaic Age sites are also known, 
including Boutbois and Le Godinot on Martinique (Allaire and Mattioni 1983) (al-
though their dating into the Archaic Age may be disputed; cf. Bérard 2006a; 2006b) 
and Plum Piece on Saba (Hofman et al. 2006; Hofman and Hoogland 2003). Keegan 
and Hofman (2017: 202) conclude that, apart from these inland exceptions, Early 
Archaic sites are typically found adjacent to the coast.

The Archaic archaeological assemblage
Compared to other Archaic Age sites known in the Lesser Antilles, Heywoods has a 
unique archaeological assemblage. Apart from 12 shell adzes (230, if the adzes collected 
by archaeology enthusiasts during watching briefs are included) and Lobatus sp. shells 
and faunal remains, no other finds could definitively be attributed to this layer. Other 
Archaic Age sites in the Lesser Antilles are known to have edge grinders, partially 
ground axes, and adzes of stone and shell, along with flint flakes (Rouse 1992). Most of 
these materials are missing from the Heywoods assemblage. Of the shell adzes found, 
Drewett et al. (2000: 103) suggested they were made from the flaring lips of queen 
conch shells elsewhere and then brought to Heywoods. Drewett (2007: 12) indicated 
that many of the adzes still seemed sharp and may have been deliberately deposited 
without being used. Other adzes, however, clearly showed obvious traces of use-wear 
and damage. Although it may be questionable whether the adzes represent a deliberate 
deposition, it is notable that in some other Archaic Age sites, adzes have also been 
found in dense concentrations.

At Plum Piece, for example, no less than 20 shell adzes, in addition to some blanks 
and lip fragments, were collected from only 9m2 (Hofman and Hoogland 2003: 18). 
As these adzes were found in several caches, Keegan and Hofman (2017: 206) suggest-
ed that this was probably the result of deliberate deposition. Drewett (2000: 29, 168; 
2002: 1-2; Drewett and Bennell 2000: 29) seems to hint at ceremonial deposition, not-
ing that the unused adzes were purposefully deposited in a watery environment, which 
represented an important food source. Keegan and Hofman (2017: 206) interpret the 
Plum Piece caches instead as:

‘purposeful deposition related to the recurrent abandonment and reoccupation of 
the campsite’.

The adzes may have played an important role in the presumed activities that took place 
at Plum Piece. Hofman and Hoogland (2003: 32) suggested that building dugout ca-
noes was one of these. Boomert (2000: 78) described a similar function for the Archaic 
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Age inland sites on Martinique. Several caches of Lobatus sp. adzes were discovered in 
Orient Bay, St. Martin, as well, with their presence explained as being the result of the 
site functioning as a workshop for the manufacture of shell tools (Bonnissent 2013: 
42-43). It is quite possible that there were varied reasons for this practice, though 
utilitarian reasons seem to prevail given the current evidence.

It is unclear why shell adzes were deposited at Heywoods in such fashion. As 
Amerindian canoes probably required around 500 kg (c. 1100lbs) of ballast to op-
timize sea travel (Bérard personal communication 2015), transporting shell tools 
in bulk cargo while moving through the region would not have been extraordinar-
ily difficult. As Heywoods is very close to the shore, transporting adzes to canoes 
before leaving Barbados would have taken little effort, especially compared to the 
time needed for manufacture. Having ready access to shell adzes would have also 
been useful when traveling to other islands or the mainland. Leaving the adzes at 
Heywoods would thus seem to have been a deliberate choice by groups who knew 
they would be returning to this location and re-collecting the adzes and/or raw ma-
terial for future use. Local storage of a stock of shell implements may also explain the 
presence of non-used adzes. However, two issues seem to contradict this explanation. 
First, for constructing dugout canoes, the shell implements would have needed to be 
hafted, an activity that requires some skill and effort. But, by storing hafted adzes, 
the wood would have easily decomposed in wet, tropical conditions. Regarding local 
storing conditions, it seems more logical that only the shell implements were stored 
for future use. Second, the shell adzes were found very close to the former marine 
inlet. Because this area may have regularly flooded and probably did not represent 
the most stable or secure location, the notion that the tools were simply stored for 
practical future use seems to be the most likely explanation.

It is probable that only a very small portion of the Archaic Age deposit was actually 
recovered, and as such we cannot sufficiently determine whether the site contained 
manufacturing debris that would result from making shell tools (and thus, if there was 
a workshop for this specific activity). Given the absence of features, dense midden de-
posits, or other lines of evidence indicating habitation, Drewett (2007: 12) suggested 
that the presence of several used, broken, and discarded adzes was the result of activities 
related to the processing of food or else could be related to craft activities.

Use-wear analysis of the shell adzes to identify the specific purposes for which the 
adzes were made would be informative. Other similar studies led Lammers-Keijsers 
(2007: 143), for example, to conclude that shell celts were used in cutting down trees 
and working wood. Van Gijn et al. (2008: 105, Figure 8.2a-b) indicated that the shell 
celts found at Plum Piece on Saba had been used for heavy wood-working, possibly 
related to canoe construction.

Mobility
In terms of Archaic Age settlement patterns and population movements, Drewett 
(2007: 12, 84) was uncertain from where peoples at Heywoods originated, but he 
considered it likely that they had moved directly from the South American main-
land, perhaps through Trinidad and/or Tobago. As only a small part of the Archaic 
Age site seems to have been identified – making it difficult to discern if stone imple-
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ments had been used as well – this explanation remains somewhat tenuous. As noted 
above, however, these are not the only kinds of materials missing from the site when 
compared to typical artifacts of other Archaic Age deposits in the Caribbean. Those 
parts of Heywoods were possibly lost over time due to erosion (Drewett 2007: 84), 
flooding, and plantation-era activities, which surely affected preservation of the site. 
But, it is still curious why other typical elements of Archaic Age occupation are not 
found on the island.

According to Drewett (1995: 276), Archaic Age Heywoods was probably 
occupied intermittently. He also considered it likely that Archaic Age people in 
Barbados tended to be moving around on the island more rather than they would 
be travelling between islands.

Looking at other similarly aged sites in the region, there is no reason to suggest that 
Archaic Age people at Heywoods would have preferred to stay in Barbados without 
moving episodically through the region. Investigations at Plum Piece have sketched 
an image of small mobile groups moving seasonally, while temporarily staying at spe-
cific locations, which had ready access to specific natural resources (Hofman et al. 
2006). A similar scenario has been proposed for Archaic Age Orient Bay (Bonnissent 
2013), with Rodríguez Ramos et al. (2013: 135) describing dynamic and long-distance 
Archaic Age ‘webs of interaction’, including botanical products, geological materials 
(lithics), and ideological connections. If not for other social or political reasons, the 
need to find marriage partners outside close kin groups must already have provided 
an important impetus for maintaining intergroup contacts. Where archaeologists are 
inclined to try to understand Archaic Age inter-island contacts by looking at possi-
bilities for an optimal procurement of natural resources (which would be influenced 
by heterogeneous environmental settings), it is plausible that the social setting may 
have been equally important. Without denying the possible existence of long-distance 
contacts, nearby islands, including St. Lucia, St. Vincent, the Grenadines, and Grenada 
could also have provided such social, political, and economic relationships for Archaic 
Age groups living on Barbados.

Although there is a general consensus that Archaic Age groups were highly mobile, 
the modes of behavior behind such activities are not well understood. Castilla-Beltrán 
(2015) has attempted to model mobility throughout the different Archaic Age phases, 
which are thought to vary through time due to population increase and more intensive 
use of territories that may have created increasingly efficient and safe voyages. Although 
we should be circumspect when developing models for the Archaic Age because of the 
relatively small and ephemeral nature of these sites (cf. Siegel et al. 2015: 277) – as well 
as differences in research methods and paucity of systematic investigations – Castilla-
Beltrán (2015) does propose ways in which these may have occurred. Castilla-Beltrán 
(2015) characterizes the phase between 3200 BC- 2000 BC as one in which there was 
long-distance travel and direct exchange. This may be surprising given that these so-
cieties were apparently highly mobile, but their number was fairly small and easily ac-
cessible natural resources were widely available, thus allowing for direct procurement.

Later Archaic Age phases are characterized by stronger and more complex social 
networks, developing via highly connected social communities with direct procure-
ment and direct exchange between 2000 – 800 BC, to complex, even competing, social 
dynamics and a process of down-the-line exchange from 800 BC – AD 100 (Castilla-
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Beltrán 2015: 135). According to Castilla-Beltrán (2015: 111), the early phase is most 
accurately characterized by regional distribution, including stable residential camps 
and a few special-activity sites, which focused on ecologically varied territories. He 
concludes that, when looking at the general characterizations, Heywoods is enigmatic.

This is not surprising as Heywoods falls outside the range of the more or less con-
temporary sites that are all concentrated in the northern Lesser Antilles, with no ev-
idence found at Heywoods to provide information on regional movements of local 
occupants. We discuss these issues further below.

The Archaic Age Enigma of Barbados
As the only known Archaic Age site on both Barbados and the southern Lesser Antilles, 
important questions remain as to what Heywoods represents archaeologically, how it 
may fit into broader patterns of Archaic Age settlement and mobility, and why the site 
appears anomalous compared to other contemporaneous sites. As previously discussed, 
the archaeological assemblage recovered from what was probably only a small portion 
of the site, is unique in that it does not exhibit the ‘standard’ Archaic tool kit that 
includes lithics, nor does it have any real substantial evidence for major and diverse 
subsistence activities. Admittedly, much of Heywoods has been impacted over the cen-
turies from a variety of cultural and natural processes, but it is still curious as to why 
no other kinds of archaeological remains were recovered or observed, even incidentally. 
Could this be an artifact of survey and have other Archaic sites been missed on the is-
land or elsewhere in the region, or does Heywoods truly represent something atypical?

It is worth reiterating that there have been no unequivocal Archaic sites found in 
the Windward Islands south of the Guadeloupe passage, which stretches for about 
450 km (280 miles) from there to Grenada across several major islands (from north 
to south: Dominica, Martinique, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, and dozens of islands in the 
Grenadines). It is true that less archaeological research has been done on most of these 
islands compared to many in the Leeward Islands, and the fact remains that Archaic 
sites are usually ephemeral and low density. It is quite possible that some have been 
lost over the years due to erosion, sea level rise, or development, or perhaps obscured 
by volcanic tephra, making them difficult to discover. Let us assume, however, that the 
empirical evidence currently available is a relatively accurate portrayal of Archaic Age 
settlement in the Lesser Antilles. What would their patterns of settlement have been? 
Keegan and Hofman (2017: 201) sketch three possible scenarios:

‘First, Archaic Age communities in Trinidad, Tobago and Barbados arrived from 
South America. Second, the Archaic Age occupants of these islands bypassed the 
southern Lesser Antilles (Windward Islands) and headed directly to the northern 
Lesser Antilles, where there is ample evidence for their presence during this period. 
However, there is no logical explanation for why these islands would have been 
bypassed. Third, the westward [sic; should be ‘eastward’] expansion of Lithic Age 
communities from Central America to Cuba and Hispaniola, then Puerto Rico, 
and finally the northern Lesser Antilles expressed Archaic Age characteristics (e.g. 
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ground stone tools) obtained through the diffusion of technology and not the move-
ment of people. In other words, there was not a separate migration into the Antilles 
of Archaic Age communities from northeastern South America.’

In regards to the first scenario, let us assume that peoples ventured directly from South 
America to Barbados, Trinidad, and Tobago. However, there are several issues with 
this that should be considered. Trinidad today is less than 15 km (9 miles) from the 
South American mainland and would have been even closer, if not nearly connected, 
during the early to middle Holocene. That the earliest radiocarbon dates for islands 
in the Caribbean are around 8000 Cal BP and come from Trinidad is not entirely un-
expected, for its close proximity to Venezuela makes its colonization much easier and 
different in terms of seagoing than the rest of the Antilles (Fitzpatrick 2015). There is 
a suite of dates for Barbados that hover between 3000-2000 Cal BC (see Fitzpatrick 
2011: 595; Table 1), potentially making Heywoods the oldest site between Trinidad 
and Puerto Rico. Based on chronology alone, in conjunction with what we know of 
Ceramic Age settlement of the southern Lesser Antilles – which appear to have been 
settled centuries after the northern islands – Barbados could have been settled from 
South America and/or Trinidad without having had a long history of using lithic tech-
nologies as is common in the north. That Barbados is an uplifted limestone island and 
lacks tool quality stone could also explain why shell was used instead. But, if traveling 
between islands were fairly easy and commonplace, it would seem odd that no lithics 
were introduced and used.

This brings us to another issue, and that is the general difficulty of getting to 
Barbados with watercraft given the region’s prevailing currents and winds, something 
that was not explicitly addressed by Keegan and Hofman (2017). Callaghan’s (2001; 
2010) research has clearly shown the difficulty that peoples would have faced in mov-
ing in paddling canoes eastward from either South America northward or the Greater 
Antilles southward. And it is notable that Barbados was the only major island in the 
Caribbean never to change hands between colonial powers, largely in part because 
sailing conditions were so challenging, a phenomenon well-known today by sailors. 
Several attempts by the French and Dutch to take the island from the British once they 
became established there were unsuccessful (Jamieson 1981). While it is clear that peo-
ples arrived to Barbados thousands of years ago, and continued to settle there during 
the Ceramic Age, there were certainly inherent challenges with the winds and currents 
that peoples faced through time when attempting to reach the island. With these con-
siderations in mind, perhaps the logical explanation that Keegan and Hofman (2017: 
201) were seeking could be rooted in environmental conditions and seafaring capabili-
ties that prevented ancient Amerindians from easily venturing to some islands and not 
others until much later in time as canoe technologies and/or navigational (wayfinding) 
capabilities were improved upon (see Fitzpatrick 2013a for further discussion).

The third option proposed by Keegan and Hofman (2017: 201) involved peoples – 
who were descendants of earlier (Lithic/Archaic) groups already occupying Cuba/
Hispaniola/Puerto Rico – to have actually moved eastward through the Greater and 
northern Lesser Antilles first and obtained their technological repertoire through the 
diffusion of ideas and not the result of a separate migration northward from South 
America, which had seemingly bypassed the Windward islands. This could explain the 
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overwhelming presence of sites dating to the Archaic Age and the early dates found 
generally in the northern Caribbean. However, using current evidence, the Barbados 
dates are still centuries or even millennia earlier than the northern Antilles and so it 
would appear that either: 1) the island was settled separately from South America 
at a different time; or 2) earlier dates and (more) sites have not yet been found on 
islands across the Lesser Antilles that would link Barbados with a broader trend of 
settlement during the Archaic Age. It is worth noting that the latter scenario would 
also have to hold true for later Ceramic Age settlement since the earliest Saladoid 
dates (ca. 500 BC) are also found in the northern Caribbean and become progressively 
younger as one moves south (Fitzpatrick 2013b).

Recently, Siegel et al. (2015: 289) have proposed that paleoenvironmental evidence 
in the form of increased charcoal particles and shifts in plant regimes, pointing to land-
scape alteration and growing numbers of economically useful taxa, taken from cores 
in Trinidad, Grenada, Martinique, and Marie-Galante suggest colonization at around 
5000 BP. They argue that these lines of evidence indicate early island occupations, mod-
ifying and managing parts of the landscape, and that a possible practice of land manage-
ment without occupation might explain the rarity of Archaic Age sites in certain areas.

Siegel et al. (2015) also suggest that many sites dating to the Archaic Age may have 
been lost or obscured for many of the same reasons listed above (e.g. sea level rise, 
coastal erosion, sedimentation) and as such, paleoenvironmental data potentially hold 
the best or only clues to human arrival.

While the paleoenvironmental evidence is tantalizing and would seem to provide a 
suitable explanation for the dearth of Archaic sites found in the southern Caribbean – 
and considering that sea level changes, climatic fluctuations, and other natural pro-
cesses were not uniform across the entire region through time – it is still unclear why 
the Windward islands would have such an absence of both Archaic and early Saladoid 
(500 BC – AD 1) sites compared to those islands in the north. In addition, if peoples 
had visited Grenada 3000-3500 years earlier than the earliest acceptable radiocarbon 
dates from archaeological sites, why would they have chosen not to settle this and 
other islands until millennia later? While Siegel et al. (2015) claim that paleoenviron-
mental evidence should be considered equal to or even a better indicator of human 
presence than archaeological data for various reasons, the fact remains that an increase 
in charcoal particulates in a coring sequence during a ‘wetter’ period as bracketed by a 
few radiocarbon dates does not necessarily indicate that fires were anthropogenic. As 
Caffrey and Horn (2015: 229) note in their study of cores from three lakes in Puerto 
Rico and Hispaniola:

Lab No. Type   species Unit Context cmbs Meas. 14C age No ΔR

Beta-297521 shell Conv. L. gigas (adze) 39 7 130-140 4230 ± 50 2530 – 2220 BC

Beta-297522 shell AMS L. gigas (juvenile) 39 8 140-150 4780 ± 40 3280 – 2940 BC

I-16,840 shell Conv. L. gigas 39 8 140-150 3980 ± 100 2320 – 1750 BC

D-AMS 001792 shell AMS L. gigas (juvenile) 39 7 130-140 4366 ± 32 2660 – 2460 BC

D-AMS 001793 shell AMS L. gigas (juvenile) 35 7 130-140 4278 ± 29 2550 – 2340 BC

D-AMS 001794 shell AMS L. gigas (juvenile) 35 8 130-140 4091 ± 27 2290 – 2080 BC

Table 2.1. Archaic Age radiocarbon dates from Barbados.
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‘an increase in charcoal influx at Laguna Tortuguero [Puerto Rico] at ca. 5200 
Cal BP, previously interpreted as a signal of human settlement predating archaeo-
logical evidence, may instead reflect insolation-driven shifts in winter drying that 
led to more frequent and possibly more intense natural fires’.

In other words, even hydric conditions generally observed in long-term paleoenviron-
mental sequences can mask annual, decadal, or even centennial periods that are more 
xeric, in part due to the imprecision of radiocarbon dating.

As such, when the pollen and other records from the three cores were compared, 
this showed:

‘possible intervals of synchronous, climate-driven burning as distinct from more 
localized anthropogenic burning’ (Caffrey and Horn 2015: 229) and ‘would 
have resulted in increasingly drier winters that could have promoted progressively 
earlier dry season wildfires’ (Caffrey and Horn 2015: 239).

Given the ambiguity of the paleoenvironmental data and the absence in Siegel et al.’s 
(2015) cores of horticulturally important plants such as maize or cassava that would 
have presumably accompanied first settlers – while also acknowledging that there is a 
general lack of survey coverage across many parts of the Caribbean – we prefer to use 
archaeological evidence as our basis for interpreting the Archaic record in the region. As 
such, until more robust lines of cultural evidence are found, Heywoods still represents 
the only firmly dated and unequivocal Archaic Age site in the southern Lesser Antilles.

Conclusions
The Archaic Age in Barbados, represented by only the single site of Heywoods, re-
mains an enigma because it is the only one found in the Windward islands between 
Guadeloupe and Trinidad/Tobago, is earlier than some Archaic sites (and islands) in 
the northern Caribbean by centuries or millennia in some cases, and does not include 
the more typical archaeological assemblages found in the more northern islands. Why 
this is the case is not easily explainable. Our interpretation still suffers from a general 
lack of archaeological investigation in this part of the Caribbean and it is possible that 
various phenomena have obscured, damaged, or destroyed similarly aged sites on the 
island and elsewhere. It is not unreasonable to suggest that Archaic peoples had moved 
through more islands in the Antilles than is now archaeologically visible. But, rather 
than presuming they did, using equivocal paleoenvironmental evidence versus more 
robust archaeological data (which ironically relies as much on negative evidence as does 
the paleoenvironmental data proffered by Siegel et al. (2015: 277) to explain coloniza-
tion strategies), we prefer a more empirically based approach that utilizes the presence/
absence of artifacts and other unambiguous cultural conventions, so long as they are 
anchored well chronologically. Drewett et al.’s (1993) discovery of the Heywoods site 
was significant for a number of important reasons that we have outlined in this chapter. 
It is truly unfortunate that destruction of the site, though delayed in part for several 
years due to Drewett’s ongoing efforts to convince local developers to allow archaeo-
logical investigation, prevented more detailed study that might have illuminated our 
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understanding of not only the Archaic Age component, but later settlement during the 
Ceramic Age, for which the site revealed numerous significant finds.
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The Pre-Colonial Pottery of 
Barbados

Mary Hill Harris

Abstract
Although visitors to Barbados have been aware of the existence of pre-colonial remains 
since at least the seventeenth century, scientific investigations expanded greatly from 
the middle of the twentieth century. This chapter gives a history of such investiga-
tions, concentrating largely on the over 20 years’ work (1984-2007) of the Barbados 
Archaeological Survey, and describes Barbados ceramics as they fit into the overall 
picture of Lesser Antillean pottery. The island was certainly occupied during the Early 
Ceramic Period, with just a few Insular Saladoid sherds and many more Modified 
Saladoid sherds, and continued through the Troumassoid up to a seeming florescence 
in the Troumassoid/Suazoid.

Keywords: Amerindian, ceramics, pottery style, BAS project.

Introduction
For many years Barbados’ archaeology was dominated by amateur collectors. Given 
the durability in tropical conditions of pottery, shell and stone, much of what remains 
for study from collections made in the years before professional archaeology hit the 
island, is made of these materials. Even in more recent times, amateurs need to be given 
credit for discovering, collecting, and in some cases excavating, pre-colonial artifacts. 
Much of the very early collected material has been dispersed to museums throughout 
the world, including the British Museum, to which Greville Chester donated his col-
lection, and the Museum of the American Indian in New York, which houses Jesse 
Fewkes’ collection. The nineteenth-century naturalist H. W. Feilden brought back 
from Barbados not only a collection of birds, now in Cambridge University’s Zoology 
Museum, but also pre-colonial shell, stone and pottery now housed at the University’s 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. There are stone petaloid celts, many shell 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
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eared axes, but also pottery from Maxwell (Harris and Hinds 1995), Bathsheba (Harris 
and Drewett 1995: 305) and Indian River.

Many of the display-quality ceramic pieces in the Barbados Museum and Historical 
Society (BMHS) as well as in the display in Harrison’s Cave, come from early collectors 
from Barbados, in particular C.N.C. Roach, Edmond Knight Taylor, and G. Clarke-
Holman. Roach published a series of articles on Barbados pottery in the Journal of 
the BMHS in the late 1930s (Roach, C.N.C., as reprinted in Taylor 1991: 87-316), 
although, interestingly, Roach refused to excavate for fear of disrespecting the dead, 
and collected only purchased pieces and surface finds. Subsequently, G.T. Barton 
(1979[1953]) published a useful book classifying Barbados pottery types. Barton was 
not a professional archaeologist but had lived in Barbados and studied the subject for 
many years. He claimed that Barbados has typical pottery forms that are only found on 
this island and he distinguished different temper materials, stating that temper was of 
coarse sand for the larger pots, fine sand or powdered shell for the thin-walled pieces, 
and occasionally grog or ground-down pottery (Barton 1979[1953]: 46).

Early excavators in Barbados were E.M. Shilstone, Ronald Taylor, Marshall 
McKusick, and Neville Connell, but the first large professional stratified excavations 
were carried out by Ripley and Adelaide Bullen of the Florida Museum of Natural 
History, who had previously excavated in several other Caribbean islands (Bullen 1962, 
1964, 1968; Bullen and Bullen 1972). Much subsequent study of Windward Islands 
pottery is based on the categories Bullen developed based primarily on his excavations 
in Grenada, and named for sites there (Bullen 1964: 38-52). As they were based on 
paste types, these cannot be transferred exactly to the pottery found in Barbados, but 
his sequence has still proved useful for analysis of Barbados finds.

In the 1980s a Peace Corps volunteer at the BMHS, Steven Hackenberger, carried out 
test excavations at the pre-colonial sites at Goddards, Brandons, Greenland, and the Shell 
Oil Depot, and did a surface collection at Divi St. James, Sunset Crest (Hackenberger 
1987; 1988). In 1984, before Hackenberger’s arrival, the then curator of the BMHS, 
David Devenish, sent out a request to British museums for an archaeologist who would 
mount a professional investigation of Barbados archaeology. Peter Drewett of University 
College London’s Institute of Archaeology responded, and following an exploratory visit 
in 1984 the Barbados Archaeological Survey (BAS) was started in 1985. The island was 
surveyed, and over the following 15 years excavations were undertaken at the pre-colonial 
sites at Chancery Lane, Hillcrest, Silver Sands, Heywoods (now Port St. Charles), and 
smaller sites including Fontabelle, Welches and Maxwell. During all of the period of BAS 
excavation another amateur archaeologist, Dr. Ronald Hinds, has pointed out archaeo-
logical sites, has excavated both with the BAS and on his own, and has kept an eye on 
developments between BAS visits (Drewett 1991; 2000; 2001; 2007; Drewett and Harris 
1987; 1990; 1993; 1996/1997; Drewett et al. 1987; 1988; 1989; 1993; 1996/1997; 
Harris 1989; 1996/1997; 2001 a-b; Harris and Drewett 1995; Harris and Hinds 1995; 
Hinds et al. 1999). Since the end of the BAS, small-scale salvage excavations at pre-colo-
nial sites have been undertaken by archaeologist Kevin Farmer of the BMHS and histo-
rian Karl Watson of The University of the West Indies (UWI). Their investigations have 
been published in the journals of the BMHS. Maaike de Waal, Leiden University and 
former UWI archaeologist, carried out surface surveys and test pit excavations (De Waal 
in prep. a-c; De Waal and Lesparre 2018).
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Bullen’s sequence of pottery
Bullen’s sequence of pottery (Bullen 1964: 38-52) begins with the Pearls series, the 
early (’insular’) Saladoid equivalent of Cedrosan Saladoid in Trinidad. It includes thin, 
hard, bell-shaped bowls, white-on-red (WOR) painting, zoned incised cross-hatch 
(ZIC) decoration, wishbone handles and adornos with ‘nose over eyes’. In Barbados 
this is rare. Examples have been found at Chancery Lane (Drewett 1991: 53), South 
Point (Ronald Taylor personal communication), and Hillcrest (Drewett 1991: 81). The 
later Simon series, showing Barrancoid influence, is described as modified Saladoid. It 
is thicker than Pearls, with grooved rather than incised decoration, plentiful red paint 
sometimes with WOR, and with painted fields often separated by grooves. The rims, 
when flanged, tend to be somewhat thicker. There are modelled adornos and effigy ves-
sels. This is the version of Saladoid most commonly found on Barbados, and it appears 
to persist well into the second half of the first millennium.

This Saladoid series is followed by the Saline and Airport series (Bullen 1964), which 
have not been identified in Barbados. Bullen (1964) further identified the Caliviny, 
Westerhall and Suazey series. The Westerhall series may be limited to Grenada, and 
both the Caliviny and Suazey series are now thought of as aspects of the Troumassoid 
period. Caliviny pottery is thicker than either Pearls or Simon, and the forms are dif-
ferent; there are more inturned forms, plainer round or flat rims, and ring bases appear. 
‘Caliviny Polychrome’ is distinctive because of its painted decoration, using the colors 
red, black and white in broad lines, usually without accompanying grooves (Bullen 
1964: 48-50). Bullen and Bullen (1968) thought this series might represent a separate 
period; this has been a point of disagreement among archaeologists (Boomert 1987) 
but in the BAS excavations its frequency was visibly greater in layers below those where 
scratching and fingermarking appeared. Scratching and fingermarking belong to the 
Suazey period, although in Barbados there are fewer scratched surfaces than in some 
other islands. Bullen (1964: 50) describes the thick and rough-surfaced Suazey pottery 
as ‘the worst pottery present’ in the Lesser Antilles. Rims are usually plain though some 
have been indented or everted to support fingermarked decoration. In Barbados, one 
might argue with the description ‘worst’, since the temper is usually evenly sorted, 
and fingermarking appears in highly and carefully planned patterns (figures 3.1-3.2). 

Figure 3.1. Fingermarked pottery from Silver Sands (Trench 2, Context 2), scale 1:2 (Drawn 
by L. Drewett and reproduced with permission from Drewett 1991, figure 49: 157).
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Bullen believed Suazey ceramics to be the pottery of the Carib invaders who were re-
ported by the cronistas (e.g. Raymond Breton, quoted in Hulme and Whitehead 1992: 
109; Rouse 1992: 21-25). More recent studies, however, (e.g. Boomert 1987; 2011; 
Hofman and Hoogland 2012) have identified Cayo pottery to be that of the Island 
Carib. Cayo pottery has not been identified in Barbados.

Pottery from the Barbados Archaeological Survey (BAS) 
excavations
Since Bullen’s paste categories did not seem to carry over from Grenada to Barbados, 
and since it would have been too time-consuming to attempt microscopic examination 

of a large number of sherds, type analyses were carried out on the basis of macroscopic 
qualities: decoration, surface treatment, thickness (probably the single most important 
distinguishing characteristic of plain sherds), rim types and forms. In many sites it 
was possible to find differences in quantity of these characteristics between different 
contexts, and it was on this basis that contexts were assigned, or tentatively assigned, 
to different periods.

Figure 3.2. Fingermarked pottery from Silver Sands (Trench 2, Context 2), scale 1:2 (Drawn 
by L. Drewett and reproduced with permission from Drewett (1991, figure 51; 167).
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Figure 3.3. White-on-red vessels, Maxwell I (A-B) and grooved vessels, Maxwell II (C). 
(Drawn by L. Drewett and reproduced with permission from Harris and Hinds 1995: 521; 
figures 4-6).
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The BAS started its excavations at Chancery Lane in 1985, which at that time 
was probably the site best known to be productive. Four trenches were dug in a line 
perpendicular to the coast, between Bullen’s and Shilstone’s old excavations (Drewett 
1991: 20, figure 8). Trench 4 was sterile. Trenches 1 (which contained several burials) 
and 2 contained mostly Troumassoid material. Trench 3, the closest to the sea, showed 
chronological development between lower and higher contexts, although it was grad-
ual and progressive. Saladoid characteristics such as red-slipped ware, wares under 
5 mm. thick, flat-flanged rims, the few examples of ZIC, and other incised wares such 
as Interior Incised were most frequent in Context 5 (the oldest of the main contexts), 
followed by Context 3 (Drewett 1991: 22, figure 11). Later characteristics, including 
thick wares, scratched surfaces, fingermarked decoration, high ring bases, griddle feet 
and vessel feet were found in the sand layers in Contexts 1 and 2. Painted sherds were 
often hard to distinguish because of problems of preservation, and both WOR and 
Caliviny Polychrome were rare. Definite examples of Caliviny Polychrome came from 
Contexts 1 and 4, though there were also possible examples in the lower contexts. 
Contexts 1 and 2 were clearly Troumassoid/Suazoid, Context 5 Saladoid though with a 
few indicators of beginning Troumassoid, and Context 3 mixed between Saladoid and 
Troumassoid (Drewett 1991: 59). Drewett (1991: 25) has speculated that as the lagoon 
at Chancery Lane became silted up, the aboriginal inhabitants moved farther up the 
coast to a site with similar resources.

The following season excavations were concentrated at Hillcrest on the east coast. 
Hillcrest was the only promontory site excavated and much of the excavated material 
had clearly been washed down gullies; Drewett’s interpretation of this was that pre-co-
lonial clearing of the land for agriculture led to erosion. Following a small excavation 
in 1986, further test pits were taken out in 1987-88 in several lines running down 
the slope, and an area excavation was made at the place where a posthole was found 
indicating a house structure. Two phases of house construction were identified but they 
did not show any significant difference in pottery. The scarce pottery found in the area 
excavation was mixed and even included historic sherds, but the majority of sherds 
could be classified as Troumassoid/Suazoid, with grooving, Caliviny Polychrome and 
fingermarking all included. Many vessels seem to have had feet, and all griddle sherds 
were of the footed type (Drewett 1991: 28; 79).

In other parts of the site sherds were more varied. Particularly in the car park area, 
sherds were thinner, and red slip, grooved and (less frequently) incised decoration, and 
flanged rims are all present, but most of this was collected on the surface. Ceramics 
collected from the gully areas were mixed, as might be expected, and included rims, 
bases and decorative techniques from mid-Saladoid through Suazoid. The limited-area 
test trenches did not produce large numbers of sherds, but it seemed that most of the 
early sherds came from the test trenches highest up the hill (Drewett 1991: 81).

The BAS returned to Hillcrest in 1993, to the western side of the promontory. 
Further test trenches were dug, and near the most productive of these, a 5 x 5 m area 
was excavated. Most pottery came from the area excavation and sherds underneath the 
largest context looked distinctly earlier than those above. The largest context seemed 
transitional between Saladoid and early Troumassoid. It contained only a single finger-
marked sherd; Caliviny Polychrome was largely confined to the top two layers; WOR, 
Zoned Red and Interior Incised were present in most layers. This area excavation was 
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also the place in Hillcrest where most cross-hatched sherds were found. Some were 
definitely ZIC, some Barbados Incised Rim (BIR; also see under the discussion sec-
tion) and some indeterminate, but all were on the exterior of the vessel.

Silver Sands was excavated in three phases: late 1988, summer 1989, and 1995. 
The site was very rich in sherds, most of which were Suazoid. Although chronological 
development was not discerned in all areas, 1988’s Trench 2, 120 cm. deep, showed 
differences in popularity according to depth between Caliviny Polychrome and finger-
marking. In the deepest level, 110-120 cm., Saladoid grooving makes up a substantial 
proportion of the decoration; above that, the two lower contexts (4 and 5) contain 
both painted Caliviny decoration and fingermarking, but painting predominates (up 
to 50% of decorated sherds), while in the upper contexts (1 and 2) fingermarking 
represents 75% or more of decoration, with about half of all the sherds over 15 mm. 
thick. In contexts 4 and 5 sherds are thinner though not as thin as Saladoid sherds. 
Throughout the trench both forms of decoration are present; it is only proportions 
which change. Footed vessels are common, and both zoomorphic and anthropo-
morphic adornos are plentiful. It is notable that some spindle whorls are also present 
(Drewett 1991: figure 51, nos. 169, 170, 171; figure 52, nos. 172, 173).

Contexts in the 1995 excavation contained redeposited and historic material, but 
some included a minority of sherds with Saladoid traits such as fine-line incision and 
barely possible remains of WOR, as well as the only sherds of flat griddles found at 
the site (Drewett 2000: 21; 66; 68). What is evident in Silver Sands is what might be 
called a florescence of the Suazoid. Fingermarked decoration is carried out in a very 
artistic form; some vessels are fingermarked in overlapping layers like a shingled roof 
(figure 3.1) and one footed bowl in highly polished blackware has fingernail marking 
so fine as to resemble basketry, in four sections divided by plain intervals (figure 3.2).

Figure 3.4. Pottery from Spring Garden (Sean Carrington and reproduced with permission).
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Heywoods has been excavated in several stages. The first was in 1986 when six test 
trenches were taken out in a line from the shore to the east, in an area which had been 
subject to historic transformation processes such as ploughing (Drewett 1991: 27). 
Almost all of the pre-colonial material there was clearly Troumassoid, mainly of the late, 
Troumassoid/Suazoid type. The team returned to the site in 1990-1991 and dug an ad-
ditional 34 test trenches in lines parallel to the original six. One of these (Trench 39) had 
at the very bottom two preceramic conch lip adzes dated about 1630 BC (Drewett et al. 
1993: 116); five late sherds in this context were interpreted as intrusive, since typologi-
cally they postdated sherds in the contexts above. The trench as a whole seemed to show 
some chronological development from early Troumassoid, with Caliviny Polychrome, 
to Troumassoid/Suazoid (Drewett et al. 1993: 124). Among the other trenches, earlier 
pottery was found in the marshy area farthest from the beach, and there was also more 
early pottery as one moved farther south in the excavated area. Trench 25/25A at the 
far southeast corner of the excavated area had more sherds than any other and was of 
interest because of its unusual assemblage, with many thin sherds, and large numbers of 
decorated sherds including some resembling St. Lucia Zoned Incised and another vessel 
with pin-head motifs, rare in Barbados (Drewett et al. 1993: 117-125).

These early excavations were followed by many years of excavation responding 
to the development of the Port St. Charles marina, which revealed at least 53 pot-
tery-lined wells/water holes and two wood-lined water holes. For a ceramicist the wells 
were particularly exciting because they contained many whole, or virtually whole, ves-

Figure 3.5. ‘Giant interior incised’ sherds from Three 
Houses (Bruce Jardine, reproduced with permission). 
Collection Bruce Jardine; scale unknown.
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sels. Carbon dates (on wood) were AD 695-895 and AD 980-1200 (Drewett 2007: 
86, table 21), although these dates seem perhaps late for the style of pottery found. 
There were individual differences between wells but in general the pottery was simi-
lar, of a late (possibly terminal) Saladoid style, with plenty of redware, both grooved 
and fine-line incised decoration, WOR and Zoned Red, and a high proportion of 
triangular-thickened and triangular-flanged rims. Barton’s (1979[1953]) type K rim 
predominates. With very few exceptions late indicators like footed griddles and fin-
germarked decoration are absent. A single fingermarked sherd and probable sherds 
of a footed griddle were found in PS1, the pottery-lined well dated AD 980-1200; it 
may be that these were post-depositional. Odd sherds were also found in some of the 
1996 Area A potstacks. These include a footed support ring, which is the only one 
known from Barbados (Harris 2000: 80; figure 41 no. 49), two incense burners, also 
rare on the island, and some sherds with unusual painted decoration, featuring red on 
yellow-beige in one stack, and in the 695-895 carbon-dated stack, non-Caliviny red, 
white and black paint (Drewett 2000: 82-83).

Two wood-lined water holes were also found and dated AD 780-1020 and AD 
790-1030. Pottery was found in both of these and, with a thicker sherd profile, little 
decoration, simple rims and vessel feet, it looks Troumassoid, that in the seaward well 
seeming somewhat later than the more inland one. Oddly, except for the sherds men-
tioned above, the pottery in the AD 980-1200 pottery-lined well looks earlier than 
that in either of these slightly earlier-dated wood-lined wells (Harris 2007a: 58).

It is tempting to suggest that the presence of this quantity of pottery-lined wells 
reflects a period of drought. The majority seem to have pottery dating from about the 
same period. This would need to be tied in with climate studies. Drewett (2007: 50) 
has pointed out that wells could easily become contaminated by debris falling in and 
would need to be replaced frequently. Pottery-lined wells have been found elsewhere 
on the island: single wells at Goddards (Hackenberger 1988: 59-60) and South Point 
(Ronald Taylor personal communication), two at Maxwell (Harris and Hinds 1995) 
and at least fifteen at Spring Garden (Hinds et al. 2000). It was not only water holes 
which were revealed by the BAS’s 1995-1999 excavations. Burials were found but these 
contexts on the whole had few sherds, with the exception of burial 163, excavated in 
1996, which according to the excavator, Maureen Bennell, might have been in an 
existing well (Drewett 2000: 37-38). Most sherds in this burial were in poor condition, 
but it had nearest the skeleton, redware sherds broadly similar to those in the wells, 
and underneath the skeleton, a unique double-curved vessel with elaborate grooving 
(Harris 2000: 87; figure 44 no. 63). A tooth from the skeleton has dated this burial 
to AD 210-420, mysteriously early when compared to the ceramics found.

House structures were found as well. On the whole the sherds found in the post-
holes were neither numerous enough, nor distinctive enough, to assign the structures 
to a certain period; however, the structure found in 1996 seemed slightly earlier (pos-
sibly Saladoid) than those found in 1998-99 (probably Troumassoid). A historic struc-
ture was also found (Drewett 2007: 81-82).

There were also a number of special features, including pits which contained special 
deposits. In one of these, among Saladoid sherds, was a complete (though broken) 
shallow canoe-shaped vessel of a creamy pink slipped ware. Another pit contained 
several whole pots including an incense burner, a beautiful elliptical shallow dish 
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(Harris 2000: figure 47) and at the bottom, an inturned bowl containing blue clay. 
The majority of the sherds in this pit looked Saladoid. Drewett has interpreted these 
deposits as possible places of ritual activity, protecting the extraction of fresh water 
from underground sources (Drewett 2000: 169). Heywoods was obviously occupied 
for a long period, from preceramic times through Early Ceramic (represented possibly 
by early Saladoid and definitely by late Saladoid ceramics) and Late Ceramic periods 
(evidenced by Troumassoid and Troumassoid/Suazoid pottery). The excavated areas 
suggest that earlier occupations tended to be inland, while later ones were located 
closer to the sea (Drewett et al. 1993: 125; Harris 2007b: 46).

The quantity of sherds recovered at Little Welches is small compared to other 
sites: 2838 from the BAS excavations and 370 collected and excavated at different 
times by Dr. Hinds. The majority of all these sherds could be classified as modified 
Saladoid. The BAS excavation showed a certain amount of chronological development 
between contexts, with sherds from Context 3 distinctly thinner than those in the 
two upper contexts, and with a higher proportion of triangular-flanged rims. Barton’s 
(1979[1953]) type K is the most common form. Relatively little paint of any sort 
could be distinguished at this site, but grooving and fine-line incision were both pres-
ent. Context 3 stood out by having both monkey-tail and pin-head motifs among the 

A

B

Figure 3.6. Pottery from Heywoods. A: drawn 
by M. Bennell and reproduced with permis-
sion from Drewett (2000: figure 43, no. 57). 
Represented colors include white (dotted are-
as), pink (shaded areas) and red (white areas); 
B: drawn by I. Duthie and reproduced with 
permission from Drewett (2000: figure 46, 
no. 70).
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grooved sherds, and one cross-hatched sherd in this context was so finely executed as to 
make its diagnosis a query ZIC sherd. Another sherd was definitely a BIR. In the upper 
two contexts sherds were slightly thicker and there was more cream slip; most sherds 
were of Saladoid types but some had Troumassoid characteristics including two with 
possible Caliviny Polychrome decoration (Drewett and Harris 1996/1997: 64-66). Dr. 
Hinds’ collected sherds were also mixed but primarily Saladoid. Most decoration was 
grooving and many sherds were from a grooved redware vessel. He also collected a 
single fingermarked sherd and he excavated 20 sherds from an historic St. Lucia coal 
pot (Drewett and Harris 1996/1997: 64-66).

At Maxwell, 730 meters to the west of Little Welches, BAS excavations followed the 
discovery by Dr. Hinds of two pottery-lined wells. These were exposed after Hurricane 
Hugo in 1989 (Harris and Hinds 1995). When similar wells were later discovered at 
Heywoods, it was apparent that the Maxwell wells were of similar construction and 
contained pots of a similar style, that is, late Saladoid. Most of the vessels were con-
cave-sided or bell-shaped, though sherds from other forms were found and the vessel 
on the top of Maxwell I was an inturned spouted form. They all lacked their bases. It 
was notable that a large proportion of the vessels were decorated with grooving and 
WOR (figure 3.3A-C) and a crescent-shaped motif recurs (Harris and Hinds 1995: 
521). It is tempting to suppose that this motif is connected with the moon and tide.

The BAS excavation of 6 test trenches to the west of the wells followed in 1991, 
with the purpose of seeing whether there was evidence of occupation close to the 
wells. Four of these produced pre-colonial material: shells including Lobatus gigas and 
Cittarium pica, and a small number of sherds. The pottery was mostly late Saladoid but 
the pit farthest away from the wells had some evidence of early Troumassoid sherds. Dr. 
Hinds also collected a few miscellaneous sherds inland of the wells which were more 
varied in type than the well sherds, though compatible with the late Saladoid or early 
Troumassoid pottery of the test trenches (Harris and Hinds 1995: 516).

It has been mentioned that there is a collection of sherds from Maxwell in the 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge. These, collected by Col. 
H.W. Feilden in the nineteenth century, have no excavation details but according to 
Feilden the site was a ‘kitchen midden’ (Harris and Hinds 1995: 517-518). The sherds 
Feilden chose to bring to Cambridge are fairly thin, many decorated. Decoration in-
cludes WOR, zoned red, grooving including both monkey-tail and pin-head motifs, 
Barbados Incised Rim, a possible Caliviny Polychrome sherd and a punctate sherd. 
Most of the decorated sherds could be categorized as late Saladoid, with the exception 
of the last two or three. However, there are two shouldered feet which are clearly from 
a later period. Other items in the collection include bone fragments, shell tools, a shell 
pendant, two stone axe fragments, and a shell amulet carved in the shape of a fish. 
This amulet is listed as ‘Maxwell Estate’ rather than ‘Maxwell Kitchen Midden’ like 
the others (Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology catalogue cards Z.2660-2669, 
Z.39987, Z.40032-40035). The Shilstone vessel from Maxwell which is in the BMHS 
seems from the drawing on its catalogue card to be similar in shape to those from Dr. 
Hinds’ pottery-lined wells, and indeed is described as having been part of a stack of five 
vessels one inside the other (BMHS Catalogue Card A/493).

In 2002 and 2003, small test pits were taken out by the BAS at Greenland (Drewett 
2007). Expanding on earlier investigations by Steve Hackenberger when a new road 
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was cut (Hackenberger 1987), the BAS team excavated test units in two areas, both 
clearly disturbed. North of the brick works (Drewett 2007: 75, figure 47) most of the 
93 sherds found were Troumassoid or Suazoid; to the south of the road, what the team 
believed to be redeposited material from the original 1960s bulldozing included 1552 
sherds, mostly Troumassoid, Suazoid or indeterminate but including 73 sherds diag-
nosed as Saladoid (Drewett 2007: 73-76). Although the author did not see the material 
from these excavations, the findings are in keeping with sherds from Greenland seen at 
the BMHS and at Harrison’s Cave (Harris 1991: 49-51).

Figure 3.7. Sherds from Three Houses (Bruce Jardine, reproduced with permission). Collection 
Bruce Jardine; scale unknown.
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The BAS also made surface collections of materials at sites that were not excavated. 
These include Pico Teneriffe, Cuckold, Chandler Bay, and Cluffs A, where definite 
Saladoid materials were identified, and Laycock Bay, Indian Mound, and Sandy Hill, 
where possible Saladoid remains were collected (Drewett 1991: 45-49). Over the years 
the author has also been able to examine pottery from several miscellaneous surface 
and excavated collections from Belleville, Fontabelle and Brandons/Indian River/
Spring Garden.

At Belleville (now part of Bridgetown), the Ryburn family collected 45 sherds from 
the surface at their house. After learning of this the BAS also made a surface collection 
and excavated a 1x1m test trench, though this produced very little pre-colonial materi-
al (two sherds and one shell). The pottery from both surface collections is recognizable 
as Troumassoid/Suazoid, including cleat-shaped lugs, shouldered feet, fingermarked 
rims and footed griddles (Drewett and Harris 1993: 106-108). Mr. Bruce Jardine also 
made a collection from building sites at Fontabelle. The collection consisted of 1225 
sherds in total, with 145 sherds classified as Saladoid coming from lower levels. The 
sites were clearly occupied over a long period. The earliest time was represented by a 
single ZIC sherd, other Saladoid sherds including many fine WOR and/or grooved 
sherds, but the bulk of the collection has Troumassoid characteristics such as cream 
slip, a medium to thick profile, Caliviny Polychrome and fingermarked decoration. 
Almost all the diagnostic griddle sherds were flat. Finds also included spindle whorls, 
incense burners, and two possible nostril vessels. Historic sherds were also found, so 
the site did not stop being occupied after Europeans arrived (Harris 1996/1997).

In 1999 bulldozing started prior to building work at the southern end of Spring 
Garden Highway. The site adjoined the known sites of Indian River and Brandons. 
Surface collections were made by Richard Goddard and others, and in due course 
the bulldozer revealed circles of pottery similar to the pottery-lined wells found at 
Heywoods. The first two were excavated by Kevin Farmer and Ronald Hinds and sub-
sequently a total of fifteen were removed (Hinds et al. 2000). Only some of the pottery 
has been analyzed, partly for lack of time and partly because much of it was in poor 
condition, either soggy and crumbly, or concreted together (Hinds et al. 2000: 78-81). 
Only the first two stacks were seen by the author, and in these stacks there were few 
decorated sherds. Stack 1 was badly concreted, but 94 sherds and four pots were ana-
lyzed. Many sherds were either redware, or the soft-feeling gray which has been inter-
preted as eroded redware (Harris and Hinds 1995: 514); sherds were on the thin side 
of medium. About half the rims were simple and the other half were mostly divided 
between S-shaped and triangular-thickened; forms were all bowls, four bell-shaped and 
one possibly oval. The most interesting find in this stack was a deep Barbados Incised 
Rim bowl in possible eroded redware; other BIR vessels on the island have not been 
identified to be redware and this is rather surprising, if true. It also gives this type a 
context which is dateable at least by associated pottery. The only other decorated sherd 
seen by the author was grooved in a frog-leg pattern.

Stack 2 was very crumbly but the author saw three identifiable vessels and more than 
126 other sherds in good enough condition to be analyzed. Many were of eroded gray 
ware and one had traces of red slip; sherds seemed a little thicker than in Stack 1. Rims 
again were mostly simple, S-shaped or triangular-thickened. Forms were all bowls (many 
bell-shaped or concave-walled) but there was one incense burner, and Dr. Hinds recon-
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structed a nearly whole concave-walled vessel decorated with grooves and WOR paint 
including pink areas, blackened on the inside (Hinds et al. 2000: figure 2).

When the remainder of the stacks were removed (Hinds et al. 2000), although 
most pots were undecorated, many fine WOR sherds were found (figure 3.4). In many 
cases the decorated vessels, grooved and painted, were concave-sided vessels similar 
in shape to those found in pottery-lined wells elsewhere on the island and also on 
Mustique, St. Vincent and Martinique. Many decorative patterns were also similar to 
pots from elsewhere. Other forms found were at least two incense burners and several 
pot rests; the one illustrated (figure 3.4) came from near the base of a stack. One classic 
ZIC rim was found and there was another vessel, an open bowl with a narrow base, 
which had cross-hatched decoration on the outside (from the illustration, Hinds et al. 
2000: figure 4a, the pattern of hatching looks neither typically ZIC nor typically BIR).

Surface collections were made at several interesting sites as yet unexcavated. Of 
these the most intriguing was Three Houses. In 1986, the author picked up a few 
pieces of largely undistinguished and abraded pottery, noting only a triangular-flanged 
rim, a possibly grooved sherd, and a sherd of a footed griddle. Later surface collections 
by the author and by Steven Hackenberger produced a collection of 24 sherds (Harris 
1991: 49), again rather undistinguished but including three round rims, one or two 
Type K rims and two possible triangular-flanged rims. There was a sherd of a footed 
griddle, and a sherd of possible redware, as well as several sherds showing traces of 
cream slip. The thickness distribution was medium to thick (Harris 1991: 49). A more 
spectacular collection, of shell, stone and ceramics, was made by Bruce Jardine after 
a flood in 1995. About 50 sherds were seen by the author, including mostly simple 
tapered, round or flat rims, but also some Type K rims, at least one Erin-type triangu-
lar-flanged rim, and two internally thickened rims with ‘Giant Interior Incised’ dec-
oration (figure 3.5). All forms were bowls, and there were also a number of flat bases. 
The sherds in this collection were quite thin, most under 10 mm. thick, and included 
some redware sherds painted with Zoned Red or WOR. The main sort of decoration 
was grooving (with or without paint). Only one sherd showed paint traces which could 
possibly have been Caliviny Polychrome, and another had a little fine punctate decora-
tion (figure 3.5). There were four sherds of one or more Barbados Incised Rim vessels. 
Mr. Jardine’s collection seems to contain earlier pottery than the ones made earlier by 
Hackenberger and the author. During a brief visit to Indian Pond in 2001 the author 
was shown sherds including vessel legs, adornos and a fingermarked rim, all clearly 
Suazoid except for a perforated disc of harder ware, red on one side. These had been 
found with shell tools.

Discussion
With its geographical position off to the side of the main chain of the Lesser Antilles, 
the pottery of Barbados might be expected to be somewhat different from the other 
islands. Differences noted are in paste (see Lawrence et al. 2016), form and decoration. 
The sand and calcareous temper described by Barton (1979[1953]) seems to coin-
cide with fabric types found by Degryse et al. (in prep). This does not coincide with 
the more recent analysis made on 23 sherds by Lawrence et al. (2016) which indeed 
found sand of different sizes but does not mention either shell or grog. The BAS’s ini-
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tial microscopic analysis by Caroline Cartwright and the author (Drewett et al. 1987: 
51-52) found no consistent variability by period or site, though we distinguished a 
‘brown-sugar’ paste with inclusions of small to medium sub-rounded quartz particles, 
and a grey-brown paste with abundant, evenly sized and shaped quartz inclusions. At 
first it was believed that the ‘brown-sugar’ paste was Saladoid and the other Suazoid, 
but subsequent investigations did not bear this out. Other inclusions found, when 
thin-section investigations were carried out by Cartwright (Harris 1991: 43-45), 
were iron minerals, calcareous material (possibly coral), and rare grog, charcoal, veg-
etable matter and possible fossil mollusks. Later thin-section study of 23 sherds by 
Lys Drewett (Drewett and Fitzpatrick 2000: 141-144) showed the clay from most 
excavated sites to have come from the Scotland district, with quartz inclusions. The 
exception was Silver Sands, where calcareous inclusions show that local marsh clay was 
used. Going by paste, it would seem that Barbados pottery was manufactured locally; 
however, over the course of several seasons the author did notice just a few sherds with 
black inclusions which are probably volcanic minerals. Unfortunately, these sherds 
were not separated out for microscopic analysis. The inclusions might be the result of 
ash deposited in the wind, or just possibly evidence of trade, although no specific dec-
orative difference was noticed in these sherds. It is also suggested by Pavia et al. (2013) 
that inclusions in some Carriacou sherds may have come from Barbados, which would 
imply contact between those islands.

With regard to form, Barbados has most forms in common with other islands, 
though relatively few incense burners were identified here, and ring-form pot stands, 
often highly decorated (figure 3.6A), are possibly more common than in other islands. 
To what extent common decorative motifs or techniques provide evidence of contact 
with other islands, is problematic. Similar techniques of decoration are found in other 
islands, particularly with respect to Saladoid and early Troumassoid pottery. When 
looking at the Suazoid pottery found in Barbados, with fingertip and fingernail mark-
ing used to make elaborate patterns (figures 3.1-3.2), the island seems to have been 
particularly florescent during the Late Ceramic Age.

Saladoid WOR grooved and painted sherds also show recurrent motifs which may 
be special to Barbados, such as painted crescents (figure 3.3) and grooved patterns rep-
resenting what may be female genitalia (figures 3.6A-3.6B). Monkey-tail and frog-leg 
motifs are used in common with other Lesser Antillean islands, and Interior Incised 
(originally ‘Grande Anse Interior Incised’ as defined for Grenada) is shared with several 
islands (see Boomert 1987, Bullen 1968). A surface treatment which may or may not 
be purposeful decoration is patterned clouding. Random fire-clouding is not unusual 
on sherds, but there are a few in Barbados, particularly at Heywoods, where oblong 
or circular shapes seem to have been produced deliberately. The author has not seen 
this reported for other islands. One puzzle is the presence of some unusual sherds at 
Heywoods, with red, black and white polychrome somewhat reminiscent of St. Lucia 
Zoned Incised. St. Lucia Zoned Incised is otherwise mentioned for the island only 
by Bullen (1968) as ‘rare’ in Chancery Lane. Could this signify that there was a brief 
influx of people from the neighboring island? An intriguing problem is posed by the 
cross-hatched decorative technique called Barbados Incised Rim (BIR); (figure 3.7). 
Bullen (1968: 81) indicates that sherds were found in Barbados and St. Lucia exhib-
iting cross-hatched incision, but that unlike the ZIC in Grenada, BIR is crudely exe-
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cuted and appears on the upper surfaces of cazuela-shaped vessels, while ZIC usually 
appears on the interior sides of flaring rims. The author found that on a small sherd it is 
not always possible to tell the difference between BIR and ZIC. Bullen had found BIR 
at Chancery Lane, and cites Haag as having found some at Grande Anse (St. Lucia). 
Because of its position in levels above the greatest Pearls concentrations, Bullen believed 
BIR to be from a later period. It is limited to Barbados, St. Lucia and St. Vincent. 
Barbados Incised Rim is rare: only about 75 BIR sherds (among a total sherd count 
of nearly 100,000) were seen during the course of the BAS study. It may be possible 
to assign them to a period according to the contexts in which they were found, and 
associated material. Sites at which BIR was recorded were Hillcrest (the largest number 
were recorded from here, most from the area excavation D); Heywoods, Silver Sands, 
Chancery Lane, Little Welches, Fontabelle, Brandons, and Three Houses. At Hillcrest 
(up to 34 examples), most came from a transitional context between Saladoid and early 
Troumassoid; there were, however, cross-hatched sherds in most of the contexts though 
definite BIR sherds did not appear in the lowest five. All of the cross-hatching in area 
D is placed on the outside of the vessel.

At Silver Sands, no BIR was found in the 1987-88 excavation. The 1995 exca-
vation produced up to 10 examples, from probably disturbed contexts. Most of the 
BIR sherds (5) derived from the lowest two contexts, 18 and 19, and were on medi-
um-thickness bowls, one of redware. Both these contexts also contained a small num-
ber of fingermarked sherds, and rather more Caliviny Polychrome. Context 12, where 
the sherds were very eroded and which had numerous fingermarked sherds, had a 
single example, again on a medium-thick bowl. The large Context 9 above this was 
very mixed, including a majority of fingermarked sherds, some Caliviny Polychrome 
and a single BIR sherd on a medium-thick smooth-surfaced vessel. The only other BIR 
sherds appeared in another large and very mixed context, Context 2, which had up to 
3 BIR sherds plus another possibly cross-hatched sherd, as well as grooving, Caliviny 
Polychrome and fingermarking.

Among all the many sherds examined over a dozen years of excavation at Heywoods 
only six examples of BIR were identified. Almost all were from mixed, disturbed or 
uncertain contexts. Among the pot and wood-lined wells, one was found in Context 
6 (mostly Saladoid in character), two in Context 52 and Context 52-54 (probably 
Troumassoid, but disturbed), a single one in the lowest context of Beach Trench 11 
(which also has Caliviny Polychrome and fingermarked sherds), and two in Area B 
of the 1997 excavation, one of them from machined-off material and the other from 
cleaning of sections in an area which looked slightly earlier than the rest. So Heywoods 
does not provide any clear chronological attribution. BIR sherds at Chancery Lane 
were difficult to assign to a particular period. There were examples in Trench 3 between 
10 and 30 cm including 2 examples in the occupation layer, Context 5 (though one 
of these was possibly ZIC). In Context 2, the lower context of Trench 2, there were 
6 examples, one on redware with deeper than usual incisions. Trench 1 had mostly 
Troumassoid-Suazoid material, and had frequent BIR from 10 cm. on down, one cut 
into fawn slip. There was none in any of the burials.

Six BIR sherds appear in the Little Welches records, plus two cross-hatched sherds 
thought to be ZIC. The excavated BIR sherds appear in layers where sherds are thin 
and there are a large proportion of triangular-thickened or flanged rims, so the impli-
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cation is that they are Saladoid rather than Troumassoid. However, due to mixing of 
the layers it is impossible to be certain of this. The sherds examined from Fontabelle 
were surface-collected by Bruce Jardine rather than excavated, so their dating is uncer-
tain. Many, however, came from the Tropical Batteries site between 1 and 2.2 m. from 
the surface. There were many Saladoid sherds at the lower levels but Suazoid sherds 
appeared at all depths. Among those seen by the author there were 5 BIR, a ZIC, and 
a cross-hatched sherd which could not clearly be assigned to one or the other of these 
categories. At Brandons, as has been mentioned, about a third of a BIR inturned bowl, 
probably of redware, was found in a pot-lined well. On the assumption that this well is 
from approximately the same period as the Heywoods pot-lined wells, it would place 
BIR in the late modified Saladoid period. Other cross-hatched sherds found in the 
Brandons stacks, however, resemble the earlier classic ZIC.

BIR sherds excavated by the Bullens at South Point in 1966 came from contexts 
showing mostly Simon (modified Saladoid) wares and included at least one on red-
ware. Another BIR sherd was recovered by them at Sam Lord’s Castle, below the main-
ly Suazoid layers but impossible to assign to either Caliviny or Saladoid. A single BIR 
sherd from Exmouth-Indian River was also seen in the BMHS collection. It seems 
likely that BIR cross-hatching is a continuation of the theme originally expressed in 
ZIC. It is a rare type but clearly from an early period, despite its usual placing on 
medium thick inturned bowls.

Conclusions
Although a certain number of early (‘insular’) Saladoid sherds have been discovered 
on Barbados, they are few in comparison to later sherds. Bullen found early Saladoid 
sherds at Chancery Lane and at South Point (Bullen and Bullen 1968); the BAS found 
them at several sites including Chancery Lane and Hillcrest (Drewett 1991: 53; 81). 
Unless pottery of this early type survived for many years, it seems that Barbados was 
occupied early in the Saladoid period, and Bullen’s date of 380 AD at Chancery Lane 
and Steve Hackenberger’s (surprisingly early) dates of 0 and 285 BC at Goddards, tend 
to confirm this. Pottery of the slightly later (‘modified’) Saladoid is much more com-
mon and is found at all the BAS excavated sites with the possible exception of Silver 
Sands (though there were grooved sherds in the bottom contexts). Definite Saladoid 
materials were also collected from the surface at Pico Teneriffe, Cuckold (one sherd), 
Chandler Bay, and Cluffs A, and possible Saladoid remains were identified at Laycock 
Bay, Indian Mound, and Sandy Hill. The vertical distribution of Caliviny Polychrome 
tends to reinforce Bullen’s theory of a ‘Calivinoid’ series predating the Suazoid; howev-
er other characteristics of the pottery are more continuous, with forms and rim types 
showing little difference between ‘Calivinoid’ and ‘Suazoid’, though surface treatment 
(slip versus scratching) and decoration (polychrome versus fingermarking) are different. 
Both these types of pottery are now subsumed in the term ‘Troumassoid’. Troumassoid 
pottery is found at almost all of the sites reported and it must be that the island was 
well inhabited from about 650 AD. Silver Sands seems from its pottery to be a late site 
and has carbon dates of AD 950 to 1300.

Barbados Incised Rim, a striking type, is hard to date. When, rarely, it is found 
in context, it is associated with Modified Saladoid material, and in particular its 
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appearance in a pottery well at Brandons implies that it is contemporaneous with 
other pottery-lined wells. The pottery-lined wells, where dated, range from AD 695 
to AD 1200. Exceptions are Goddards and a single burial at Heywoods, whose early 
dates remain to be explained. The original, intuitively persuasive belief that Suazoid 
pottery was the pottery of the Caribs, who according to historic sources had invaded 
the Lesser Antilles, is no longer accepted; Island Carib pottery is now believed to be of 
Cayoid type (Boomert 1987, 2011; Hofman and Hoogland 2012). So far this has not 
been identified on Barbados, which seems to confirm early colonial reports describing 
the island as uninhabited at the time Europeans arrived (cf. Drewett 1991: 14).
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Amerindian Cultural Landscapes 
in Ceramic Age Barbados

Maaike S. de Waal

Abstract
This chapter focuses on Ceramic Age cultural landscapes in Barbados, roughly dat-
ed between ca. 400 BC  – AD 1500. Cultural landscapes, best understood through 
the analysis of complete archaeological landscapes, can help understand pre-colonial 
Amerindian lifeways. As result of the specific data collection history in Barbados, the 
existing site patterns do not fully represent Amerindian use and the perception of the 
landscape in pre-colonial times. Earlier established site patterns will be presented and 
complemented with new insights based on recent fieldwork.

Keywords: Landscape, surveys, site inventories ephemeral sites, inland settlement, caves, 
Late Ceramic B.

Introduction
The study of archaeological landscapes helps to understand the ways people in the past 
used and experienced the landscape and it provides insights into their social, political, 
economic and symbolic organization (e.g. De Waal 2006). A condition for studying ar-
chaeological landscapes is the availability of systematic site inventories of well-defined 
parts of Caribbean islands (cf. Brughmans et al. 2017). Although some positive excep-
tions exist (e.g. De Waal 2006; Herrera Malatesta 2018), systematic site inventories are 
rare. The sedimentation histories and typically dense, impenetrable vegetation on most 
Caribbean islands seriously hinder the creation of efficient inventories through surface 
survey (De Waal 2006: 12). Although the local relief in Barbados makes surveying less 
problematic when compared to other islands (especially the volcanic ones) there are 
still several challenges to overcome, such as dense surface cover, the presence of dunes 
and the effect of erosion (De Waal this volume chapter 1). These need to be dealt with 
in order to collect data for representative archaeological site inventories.

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 99-114.



100 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

Surveys and archaeological site inventories
The framework for the archaeological site inventory of Barbados was first created in 
the 1950s by Guy Barton (1979 [first edition 1953]). In ‘The Prehistory of Barbados’, he 
presented an archaeological map of the island, displaying pre-colonial sites mainly lo-
cated on the western, north-eastern and southern coasts. A few inland sites are depict-
ed. Barton identified village sites, tool finds, pottery finds and cave sites, without pro-
viding cultural-chronological assignments. Barton’s map was taken as a starting point 
for the survey and excavation projects that were carried out in the 1980s and 1990s by 
teams headed by Peter and Lysbeth Drewett, archaeologists then affiliated to University 
College London. Their surveys incorporated the coastline of Barbados while surveys 
of a few known inland sites were also undertaken (Drewett 1991: 4). Augmenting 
Barton’s map with their data, they provided the site map (figure 4.1) which is still used 
as the official archaeological map by the Barbados Museum and Historical Society 
(BMHS); (Farmer personal communication 2017). Alistair Bright (2011), studying 
Amerindian intra- and inter-insular relationships and social organization in the pre-co-
lonial Windward Islands, did not undertake additional surveys or analysis of previously 
uninvestigated areas but updated Drewett’s map by adding information acquired in 
literature and BMHS collections (figure 4.2).

Drewett (1991: 1-4, 2004: 217-218) and Bright (2011: 97-100) also provided 
overviews of earlier archaeological investigations in Barbados. Since the Drewetts’ 
fieldwork no systematic survey programmes focusing on the discovery of pre-colonial 
sites took place in Barbados. New Amerindian sites have been discovered nevertheless. 
Non-systematic and opportunistic surveys revealed the presence of Amerindian sites 
inland, on the slopes of Cherry Tree Hill (Smith personal communication 2017), and 
at the coast (De Waal in prep. a-b). Other new pre-colonial sites were found during 
excavation of historic locations in Bridgetown (e.g. De Waal in prep. c) and Holetown 
(Smith personal communication 2016). Investigations of other historic sites, including 
St. Nicholas Abbey, Indian Pond Plantation and Mapps plantation (Smith personal 
communication 2016) and Trents Plantation (Armstrong personal communication 
2017) also revealed materials from previously unknown Amerindian sites located in-
land. Niall Finneran’s Speightstown survey project (2010-present), focusing on the 
identification of historic archaeological remains, provided new data about three known 
coastal pre-colonial sites (Finneran personal communication 2017). Last but not least, 
during geo-archaeological surveys, Lace et al. (2013) mapped six Amerindian cave sites 
of which four were newly identified.

It is important to note that pre-colonial materials from historic locations do not 
always end up being stored in the BMHS (Smith personal communication 2016) and 
that museums throughout the world hold collections from Barbados (Harris this vol-
ume chapter three). Decentralized storage complicates the creation of island-wide site 
inventories and the analysis of archaeological landscapes.

Analyzing archaeological landscapes in Barbados: 
possibilities and challenges
Analyzing archaeological landscapes in Barbados is not only challenging because in-
vestigations have not systematically covered (parts of ) the complete island, but also 
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because several pre-colonial sites were damaged or destroyed by intensive building 
activity, tourist industry and sugar cultivation (cf. De Waal 2009 this volume chap-
ter 1, in prep. b, d; Drewett 2007). The slow process of formalizing legislation for the 
protection of archaeological heritage (Farmer 2011) is not improving this situation. 
Even unique and well-known pre-colonial sites such as Spring Head Cave, which is the 
only known Amerindian petroglyph site in Barbados, are not protected and have been 
vandalized (Evanson 2009).

In addition, relatively few investigations related to pre-colonial heritage have been 
carried out recently. The general public and academic researchers prefer to focus on 
colonial heritage, perhaps because the pre-colonial past is more remote in time, not 
directly linked to Bajan ancestry and difficult to visualize for the general public. This 
focus has also been reported for other Caribbean islands (e.g. Boehm 2015 for Saba) 
and it is reflected in BMHS exhibitions as well. However, numerous and valuable data 
about pre-colonial Barbados are available and the existing site maps can be used to 
study site patterns and cultural landscapes, as long as they are critically evaluated.

Drewett’s 1991 site map has some limitations with respect to site type ascriptions 
and it has caused confusion in the naming of known archaeological sites (Bright 2011: 
98). Barton (1979[1953]: 65) already indicated it to be problematic for identifying 
sites mentioned by previous authors, as site names changed or disappeared.

Figure 4.1. 
Prehistoric 
Barbados. 
Distribution of 
settlement sites, 
conch use sites, 
utilized caves and 
environmental 
sample locations. 
Contours in feet 
(Drewett 1991: 
figure 7).
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This confusion continues to today. Also confusing is the schematic topographic 
detail and the absence of site location features in the maps. Contour lines and the main 
river courses have been indicated, but it remains complicated to transfer a mapped 
site location to an aerial photograph. In the field, it is hard to determine if a site is 
already on the map or represents a previously unknown find location instead. This is 
particularly problematic in the north-eastern part of the island, which has a very dense 
site distribution. In addition, sites are indicated by point symbols, which blur informa-

Figure 4.2. Map of archaeological sites on Barbados, identified by site code (Bright 2011: 
Appendix 1, figure 8).
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tion on actual locations and extents that could be used for monitoring, management 
and protection of site conditions and for academic investigation. Mapped sites should 
be revisited to measure locations by GPS. New measurements are needed anyway as 
several of Drewett’s measurements were referenced to structures that no longer exist, 
for example in Chancery Lane (Drewett personal communication 2009). The need to 
resurvey sites was already raised by Farmer (2008), but the required field surveys and 
GPS positioning of sites have not yet been carried out.

Another challenge is linked to the use of survey material. Many site dates were estab-
lished on small grab samples of archaeological surface material (Drewett 1991: 4). This 
often results in multi-component sites being represented by only one phase (De Waal 
2006: 22). Harris (1991: 45) added that small collections consisting of just a few 
sherds were made, thus chronological and functional attributions of the different 
sites may be difficult to compare to one another. Notwithstanding these limitations, 
Drewett created an accessible site distribution map. An important added value is that 
he also provided environmental and cultural contextual information in his site pattern 
reconstructions. Bright not only presented a site map, but also added an extensive site 
catalogue, summarizing and critically analyzing work undertaken by earlier researchers 
(Bright 2011: Appendix 1). Some problems with his map were encountered as well. 
For example, the north-eastern part of the island has 19 labels for 17 site locations, 
some site labels have been used twice, some catalogued sites are not on the map and 
some of the site symbols are labeled with wrong names. In addition, the map has 
no topographic detail, which complicates localization and identification of sites, in 
particular in the densely dotted north-eastern part of the island. Although limiting the 
amount of map detail is unavoidable when presenting an island map in a letter format 
or even smaller print, the addition of detail maps of densely dotted areas would have 
helped to identify site location factors.

An important problem relates to the assignment of site functions. Bright (2011: 
Appendix 1) reinterpreted several settlements in Drewett’s map to be pottery scatters 
on the basis of the nature and number of artifacts recovered. However, the term ‘pot-
tery scatter’ is not a functional assignment but an indication of how a site shows itself 
at the surface. In addition, Bright seems to have based himself on site collections in 
the museum, but these include, as Drewett (1991: 4) describes, grab samples of surface 
material aimed at dating sites. Such samples logically consist of ceramics. However, 
some ‘pottery scatters’ also included other materials as evidenced by descriptions on 
pottery analysis sheets by Mary Hill Harris. Pico Teneriffe, for example, did not only 
contain ceramics, including a griddle fragment, but also yielded lithics. One of the 
most significant mistakes was to reinterpret the settlement of Three Houses to be a 
pottery scatter (see below). This illustrates the risk in assigning site functions based on 
museum collections and literature studies, without combining this with investigations 
in the field. Several other pottery scatters may be expected to represent settlements 
as well, just as they had been described by Drewett. Even though Bright lists 22 sites 
more, Drewett’s map appears to be the more accurate one to use for locating sites.

A final issue is that some sites cannot be dated. Drewett (1991: 19) listed 13 undat-
ed sites (20.3%), whereas Bright’s catalogue (2011: Appendix 1) has 31 undated sites 
(36%). For some sites, including so-called conch use sites, it is not even clear whether 
they are pre-colonial or colonial. Functional assignments of these undated sites are 
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diverse. They include pottery scatters, individual finds of stone or shell tools, areas of 
(unidentified) activity, conch use sites and some settlements. Bright (2011) considers 
this latter classification suspect as for none of these sites there is information on the 
archaeological materials and one site is on Culpepper island, a small island which could 
barely house a site. However, given the rate and impact of coastal erosion (see De Waal 
this volume chapter 1) it is possible that Culpepper island was attached to mainland 
Barbados in pre-colonial times. A notable but undated site is Spring Head cave, known 
for its petroglyphs and absence of other Amerindian artifacts, which points to special 
activity use. Some undated sites are not shown on the existing site maps yet, including 
Harrison’s Cave and Mt. Brevatore Cave, which is also known as Indian Castle Cave 
(Lace et al. 2013: 54, 69), as well as concentrations of Amerindian material in historic 
locations such as St. Nicholas Abbey, Indian Pond Plantation and Mapps plantation 
(Smith personal communication 2016). Undated sites are not included in the follow-
ing overviews of Ceramic Age landscapes in Barbados.

Definition of Ceramic Age periods
Most chronological assignments of sites in Barbados were based on stylistic and tech-
nological aspects of ceramics (Harris 1991, 2000, this volume chapter 3). Only a few 
C14 dates are available (Bright 2011: Appendix 2: 9-10). In case of surface grab sam-
ples, small and not necessarily representative collections of material can be expected, 

Figure 4.3. The location of the Little Bay site on an aerial picture from Google Maps (De Waal 2009).

1 cm

Figure 4.4. Cemi fragment from Three 
Houses (Maaike de Waal).
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which limits possibilities for accurate dating and for investigating site contemporaneity 
(De Waal 2006: 18). Drewett (2000: 167) created site distribution overviews follow-
ing pottery styles observed in the site assemblages, thus separating Saladoid (preceded 
by a preceramic period), Troumassoid and Suazoid periods. Bright (2011) presented 
pre-colonial site patterns per chronological period, distinguishing early and late phases 
for the Early and Late Ceramic Age respectively. This broad chronological ordering 
will be used in the following presentation of Ceramic Age Barbados, letters ‘A’ and 
‘B’ replacing ‘early phase’ and ‘late phase’ respectively in order to improve legibility: 
Early Ceramic A (400 BC-AD 300/400), Early Ceramic B (AD 300/400-700), Late 
Ceramic A (AD 700-1000) and Late Ceramic B (AD 1000-1500).

Diachronic Ceramic Age site patterns by Drewett and Bright
Drewett (2000: 169; 2004: 219) reported an increase in site numbers through time, 
observing a development from five large and two small Saladoid settlements (Early 
Ceramic B) to ca. 15 Troumassoid sites (Late Ceramic A) and finally to a dense site 
pattern of 43 Suazoid sites (Late Ceramic B). Drewett (2004: 219) explained this dense 
pattern to be a result of the appearance of a large number of sites in the northern and 
south-eastern barren parts of the island. He postulated that these unexcavated sites may 
not have been regular settlements, but possibly were special activity locations aimed 
at cultivating cotton or producing salt instead (Drewett 2004: 219). Interestingly, in 
Drewett (1991: 19) the same sites had been listed as settlements. Drewett (2004: 219) 
further postulated that Late Ceramic Age (‘post-Saladoid’) habitation probably con-
centrated close to mangrove edges and marine inlets on the west and south coasts, for 
example at Heywoods, Silver Sands and Chancery Lane.

Bright (2011: 98-99, appendix 1) sketches a similar development from Early 
Ceramic A occupation concentrated in Goddards to 18 evenly distributed coastal set-
tlements during the Early Ceramic B. The Late Ceramic A is represented by 23 sites, 
evenly distributed along the coasts and with a single inland site (Greenland). Late 
Ceramic B site distribution patterns are denser, also mostly along the coasts with only 
three inland sites, including two cave sites. Many of the late sites were already occupied 
during earlier periods, apart from a new concentration of sites in the north-east, which 
Bright characterized as pottery scatters. The diachronic site pattern developments pre-
sented by Drewett and Bright largely mirror those observed in other parts of the Lesser 
Antilles (cf. De Waal 2006), but two phenomena in the Barbados patterns are striking. 
First, Early Ceramic A sites are almost absent, which suggests a scenario in which 
Barbados was hardly inhabited during this period. However, it is also possible that early 
coastal sites are missing from the record as result of the vulnerability of coastal areas 
in Barbados (cf. De Waal this volume chapter 1). Second, there is a focus on coastal 
settlements; this factor can be partially explained by the fact that surveys were largely 
limited to the coasts, and no systematic inland survey programmes were carried out 
(Drewett 1991: 4). New data can be added to these patterns, however.
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New insights in Ceramic Age landscapes: settlement sites in 
the north-eastern part of Barbados
Results from as yet unpublished projects and from projects reported after 2011, 
involving surveys and test excavations carried out by Armstrong (personal communi-
cation 2017), De Waal (in prep. a-c), Lace et al. (2013) and Smith (personal commu-
nication 2016 and 2017), add new aspects to the above presented site patterns and help 
to reconstruct more detailed Ceramic Age landscapes. Four aspects will be highlighted: 
(1) settlement sites in the north-east, (2) inland sites, (3) pre-colonial use of caves and 
(4) Late Ceramic B developments.

The cluster of sites in the north-eastern part of Barbados (figures 4.1-4.2) tend 
to attract little attention when Amerindian occupation of the island is discussed. 
Admittedly, the sites are modest in size and depth, in particular when compared 
with the large settlement sites on the south and west coasts. Drewett characterized 
Amerindian occupation at Barbados to consist of:

‘fairly small, economically self-sufficient, communities living around most of the 
marine inlets on the islands. Offshoots from these settlements grew cotton and 
processed salt on the more barren northerly and south-eastern parts of the island. 
These may not have been permanently settled areas’ (Drewett 2004: 221-222).

By doing this, he suggested that the concentration of north-eastern sites represents an 
ephemeral phenomenon. Bright (2011: Appendix 1), by classifying these sites as pot-
tery scatters, also reduces their role to be merely a side-issue. One of the north-eastern 
sites is Little Bay (figure 4.3). This site, which was not mentioned by neither Drewett 
(1991) nor Bright (2011), was mapped by Barton (1979[1953]) and its presence was 
attested in 2008 (De Waal 2009, in prep. b).

The site is located on a promontory close to a bay that cannot be accessed by canoe 
from the sea. The bay west of the site was probably used as landing location. Little 
Bay has many accessible reef flats allowing easy and abundant collection of shell fish. 
Although the site is in a now barren environment, it was probably covered by brush 
vegetation in pre-colonial times (cf. De Waal this volume chapter 1). Without vegeta-
tion cover, the site suffers from wind erosion. This is well visible in the thinness of the 
remaining sediment (in some locations only 10 – 20 cm or 4-8 inches), the amount 
of archaeological materials exposed on the surface, and the heavy fragmentation of 
the pre-colonial artifacts. The site yields typical settlement refuse, such as ceramics 
(including griddle fragments), faunal and shell food remains, shell and coral artifacts 
and a few lithic artifacts were collected from this site. The material assemblage repre-
sents pottery that can be dated early in the Late Ceramic B, with thick griddles, legged 
vessels and finger indented rims. Shellfish and other faunal remains reflect exploitation 
of the zones closest by the site. These include Cittarium pica, Chiton sp., Nerita sp. and 
Purpura patula and sea urchin, marine crab (possibly stone crab [Xantidae] or spider 
crab [Majidae]), and parrot fish (Scaridae). The presence of Lobatus gigas fragments, 
used for food and the manufacture of tools, attests that some raw materials were col-
lected further away from the site (De Waal 2009, in prep. b).

Archaeological material was found distributed over an area measuring ca. 100 m 
(ca. 320 feet) north to south and 140 m (450 feet) east to west. Within this area, sur-
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face materials were unequally distributed, ranging from dense to modest distributions, 
and also displaying areas with only 1 or 2 sherds and areas without artifacts at the 
surface (De Waal 2009, in prep. b). It is postulated that Little Bay was an Amerindian 
settlement, and it may be expected that many of the other north-eastern sites are rather 
similar. If they are, this changes our perspective of the Late Ceramic settlement pat-
tern in Barbados. Instead of an ephemeral area that was used for special activities this 
may very well have been an area that was intensively inhabited, albeit by relatively 
small groups for short periods of time in comparison to settlements such as Heywoods, 
Chancery Lane and Silver Sands. The large number of sites does indicate an intensive 
occupation activity, reflecting a more dynamic settlement pattern and use of the land-
scape when compared to the picture outlined by Drewett (2004) and Bright (2011).

New insights in Ceramic Age landscapes: inland sites
A more dynamic picture of Amerindian landscape use is also suggested by the presence 
of inland sites. Drewett (1991, 2004) and Bright (2011) registered only few inland 
sites and concluded that Amerindian settlement concentrated on the coasts. According 
to Dunning et al. (2018: 190), this coastal pattern may be explained by the fact that 
inland sites may have been disturbed as result of ploughing for sugar cultivation and 
are thus underrepresented in the site record. However, ploughing brings archaeological 
materials to the surface, which increases the visibility of the sites. A more important 
reason for the underrepresentation of inland sites, is that archaeologists are not fond 
of surveying inland areas as result of logistical challenges. Several excavation projects 
investigating historical inland sites, including Mapps Plantation, St. Nicholas Abbey 
and Cherry Tree Hill, Indian Pond Plantation (Smith personal communication 2016 
and 2017) and Trents Plantation (Armstrong personal communication 2017) have re-
vealed the presence of Amerindian remains at these non-coastal locations as well. They 
are generally between 2 and 5 km (1.2-3 miles) from the coast, and close to sources of 
fresh water. Unfortunately, as these remains (including ceramics and shell adzes) have 
not yet been studied in detail, there is no information about site functions, dimensions 
and dating. Most of them, however, seem to date from the Late Ceramic Age.

Another site, Three Houses, particularly suggests that inland settlement was much 
more important in pre-colonial Barbados than previously envisioned (figure 4.1: site 
52; De Waal and Lesparre 2018). This site was mapped as an Amerindian settlement by 
Barton (1979[1953]) and Drewett (1991). Harris and Drewett made a small collection 
of ceramics from the surface of the site (Harris this volume chapter three), which led 
Bright (2011) to reinterpret the site to represent a pottery scatter. Located 1.5 km 
(1 mile) inland from Skeetes Bay, this site was probably very attractive for pre-colonial 
Amerindian settlement. It has a large stretch of flat, fertile, land which is surrounded 
by elevated areas, providing strategic look-outs, while having the coast at walking dis-
tance and it has a spring, which permanently feeds a small fresh water river (De Waal 
2009, in prep. d; De Waal and Lesparre 2018).

Although Drewett and Bright dated the site to be Late Ceramic B (‘Suazoid’), 
collections by archaeology enthusiasts also include earlier materials, belonging to the 
Early Ceramic B (Harris this volume chapter 3). Surface materials have been discov-
ered over an area of at least 800 x 800 m (2600 by 2600 feet) probably reflecting 
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different occupation phases that indicate that the settlement shifted over the landscape 
over time. The long occupation period may explain the large site dimensions (De Waal 
in prep. d; De Waal and Lesparre 2018). The fact that this area has been used as agri-
cultural land over centuries has led to the disturbance of the uppermost 50 to 75 cm 
(19-26 inches) of the site and probably also to the horizontal displacement of artifacts, 
which complicates the study of the site lay-out (personal observation 2009).

In 2009 and 2015 systematic surface surveys were carried out at the site. As the site 
is largely covered in sugar, bananas and other crops, accessibility and surface visibility 
are very limited. Therefore, repetitive short campaigns were needed to create a full 
coverage view of the complete site distribution (De Waal 2009, in prep. d; De Waal 
and Lesparre 2018). The surveys yielded ceramics, including fragments of griddles 
and decorated vessels, coral and stone artifacts, and many shell artifacts, including 
tools, ornaments and Cemi-like objects. The huge number of Lobatus gigas adzes, axes 
and pre-forms is striking in particular (De Waal 2009; De Waal and Lesparre 2018). 
Archaeology enthusiasts also collected finely polished axes of non-local rock from the 
site, and the 2015 surveys yielded a small Cemi fragment, made from basalt which does 
not occur on Barbados (figure 4.4). In addition, some heavily fragmented human re-
mains were collected from the surface. Shell food remains and faunal remains were also 
present, but these can also date from colonial and more recent periods (De Waal and 
Lesparre 2018). Bright’s (2011) qualification of Three Houses to be a pottery scatter 
does no justice to the extensive dimensions of the site, the variety and abundance of 
archaeological materials represented at the surface and the long occupation span of the 
location. The artifacts collected are typical for a large permanent inland Amerindian 
settlement that participated in regional networks of mobility and exchange and played 
a role in local and maybe regional social, political, economic and symbolic organization 
(De Waal in prep. d; De Waal and Lesparre 2018).

New insights in Ceramic Age landscapes: pre-colonial use of 
caves
Not far from Three Houses site, an Amerindian cave site was discovered as well (Lace 
et al. 2013). When looking at the large number of caves in Barbados (De Waal this 
volume chapter 1) and the important roles caves played in Amerindian life, not only 
as places for shelter but also for ceremonial activities (De Waal 2006: 58; Kaye this 
volume chapter 5) the number of pre-colonial cave sites reported by Drewett (1991) 
and Bright (2011) is surprisingly small. Only four cave sites, including Animal Flower 
Cave, Clapham Cave, Mapps Cave and Spring Head Cave were mapped. Apart from 
Spring Head Cave, which was assigned a probable ceremonial function, the cave sites 
have hardly been mentioned to have played a role in the Amerindian site patterns at all. 
This is probably not only a result of their small numbers, but also of the fact that their 
functions and dates are not very clear.

During a series of geo-archaeological surveys Lace et al. (2013) mapped six 
Amerindian cave sites. They discovered four cave sites in St. Philip, including East 
Point Cave (or Lighthouse Cave), Golden Grove Cave, Site OC and Flowing Stone 
Cave. The focus of this mapping project was a geological survey, therefore informa-
tion about discovered pre-colonial materials and context is very limited. Pre-colonial 
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materials encountered in these caves consist of ceramics, most of which seem to date 
early in the Late Ceramic B. For Golden Grove Cave, Lobatus gigas shells and bone or 
coral pestles were reported as well (Lace et al. 2013). The ceramics encountered seem 
to reflect daily use pottery. They have simple robust forms and hardly any decorated 
pieces were found. Interestingly, a possible Amerindian petroglyph has been reported 
for Site OC (Lace et al. 2013: 60) that may hint to a more ceremonial use of this loca-
tion. However, as the carving is largely superposed by more recent graffiti, this requires 
further investigation.

Lace et al. (2013: 72) concluded that the rarity of known archaeological cave sites is 
a result of an explorational bias and they emphasized the need for a more complete site 
inventory in which caves should be an integral component. It is clear that Amerindian 
cave sites can be found inland as well (e.g. Golden Grove Cave) and that different site 
types existed that have been underrepresented so far, including special activity sites, 
temporary habitation sites that may have been used for shelter and possible ceremonial 
sites. At least, their new cave site discoveries indicate that the island was even more 
intensively used in Late Ceramic B times than already sketched in earlier inventories.

New insights in Ceramic Age landscapes: Late Ceramic B 
developments
A critical note should be added with regards to the large number of Late Ceramic B 
sites. This seems to contrast with patterns observed in the northern Lesser Antilles, 
where a noticeable decrease in sites took place during the Late Ceramic B (Hofman 
et al. 2004). Whereas it is well known that the arrival of Europeans in the Caribbean 
in 1492 AD dramatically impacted demographic, social, political, economic and re-
ligious aspects of the Amerindian societies, it is less known that prior to 1492, im-
portant changes occurred as well. On several Caribbean islands population numbers 
dramatically decreased before Europeans arrived in the region. This poorly understood 
phenomenon was clearly demonstrated in East-Guadeloupe: between 1000-1200 AD 
occupation density strongly increased, and between 1200-1492 AD the region became 
almost deserted. The few remaining people settled at previously unoccupied defensible 
locations (De Waal 2006).

Interestingly, the southern Lesser Antilles have been reported to have remained 
densely occupied during late pre-colonial times and the assumed population growth 
has partly been linked to people migrating from the north (Hofman 2012). Site pat-
terns in Barbados also suggest the presence of more sites during the Late Ceramic B 
(Bright 2011; Drewett 1991), and it is tempting to suggest a population increase for 
this island as well. However, two comments must be made. First, although increases 
in site numbers have often been explained by population growth (see De Waal 2006: 
117 for references), these might also have been a result of organizational shifts in 
society and associated settlement patterns instead (cf. De Waal 1999; Drewett 2004; 
Siegel 1992; Wilson 1991). As survey data from St. Lucia (Hofman et al. 2007) 
and Barbados (Drewett 1991) suggest more but smaller sites, this latter explanation 
seems more likely than a population growth scenario alone. More sites do not nec-
essarily imply more people. It is possible that some settlements were inhabited more 
briefly and by smaller groups of people, entailing higher settlement mobility when 
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compared to earlier periods (cf. De Waal 2006: 117). At this stage, it is not yet clear 
if the Barbados Late Ceramic B site pattern reflects a population increase or a change 
in socio-political organization.

Secondly, it should be noted that Bright (2011) dates the late pre-colonial peri-
od for the southern islands around AD 1000-1500. The Late Ceramic B period in 
the northern Lesser Antilles, with its dramatic decrease in site numbers, however, has 
been roughly dated AD 1200-1500 and the period AD 1000-1200 has been report-
ed to be a period of strong increase in site numbers. In Eastern Guadeloupe, abrupt 
changes in pottery styles and settlement systems were observed for the period AD 
1200/1300-1493 (De Waal 2006). In the northern and southern islands, archaeolo-
gists do not seem to identify, discuss and compare the same periods by dating, period 
duration and definition when it concerns the Late Ceramic B.

Barbados does not seem to possess sites that can be safely dated after AD 
1200/1300 (Harris personal communication 2017) and no intact contexts with 
Amerindian and post-contact materials have been reported (Drewett 2006: 211). 
In other parts of the region, for example in Eastern Guadeloupe (De Waal 2006) 
and Saba (Hoogland 1996), post AD 1200/1300 sites were discovered in defensive 
locations inland. In Barbados, these types of locations are the least investigated 
areas of the island. Therefore, it is well possible that post AD 1200/1300 sites 
simply have not been discovered yet, which means that questions about pre-colo-
nial developments and lifeways during the Late Ceramic B in Barbados cannot be 
answered with the available data.

Conclusion
This chapter has reflected on the history of archaeological surveying and mapping in 
Barbados, the effects of the used methods on the representativeness of the collected 
data and on the resulting challenges and possibilities for studying Amerindian cultural 
landscapes. Ceramic Age site patterns have been presented as they were reconstructed 
by Drewett (1991) and Bright (2011). Based on post-2011 research and publications, 
it has been suggested that these patterns should be adjusted with regards to four topics. 
These include the presence of settlement sites in the north-eastern part of Barbados, the 
presence of inland sites, pre-colonial use of caves and Late Ceramic B developments.

A first adjustment is the re-interpretation of special activity sites or so-called 
pottery scatters in the north-eastern part of the island to represent relatively shortly 
inhabited settlement sites. Instead of only representing ephemeral phenomena that 
are not of interest for the reconstruction of Amerindian site patterns and lifeways in 
Barbados, these small sites appear to indicate more intensive occupation activity and 
mobility and use of the landscape when compared to earlier periods. A better insight 
in the use of this part of the landscape and the way it was structured, in turn, may 
lead to improved insights into changing pre-colonial social-political organization 
in Barbados during the Late Ceramic Age. The large number of sites alone already 
justifies further investigation.

It also became clear that inland sites are underrepresented on the maps. The 
presence of the extensive Three Houses settlement as well as a few cave sites indicate 
that inland areas have their own histories of Amerindian occupation and use, being 
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more intensively used than previously suggested. Ideas about central settlement, site 
hierarchy and social-political organization have been largely determined by research 
intensity, which in Barbados led to an emphasis on the importance of excavated 
coastal sites such as Heywoods and Silver Sands. Recent surface investigations have 
hinted that it is well possible that the relatively unknown inland site of Three Houses 
played a no less important role in socio-political, economic and ceremonial organiza-
tion in Barbados and may even had a role of local or even regional importance. The 
traditional focus on investigating coastal settlement sites has had another effect: only 
few special activity sites have been discovered in Barbados and little is known about 
distributions of off-site material. This also limits the understanding of landscape use 
and perception in pre-colonial times.

Finally, it was noted that it might be deceptive to make statements about Late 
Ceramic B increases in site numbers and related population increase in the south-
ern Lesser Antilles, and that differences in dating do not allow direct comparisons 
with the Late Ceramic B situation in the northern Lesser Antilles. It can be con-
cluded that the existing site maps for Barbados are not up-to-date and that using 
them without critical reflection may well lead to confirmation of existing and 
biased knowledge. Site inventories must be updated in a systematic manner in 
order to reconstruct more representative settlement patterns that can be used for 
site monitoring and protection and which can shed light on the understanding of 
Ceramic Age cultural landscapes in Barbados.
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Pre-Colonial Barbados: Rituals, 
Objects and Use of Space

Quetta Kaye

Abstract
In the absence of indigenous written records from the pre-colonial Caribbean, ques-
tions of how rituals were enacted, which objects were used and the use of space for 
such activities can be addressed through investigating the documents of the early 
European colonists and extant archaeological reports and collections. Parallels in form 
and decoration which can be seen in the symbolic motifs and mythological references 
duplicated in the different range of objects, would indicate a degree of either intensive 
communication or cultural cohesion across the islands. The existence of examples of 
these types of objects in Barbados, as well as in other islands in the Lesser Antilles, 
with direct links to the material culture recovered in the Greater Antilles, confirms 
the inter-connectedness of the Amerindian peoples and their belief systems by the 
diffusion of ideas.

Keywords: Amerindian, pre-colonial, ritual, ceremonial, three-pointer, Cemi, Cohoba.

Introduction
Amerindian islanders in the pre-colonial Caribbean left no written records, therefore in 
order to address questions of pre-colonial Amerindian ritual, for example on how ob-
jects were used in ritual acts and on symbolic notions and ritual use of space, two routes 
of investigation are available. First, the documents left by contemporary Europeans 
who claimed to have observed the rituals, and second, the associated artifacts, often 
unprovenanced items collected as ‘works of art’ or resulting from surface collections. 
For those artifacts, contextual information is often absent. This type of information 
can be added by examining the extant artifactual evidence derived from archaeological 
reports and collections, such as those made by Peter Drewett (see Harris this volume 
chapter three for an overview).

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 115-129.
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With regard to the artifact sample, disparate levels of archaeological activity in 
Barbados and lack of provenance mean valuable contextual information specific to 
the artifacts is often not available. Nonetheless both historic documents and artifacts 
comprise critical, and in some cases the only, information we have on ritual in the 
pre-colonial Caribbean generally and Barbados in particular.

Unfortunately for students of Caribbean prehistory, in contrast to the Greater 
Antilles where primary written sources of information deriving from the early chron-
iclers are available, the nature of the conquest of the Lesser Antilles entailed far less 
detailed recording. Although the islands of the Lesser Antilles had been encountered in 
1493 during Columbus’ second voyage (Wilson 1993: 46), no first-hand early accounts 
exist for Barbados (Drewett 1991: 1). The following paragraphs describe pre-colonial 
Amerindian rituals, ritual objects, and ritual use of space in Barbados and the wider 
Caribbean, based on the examination of information from historic documents and 
pre-colonial artifacts.

Rituals
Anthropologists recognize that in non-literate societies oral histories can, within 
a relatively short period, evolve and be encoded into legend and thence into myth 
(Rappaport 1999: 233). Mythological history generally establishes the beginning of 
time, giving form and order to the world’s origin, and to the creation of supernatural 
beings – the mythical ancestors. Ritual provides the route for communication between 
various worlds. Amerindian Caribbean myths as recorded by the European colonists 
in the Greater Antilles conform to this established pattern in dealing largely with the 
origin of humans and reflecting human dependency on, or vulnerability to, their en-
vironment. It is from these myths, too, that we learn of the islanders’ cosmology, the 
significance of their cultural heroes and their rites of passage, their origin myths, sexual 
initiation and, with restricted human access to control of these animated elements, the 
acquisition of interpretative powers by chiefs or shamans using the ritual of drug-tak-
ing. The dreams and hallucinogenic visions obtained through the ingested psychoactive 
Cohoba were described as intrinsic to many of their ceremonies (Arrom 1997: 68-80; 
Oliver 1997: 140-153; Oliver 2000: 196-219; Stevens-Arroyo 1988).

Ceremonials were also noted to reflect certain structures of indigenous social organ-
ization such as marriages, harvest festivals, ball games, receptions of dignitaries, burials, 
while certain activities were recorded as being performed in the hope of achieving a 
specific outcome – divination, ancestor veneration, fertility, curing or creation of a 
Cemi, which is a spirit given physical form (Kaye 2010: 177-223).

From a European perspective, the individual rituals or ceremonies observed in 
the Caribbean served to demonstrate that the islanders held beliefs, or superstitions, 
which the Europeans considered to be of a religious nature, albeit of an alien kind 
which they were not interested in promoting or protecting. What the Europeans did 
not perceive was the concept, held in common with many peoples of the Americas, 
that the pre-contact and contact-period Caribbean Amerindian world was an animis-
tic one which was believed to be inhabited by different sorts of subjects or persons, 
both human and non-human, which apprehended reality from distinct points of view 
(Viveiros de Castro 2002: 307). It is beliefs such as these which allow for the blurring 
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of the distinctions between the living and the dead, the animate and the inanimate and 
the possibility of transition from one state to another: the liminal experience.

Arrom (1997: xviii) refers to Fray Ramón Pané, writing ca. 1493 about the various 
rituals and ceremonies he observed in Hispaniola in which he made frequent refer-
ence to the islanders’ myths. Mythological explanations were recorded as given for 
the animation of the climate, plants and trees and other natural phenomena (Arrom 
1997: xviii). This implies that ritual activity can be attributed to negotiation through 
objects which can be interpreted as the use of active intermediaries between people 
and the supernatural, where Cemies were animate but could be captured and given a 
physical form, and where people were part of nature instead of being separate from it. 
These myths can be viewed as profound philosophical statements about the universe 
based on both concrete and perceived experiences.

Although for Barbados similar historic accounts do not exist, it can be expected 
that similar myths and beliefs were present in pre-colonial society in this island based 
on the fact that Amerindian cosmovision has many shared and widespread aspects, and 
also because there are certain artifacts that also seem to reflect the existence of such 
rituals.

Ritual Objects

‘For effective ritual, a transcendent force must be present or be induced to be pres-
ent. In most societies this force is symbolized by some material form or image…’ 
(Renfrew and Bahn 1991: 359).

The material forms most closely identified with ritual in the pre-colonial Caribbean are 
those objects described by the early European colonizers as connected to the ceremonial 
absorption of the hallucinogenic Cohoba (Las Casas 1997; Pané 1999). Certain of the 
paraphernalia of drug use on the mainland of South America bear striking similarities 
to those recovered in the Caribbean. Both regions use variations of tubes (either bifur-
cated or single) to ingest hallucinogenic plant material from dishes or containers, often 
decorated with patterning which can be interpreted as symbolic (discussed below). 
Additionally, in both South America and the Caribbean decorated Duhos, ceremonial 
stools upon which the participant during the ritual sat, are found (McEwan 2001: 
176-197; Ostapkowicz 1997). Cleansing and purity by abstinence and/or vomiting are 
required by the participants in the drug-taking ceremonial for the drug to be effective. 
Ceramic spouted bowls recovered from Costa Rica and West Mexico are also similar in 
form to those found in the Caribbean (Furst 1974, 1998; Snarksis 1981: 200; Snarksis 
1982: 94-100; Stone 1966: 209-233; Von Winning 1974: 16).

Apart from differences to be found in decorative imagery (which one can assume 
reflects cultural variation), only in the Caribbean was the drug material noted to be 
taken directly from the head of a carved figure known as a Cemi and only in the 
Caribbean were carved spatulas used for inducing vomiting, as discussed by Loven 
(1935). Whereas ceramic spouted bowls have been recovered archaeologically from 
West Mexico and Costa Rica, in addition to the Greater and Lesser Antilles, there is no 
evidence for their use further south, in pre-colonial South America.
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The use of small bifurcated spouted bowls for the inhalation of hallucinogenic 
powder is not specified by the European chroniclers but various researchers have 
connected these vessels to such usage (Kaye 2010) as well as the nasal absorption 
of a liquid, rather than powdered, material (Durand and Petitjean-Roget 1991: 
60; Wilbert 1987). Inhaling tubes have been found in St Vincent, Dominica and 
Guadeloupe and have also been recovered in islands further north in Barbuda, Anguilla 
and Saba. The largest number of inhaling tubes, however, has been recovered from the 
Greater Antilles, most notably from the south coast of the Dominican Republic (Kaye 
2010: 255). Small numbers of spouted bowls have been recovered from nine islands 
in the Lesser Antilles, including Trinidad, Tobago, Grenada, Barbados, Carriacou, 
St Vincent, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Montserrat. They are more numerous in 
Puerto Rico and, to a lesser extent, the Dominican Republic. Puerto Rico has those 
that have the earliest dates, ca. 430 BC – AD 490 (Kaye 2010: 255).

In Barbados, three near complete spouted bowls and two individual spouts have 
been recovered, all of which, apart from one of the broken spouts, are surface finds. 
Figure 5.1 depicts a turtle shaped bifurcated vessel with one missing spout that is held 
in the collection of Harrison’s Cave, with no provenance information. The turtle is a 
creature that features strongly in the islanders’ origin myth (Pané 1999: 16), creating 
a direct link between the creation myth and the inhalation of Cohoba. The remains 
of a slightly smaller undecorated vessel with no surviving spouts is in the collection 
of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society (BMHS) with no provenance infor-
mation; a spouted bowl with remains of spouts still attached was recovered from one 
of the Amerindian settlements in Chandler’s Bay, St Lucy, in 1925 and is held in the 
collection of Harrison’s Cave. Broken individual spouts, now in the collection of the 
BMHS, have been recovered from Indian Mound, St Lucy in 1966, or were excavated 
at Goddards, St Michael, in 1998 (Kaye 2010: 381-385).

Based on dating, contextual evidence and non-local material origins, Fitzpatrick 
et al. (2008) suggested that spouted bowl fragments excavated in 2008 from the nearby 
island of Carriacou were transported to the island from elsewhere and retained as heir-

Figure 5.1. Spouted bowl, Barbados, ceramic, h: 4.3cm, l: 13.4cm, w: 7.5cm. (Quetta Kaye).

Figure 5.2. Three-pointer 
stone from Three Houses, 
Barbados, shell. Surface 
collection and picture by 
Peter Date, picture detail 
reproduced with permission 
(scale added by editor).
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looms. As the spouted bowl fragments stored in Harrison’s Cave and the BMHS have 
not been dated and contextual information for these artifacts is scarce, similar hypothe-
ses cannot be brought forward for Barbados. The inference to be drawn from examining 
this pan-Caribbean collection of spouted bowls is that their use in hallucinogenic inha-
lation was a tradition which may have been brought from the Mesoamerican mainland 
during initial settlement in the Caribbean – a tradition which evolved, predominantly 
in the Greater Antilles in the later pre-conquest period (ca. AD 1000-1500), into a 
more complex ritual which involved the elaborate artifacts that were described by the 
early colonizers (Kaye 2010).

Barbados does not have the large-scale ceremonial sites found in the Greater 
Antilles (Oliver 2005: 230-284) nor have caches of ritual objects been recovered (Kaye 
2010: 279), but the artifacts which have been recovered in Barbados display similarities 
in form – albeit sometimes miniaturized versions – and decoration to those from the 
Greater Antilles where more highly complex stratified societies had developed by the 
time of the arrival of the European conquerors. These artifacts reveal the repetition of 
certain imagery in ceramic, wood and stone found on the artifacts associated with the 
ritual use of hallucinogens as well as the smaller more portable ritual items of body 
stamps (see below) and triangular three-pointer stones.

Triangular three-pointer stones are a pan-Caribbean artifact thought to have been 
introduced to the Caribbean in their simplest form by migrants from northern South 
America as versions dated ca. 400 and 200 BC are among those which have been re-
covered from Venezuela and Colombia (McGinnis 1997: 98). Otherwise known as 
Cemies, these stones were believed to embody the ‘essence’ of Amerindian spiritual 
beliefs with the more complex forms found in the northern Caribbean reflecting the 
higher social complexity of the later period ca. AD 1000 – 1500 (McGinnis 1997: 
92-105). The triangular Cemi form is thought, in part, to reflect the triangular shape 
of many of the islands found throughout the Caribbean chain. Another theory is 
that the triangular point represents the manioc/cassava root – the staple crop of the 
Amerindians, which was known to them as ‘yucca’ (Pané 1999: 3; 4). The ubiquity of 
these ritual three-pointer objects indicates their significance to the pre-colonial people 
and it could be that those three-pointers, which take animal, human or even bimorphic 
form, incorporate the expression of shamanic hallucinogenic trance states.

Many three-pointers have been recovered as surface finds in Barbados. Recent ex-
amples include a possible (incomplete) coral Cemi that was collected from the surface 
at Little Bay in 2015 and some possible shell Cemi preforms that were collected from 
the surface at Three Houses in 2009 and 2015. The latter were made from cut off 
conch shell protuberances of which the edges had been heavily ground (De Waal in 
prep. a; in prep. b.). In addition, a Cemi fragment made from basalt – a material not 
naturally occurring in Barbados – was collected from the surface at Three Houses in 
2015 (De Waal this volume chapter four figure 4.4, in prep. b).

Drewett (1991: 166) pointed out that three-pointer stones in Barbados are gener-
ally neither as polished nor as common compared to those found in nearby islands, 
which could reflect the lack of suitable materials. He refers to two examples excavated 
at Chancery Lane which are of a coarse sandstone material (Drewett 1991: 130, Fig 79, 
No 21) and a polished cone shaped three-pointer made from basalt which was recov-
ered from Heywoods (Drewett et al. 2000: 109, Fig 51, No 11). As mentioned, many 
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of the Barbados three-pointers are simple small stone or shell cone-shaped objects 
(figure 5.2) and are unlike the larger highly complex versions incised with zoomor-
phic, anthropomorphic or multiple identity imagery recovered mainly in the Greater 
Antilles. In contrast to this lack in Barbados and the Lesser Antilles generally, a large 
three-pointer Cemi was recovered from Carriacou in 2014. A series of angled lines 
cover part of one side at the apex of this artifact (thought to be the surviving element of 
chevron patterning), and the face bears the characteristic gaping mouth, wide eyes and 
segmented ears with pierced lobes of those Cemies associated with figures found in the 
Greater Antilles in the late to terminal pre-colonial period (AD 1000 – 1500) (Kaye 
et al. 2015). A similar artifact, albeit slightly smaller, was recovered from Soufriere 
Cave, Dominica in 1878 (Honychurch, personal communication 2014). The recovery 

Figure 5.3. Body stamp, Silver Sands, 
Barbados, rock. Reproduced with per-
mission of the Institute of Archaeology, 
University College London and Lys 
Drewett (scale added by editor).

Figure 5.4. 
Anthropomorphic fig-
ure, Barbados, conch 
shell. Reproduced 
with permission 
of the Institute 
of Archaeology, 
University College 
London and Lys 
Drewett (scale added 
by editor).



121KAYE

of ornate Cemies from Carriacou and Dominica would indicate the stylistic devel-
opment of this significant artifact type and its associated belief systems had spread 
through the Caribbean into the southern Lesser Antilles (Kaye et al. 2015). As result 
of the absence of this type of artifact in Barbados, it cannot be demonstrated that this 
development also reached Barbados.

Apart from the ceremonial objects described so far, several Caribbean islands have 
also provided other artifacts related to ceremonial drug-taking rituals, such as spatu-
lae, used for internal cleansing prior to ceremonies, and Duhos. Spatulae have been 
recovered from Trinidad, Carriacou, Union Island, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Antigua, 
Anguilla, Tortola, St Thomas, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, Haiti and Cuba, but 
with the Dominican Republic and the eastern coastal area of Cuba having consider-
ably more spatulas than other islands. This list includes some islands where no other 
artifacts associated with the use of hallucinogens have been recovered (De Waal 2006: 
346; Kaye 2010: 253). In Barbados, so far, no finds of pre-colonial spatulae have been 
reported. Duhos are almost exclusively known from the Greater Antilles, although one 
simple wooden Duho has been found in a pitch lake in Trinidad (Kaye 2010: 633). 
Further north, in the Leeward Islands, a wooden Duho was recovered from a cave 
in Dominica and a similar from Guadeloupe (Ostapkowicz et al. 2011: 140). One 
crouched clay effigy figure has been recovered from St Lucia (Kaye 2010: 644).

In examining the decorative imagery of ritual material culture across the Antilles 
certain features dominate implying particular significance to the Amerindian population 
in terms of cultural practice. This imagery consists of deeply incised circles, triangles and 
other geometric patterns, perhaps entoptically derived, as well as figurative representa-
tions that take forms referencing zoomorphs, anthropomorphs and bimorphs. Bimorphic 
images combine human and animal features that could be interpreted as representing a 
state of transition from one condition to another (Kaye 2010: 237).

The zoomorphic forms include those creatures which can cross boundaries or re-
verse the norm of humans i.e. birds which inhabit the sky and yet swim in water and 
produce offspring from eggs on land; frogs which can live both in and out of water; 
turtles who swim in the sea yet come ashore to lay eggs; bats which are mammals but 
inhabit dark caves and emerge at night – all creatures which feature in the islanders’ 
environment and mythology and which are discussed by the early chroniclers in con-
nection with their accounts of indigenous rituals (Moravetz 2003).

Apart from zoomorphic decorations, several ritual objects found in Barbados have 
also been decorated by incised circle and triangle patterns. An example of this can be ob-
served on a fragment of a triangular body stamp (figure 5.3) made from grey fine-grained 
rock, which was excavated from Silver Sands in Barbados (Drewett and Cartwright 1991: 
132, Fig 80, No 35, Pl 24). The use of body stamps is thought to constitute acts of 
physical display as a means of communication, making use of the body to transmit social-
ly meaningful messages (Rappaport 1999: 146-147). Providing yet another link to the 
place of the Lesser Antilles in the wider pre-colonial Caribbean, this Silver Sands body 
stamp would appear to be identical to a nearly complete triangular-shaped and deeply 
incised ceramic body stamp excavated from Carriacou in 2004, where the excavators 
believe Carriacou’s artifact could have been used as a template for such decoration on 
that island (Kaye et al. 2004: 84, Figure 2). Comparison of the two artifacts reveals a sty-
listic similarity that would indicate close cultural connections. Other body stamps were 
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excavated at Heywoods. These include a triangular body stamp fragment with deep ‘v’ 
shaped incisions, and a body stamp in the form of an oblong with straight and curvilinear 
grooves which is suggested as a very stylized representation of a ‘fasting shaman’ (Harris 
2000: 95, Figure 45, Nos 67-68). This posture as represented on drug related effigy fig-
ures found on other islands is described below. Silver Sands also yielded a body stamp. 
This is a round sandstone object with incised spiral decoration on one side and a circle on 
the other surface (Drewett and Cartwright 1991: 133, Figure 80, No 40).

Where imagery incorporates an anthropomorphic figure these invariably take a 
standardized crouched form echoing that of the shaman when seated, crouched upon a 
Duho, participating in the ritual use of hallucinogens. Hands are clasped across the ab-
domen, ribs and vertebrae exposed as from shamanic fasting, a clearly delineated navel 
reflects the myth in which a human can be distinguished from a spirit by the presence 
of a navel, and ‘tear stained’ marks on the cheeks caused in reaction to absorption of the 
drug. As described above, the facial features generally conform to a pattern of gaping 
mouth, wide eyes and large ears with segmented ear lobes.

In Barbados two small anthropomorphic figures carved from conch shell were exca-
vated from Silver Sands (Cartwright et al. 1991: 116, Figure 72, Nos 73 and 74). One 
of these is depicted in figure 5.4. These figures adopt similar poses to those described 
above for effigy figures found mainly in the Greater Antilles. Also recovered from Silver 
Sands was a carved shell plaque representing teeth, possibly the surviving element of 
one of those wooden anthropomorphic effigies more commonly found in the Greater 
Antilles (Cartwright et al. 1991: 116, Figure 72, No 77).

Figure 5.5 (left). Anthropomorphic figure, 
Heywoods, Barbados, pottery. Bruce Jardine collec-
tion (Maaike de Waal).

Figure 5.6 (above). Anthropomorphic figure, 
Heywoods, Barbados, stone. Bruce Jardine collection 
(Maaike de Waal).
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Other figures displaying similar characteristics have been recovered as surface finds. 
For example, an anthropomorphic figurine made of conch shell which possibly depicts 
a carving of a bound ‘prisoner’ was discovered at Fresh Water Bay in St. Michael on the 
island’s west coast and is now held by the BMHS. Two other anthropomorphic figures 
were found at Heywoods: one made from pottery, the other from a translucent stone 
(figures 5.5 and 5.6) (Jardine personal communication 2009). Unfortunately, very little 
information relating to the context of these latter two finds is available. The form taken 
by these human figures might indicate that they represent a specific story (myth) or even 
a personage that reflects the culture and history of the people (cf. Kaye 2010: 297).

Ritual use of space
In addition to the identification of ritual objects, study of the original chronicles and ar-
chaeological evidence also allows for identification of specific ritual locations used by the 
pre-colonial Caribbean islanders. Caves feature as entrances to the underworld; plazas or 
ball courts delineate areas in which ceremonies and rituals took place; petroglyphs survive 
like exclamation marks in the landscape to indicate significant locations and generally 
appear near watery sites (pools, springs, streams, rivers) or within the dark interior of 
caves. The marking of these sites, together with the artifacts connected with the use of 
mind-altering drugs, can all be said to be communication tools for the visualization of 
ritual concepts and reveal the inter-island dispersal of cultural attributes.

Barbados does not have the ceremonial plazas or ball courts found in the Greater 
Antilles. But, in addition to the artifacts associated with drug use, ritual activities are 
known to include the marking of rocks with petroglyphs where the actual percussive 
sound of the tapping of the stone in the creation of the image could be said to have 
played a part in the ceremonial of their construction in addition to that of reproducing 
culturally significant images. The marking of the landscape in this way has been noted 
throughout the Caribbean, with petroglyphs described by Dubelaar (1986) as being 
predominantly human images and marking places with mythological or ritual signifi-
cance, such as ceremonial centers, watery locations and caves whose dark recesses were 
thought to access the underworld.

The human images carved into stalactites in the caves at Spring Head, St John’s, 
Barbados, are similar to those found in nearby islands with the representations of the 
human face represented there falling within those of the pan-Caribbean traditions. 
The Spring Head petroglyphs are the only certain group of pre-colonial petroglyphs 
in Barbados (Drewett 1993: 110, 1996/97: 50; Dubelaar 1995: 138-145), and while 
representing what is possibly ceremonial or ritual activity, examination of the interi-
or of the cave revealed no Amerindian material in this ceremonial location (Drewett 
1996/97: 50-58). Lace et al. (2013: 60) reported a possible Amerindian petroglyph 
in another cave site in Barbados (Site OC) but as more recent graffiti is blurring the 
presumable carving, more research is needed to identify it’s nature (see also De Waal 
this volume chapter 4).

In discussing locations, it should be noted that any additional items which might 
have a ritual nature made from organic materials, such as cloth pouches or gourd 
containers, would be unlikely to be preserved. The limited numbers of organic artifacts 
which have survived in the Antilles has done so by virtue of the specific context of 
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their deposition, such as wooden effigy figures and Duhos recovered within caves in 
the Greater Antilles or from anaerobic conditions such as the pitch lake in Trinidad – 
conditions which are exceptional rather than the norm in the Caribbean. Similar ex-
ceptional conditions were rare at the pre-colonial coastal settlement sites in Barbados 
which have been investigated by Drewett. Other than the isolated artifacts discussed 
above, none of these sites has provided material which indicates their specific use in 
ritual contexts with the exceptions mentioned below.

A site with possible ritual connotations could be Heywoods, where excavation re-
vealed a series of pot-lined wells (Drewett 1991: 25-27; Drewett and Bennell 2000: 
29-34). The use of upturned bottomless pots stacked to act as well liners in order to 
access fresh water is not unique to Barbados, but the fine quality and decoration of 
the pots used at Heywoods might indicate that a ritual element was involved with the 
extraction of the life-giving fresh water (cf. Drewett 2000: 169).

Burials also exhibit evidence of ritual behaviour that can be identified in the archaeolog-
ical record. The deliberate deposition of a body in the ground, with or without grave goods, 
is in itself a form of ritual. Known pre-colonial burial sites in Barbados include Chancery 
Lane, Greenland, Maxwell, Brandons, Hillcrest and Silver Sands, which have produced a 
total of 23 burials, both male and female, since 1985 (Drewett 1991: 166-177).

The burials show considerable variety, with skeletal remains lying on their side 
and in crouched, sitting and extended positions – disarticulation prior to burial has 
been observed as well (Drewett 1991: 169). Few grave goods have been recovered, 
exceptions being:

‘within a Goddard house where a clay zoomorphic figure head and a red slipped 
clay disc were found by the head, and a small triangular piece of ground coral was 
found by the forearm. The other inhumation at Goddard was buried with the 
forebody of an immature Indian dog’ (Drewett 1991: 169).

At Silver Sands, two burials were found to have small shell discs on their right shoul-
ders, one of these deceased also having parrotfish bones under the feet. Two other 
burials had a parrotfish jaw in the same location and a cut dog tooth on the pel-
vis respectively. Four parrotfish jaws were found in the latter burial’s grave backfill 
(Drewett 1991: 169).

Seven partly dismembered dog burials were recovered from Silver Sands, with three 
other individuals present in fragmentary form (Drewett 1991: 175). Dogs are thought 
to have replaced the jaguar of South American mythology whose representation can be 
seen in many zoomorphic artifact forms and dog burials therefore are expected to have 
had a socio-religious function (Kaye 2010: 259).

Conclusion
The present state of Caribbean archaeology and art history goes beyond artifacts, art 
and symbolism to view objects in their social, cultural and chronological contexts and 
is concerned with the relationship of human beings to objects and on how these re-
lationships are negotiated and displayed through ritual. Ceremonies and rituals serve 
to remind people of the underlying factors which exist in the articulation between 
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power and knowledge in relation to social actions and practices. Often expressed in 
a ‘language’ different from that of every day, carrying emotionally loaded messages, 
rituals enhance group solidarity and can be factors in reinforcing ideology and power 
although frequently with differential access (Kaye 2010: 139).

Despite their limitations, therefore, the chroniclers’ initial descriptions are valuable 
first impressions of the ‘New World’ they encountered. These accounts, taken critically, 
provide the foundations of our knowledge of the forms of the rituals, the locations in 
which they took place, the material culture involved and the perceived outcomes of the 
rituals. These reports can be used as a basis for comparison with archaeological data 
and the relevance of this to Barbados is that from the material recovered the archaeo-
logical evidence reveals that ideologically similar belief systems existed, albeit possibly 
in modified forms, across the vast distances of the Caribbean island chain.

Evidence has been discussed for possible ritual use of space in Barbados, including 
the presence of petroglyphs, series of pot-lined wells and burials. In addition, ritual 
artifacts from Barbados have been described, such as spouts and spouted bowls, trian-
gular three-pointer stones, body stamps and anthropomorphic figurines. Finally, atten-
tion has been paid to decorative imagery with a possible ritual connotation found in 
Barbados. Parallels in form and decoration, which can be seen in the symbolic motifs 
and mythological references duplicated in the different range of objects and phenom-
ena, would indicate a degree of either intensive communication or cultural cohesion 
across the Caribbean islands. The existence of examples of these types of objects in 
the Lesser Antilles, with direct links to the material culture recovered in the Greater 
Antilles, confirms the inter-connectedness of the Amerindian peoples and their belief 
systems by the diffusion of ideas. Far from being isolated from the rest of the Caribbean 
islands, evidence from surviving objects can reveal that Barbados was, in fact, very 
much part of this inter-island connectedness.
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St. Nicholas Abbey
Centering People in Plantation Archaeology in 

Barbados in the Twenty-First Century 

Frederick H. Smith

Abstract
St. Nicholas Abbey is one of the oldest sugar estates in Barbados and it is the country’s 
premier cultural heritage site. Archaeological investigations at St. Nicholas Abbey be-
gan in 2006 with the aim of creating a regular and sustainable research program that 
addressed the lives of the many different peoples who lived and worked on the estate 
over the centuries, especially enslaved workers and post-emancipation tenants. This 
paper addresses our efforts to create an inclusive people-centered archaeology where 
historical interpretations can be constructed and challenged. It examines the major 
archaeological discoveries at St. Nicholas Abbey over the past dozen years and places 
them within the broader context of heritage tourism and sustainable world heritage.

Keywords: slavery, tenantry, plantation studies, heritage tourism, sustainable heritage.

Introduction
The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), which plays a key 
advisory role for the UNESCO World Heritage Committee, has stressed the need for 
sustainable approaches to world heritage sites that give cultural heritage a function in 
the life of the community and that promote cultural diversity, inclusion, and equity 
(ICOMOS 2015). Anthropologists and cultural heritage specialists have also argued 
that efforts at sustainable world heritage and heritage tourism should challenge west-
ern-centric notions of authenticity and preservation and advance instead dynamic, 
people-centered interpretations of sites that serve as:

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-Contact 
Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 133-155.
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‘loci of identity, where meanings are constructed and contested’ (Di Giovine 
2017: 4).

The colonial legacy of Barbados and the demands of international tourism have, in the 
past, hampered the pursuit and application of these goals in the island, especially at 
sites associated with Barbados’ pioneering and once-flourishing sugar industry. Among 
these sites is St. Nicholas Abbey sugar plantation, one of the most well-known heritage 
sites in Barbados. Opened to the public as a tourist attraction in the 1970s by Colonel 
Stephen Cave, whose family had acquired the estate in the 1830s, St. Nicholas Abbey 
displayed a still and passive reminder of the island’s deeply entrenched colonial past. 
The tour celebrated the estate’s unique architecture and its illustrious owners, but, as 
was typical of other privately-owned plantation heritage sites of the time, largely over-
looked the stories of enslaved workers, women, poor whites, and tenant laborers who 
made St. Nicholas Abbey a wealthy and viable sugar estate for almost four centuries. 
New ownership of the estate in 2006, however, has resulted in changing interpretations 
of the site and a new role for it in the community. St. Nicholas Abbey now embraces an 
active people-centered diversity and inclusivity, which are foundations of sustainable 

Figure 6.1. A New Map of the Island of Barbadoes by Richard Forde ca. 1674 (John Cater Brown Library).
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tourism in the twenty-first century. The longstanding archaeological research program 
at the site has helped advance that interpretive transformation. This paper examines 
the major archaeological discoveries at St. Nicholas Abbey over the past dozen years 
and places them within the broader framework of the living history of this space that 
is presented as a heritage landscape informing national identity.

St. Nicholas Abbey is one of the premier heritage sites in Barbados drawing tens of 
thousands of Barbadian nationals and foreign visitors every year. As a house museum, 
St. Nicholas Abbey is similar in many respects to the hundreds of privately-owned 
heritage estates, such as Monticello, Middleton Place, and Mt. Vernon, which dot the 
North American landscape. Situated on the edge of the Scotland District on Cherry 
Tree Hill, St. Nicholas Abbey overlooks both the calm waters of the west coast and 
the rugged terrain of the east coast. It is located in the countryside in the parish of St. 
Peter far away from the urban sprawl of the capital city of Bridgetown, as well as from 
the white sand beaches and luxury resorts along the coasts. The journey to St. Nicholas 
Abbey takes visitors through picturesque villages of brightly colored chattel houses 
and emerald-green fields of sugarcane that once dominated the Barbadian landscape. 
Behind the bucolic charm of St. Nicholas Abbey, however, is also a powerful story of 
colonialism, capitalism, and slavery, which the owners have sought to tell through the 
historical and archaeological research they’ve sponsored, as well as through the restora-
tion of buildings and machinery on the estate. Moreover, a book on the social history 
of the estate is in progress and plans for an interpretive archaeology museum on the site 
are currently underway. As a prominent heritage site in Barbados, St. Nicholas Abbey is 
in a special position to promote an inclusive and people-centered sustainable tourism 
that serves as a departure point for discussions about Barbadian identity in a global age. 
In what follows, I outline a history of the property and the archaeological findings to 
date that inform a more socially-conscious approach to heritage.

St. Nicholas Abbey and the Making of a Cultural Heritage Site
Attaining the status as a premier heritage site requires a high level of historical in-
tegrity and cultural significance, and as one of the oldest and largest sugar estates in 
Barbados, St. Nicholas Abbey certainly possesses those qualities. The area that would 
become St. Nicholas Abbey was a rugged wilderness in the early years of English 
settlement. Richard Ligon, an English Royalist who fled Civil War in England and 
lived in Barbados at the very start of the sugar revolution between 1647 and 1650, 
published a map of Barbados in his brief history of the island when he returned 
to England. The map, which was originally drawn by Captain John Swan, identi-
fies many of the property owners in 1638 prior to the start of the sugar revolution 
(Campbell 1993: 141). Although it is spatially inaccurate in many respects, it does 
list the names of some 250 early property owners. Ligon’s map showed little devel-
opment in the mountainous interior of Barbados, however, the lands that would 
become St. Nicholas Abbey are marked.

In the 1650s, sugarcane agriculture expanded rapidly across Barbados. The value of 
sugar and the success of Barbadian sugar planters meant that a green sea of sugarcane 
swept across the interior of the island. The ancient old-growth rainforests were set ablaze 
in what was called ‘the great clearing’ (Bridenbaugh and Bridenbaugh 1972: 268). The 
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environmental plunder was so impressive that crewmembers aboard sailing ships re-
ported seeing smoke from the fires on Barbados long before they ever reached the 
island. It was during this time that the lands that would become St. Nicholas Abbey 
plantation were fully wrestled from the wilderness. Richard Forde’s map of Barbados 
ca. 1675 shows the impact of the sugar revolution on the settlement of the interior. 
Nearly every inch of arable land came under sugarcane cultivation, including the lands 
that would become St. Nicholas Abbey (figures 6.1 and 6.2).

The estate that was to become St. Nicholas Abbey was first established in the 
1630s before the start of Barbados’ sugar revolution when English colonists, Benjamin 
Berringer and John Yeamans, formed a business partnership in land speculation. By 
1638, Berringer had purchased the first parcels of land in St. Peter that would make 
up the estate. Despite the spatial inaccuracies of Swan’s map of 1638, the name Biron, 
a corruption of Berringer, appears on the map adjacent to other known estates in 
the area, in particular, Fosters. Some of Berringer’s initial landholdings resulted from 
his marriage to Margaret Foster, the daughter of Reverend John Foster and Margaret 
Gibbes, who were very early settlers in this area of Barbados. Although Berringer does 
not appear on the list of inhabitants owning more than 10 acres of land in 1638, 
Campbell (1993) believes his omission was due to his early political affiliation with 
the controversial Governor Henry Hawley. In the 1640s, Berringer made additional 
land purchases directly from the Lords Proprietor James Hay the First Earl of Carlisle. 
He paid for that land with ginger and indigo, crops that were only produced in large 
quantities in the earliest years after settlement (Deed Books RB 1, 2, and 3). In 1641, 
Berringer and Yeamans bought 60 acres of land in St. Peter and, in 1647, accumulated 
365 acres, dividing the land into two neighboring plantations. Their enterprise had 
its difficulties though, and Berringer sought to dissolve their partnership on several 
occasions. As sizeable property owners, Berringer and Yeamans solidified their political 
positions and served together on the Barbados Council in the 1640s and 50s.

During the seventeenth century, St. Nicholas Abbey was one of the largest planta-
tions in Barbados. In 1673, Major Sir William Yeamans, John’s eldest son, was man-
aging the 300-acre estate and was registered in the list of ‘the most eminent plant-
ers in Barbadoes’ (Cal. State Papers Colonial America and the West Indies, vol. 7, 
1669-1674). The list, which was commissioned for colonial administrators, identi-
fied 74 of the largest plantation owners in Barbados at this time. Among those on 
the list were Major Robert Hackett, with 900 acres, who married Yeamans’ daughter 
Frances Yeamans in 1662, and Captain Thomas Maycock, with 500 acres, who married 
Berringer’s daughter Mary Berringer in 1667. Marriage helped these early plantation 
families consolidate their political influence and cement their economic fortunes. 
Historian Richard Dunn (1972) has done some of the most thorough analysis on the 
rise of the early Barbadian planter class. There were 2,639 property owners in Barbados 
in 1680 excluding the 405 owners of small urban parcels in Bridgetown. According 
to Dunn (ibid:88-89), the mean size of a Barbadian estate was 29 acres and the me-
dian size was only 10 acres. Thus, at 318 acres, St. Nicholas Abbey was more than 10 
times the average landholding (Deed Books RB 19:228). It had two windmills, a sugar 
boiling house, a distillery, and a number of other plantation buildings. The Yeamans 
and Berringers were what were known as ‘big planters.’ In William Mayo’s survey map 
of Barbados made between 1717 and 1721, the estate is still identified as having two 
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windmills. Since the early days of the partnership between Yeamans and Berringer, 
St. Nicholas Abbey probably never fell below 300 acres and since the early nineteenth 
century it has almost always been over 400 acres.

As one of the oldest and largest estates in Barbados, St. Nicholas Abbey garnered 
considerable attention from Barbadians and foreign visitors, but it is the unique and 
intact architectural style of the great house that attracted tourists to the site. The great 
house has long been considered a grand and notable landmark. In the 1840s, the 
explorer, geographer, and British colonial official Sir Robert H. Schomburgk was sta-
tioned in Barbados and wrote of St. Nicholas Abbey great house:

‘The Mansion House, on the plantation called St. Nicholas’ Abbey, on the precincts 
of the parish, is one of the oldest dwelling-houses in the island; it is built in the 
intermediate style between Elizabethan and our own period, and the surrounding 
gardens harmonize with its architecture. An Avenue of mahogany-trees leads from 
the mansion to Cherry Hill, the summit of which presents one of the finest prospects 
in the island’ (Schomburgk 1848:237-238)

In the early twentieth century, historians and architectural experts continued to de-
scribe St. Nicholas Abbey great house as one of the most ‘ancient, charming and finest’ 
great houses in Barbados (Waterman 1945:146). At the start of the twenty-first centu-
ry, the Barbados Tourism Authority touts the estate’s great house as one of the Seven 
Wonders of Barbados (http://www.barbados.org/7wonders.htm). The great house is 
a Jacobean architecture style, which was a transitional phase in English design that 
merged Tudor and Elizabethan styles with continental Renaissance influences. It is 
thought to have been built in ca. 1658, though there is unfortunately no reliable doc-
umentary evidence to confirm the mid-seventeenth-century construction of the house. 
The archaeological evidence, however, has revealed a small domestic post-in-ground 
dwelling dating to the 1630s and 40s that appears to be the predecessor to the grand 
Jacobean-styled great house.

Tourism at the estate was bolstered by its legendary South Carolina connection. In 
1664-65, with the backing from a group of wealthy Barbadian planters, John Yeamans 
received his baronetcy and began working on plans for a proprietary settlement in the 
Province of Carolina in North America. The purpose of the proprietary settlement 
was to create a Barbadian satellite colony that would open up new opportunities to 
Barbadians in the business of plantation agriculture. The Crown was also eager to sup-
port any endeavor that might help to refill depleted royal coffers after The Restoration. 
The Province of Carolina was also expected to provide fresh avenues for the youngest 
sons of Barbadian planters to establish their own estates, which was difficult to do 
in the small island of Barbados (Dunn 2000:145). Moreover, the Lords Proprietors, 
many of whom were Barbadian planters, hoped to oversee a settlement that would 
produce provision crops to feed enslaved workers on the plantations back in Barbados. 
Sugar was so valuable that few Barbadian planters were willing to set aside good sug-
arcane-growing land for food crops. It made more financial sense to grow provisions 
on family-owned estates elsewhere and import them. In 1665, Yeamans led an unsuc-
cessful attempt to establish a Barbadian settlement along the Cape Fear River in what 
is today North Carolina. Yeamans returned to Barbados to regroup. In 1670, he and 
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the Lords Proprietors organized a second, successful expedition that included the sons 
and daughters of Barbadian planters, indentured servants, and enslaved workers. The 
settlement was founded further south this time at Charles Towne, near modern-day 
Charleston, South Carolina. Yeamans appointed a Bermudian, William Sayle, as 
Governor, but Yeamans himself would eventually take over the Governorship in 1672. 
Berringer’s youngest daughter Margaret took part in the South Carolina venture. Her 
marriage to James Moore, a respected and early Governor of South Carolina, further 
strengthened the legendary status of St. Nicholas Abbey’s Carolina connection.

Archaeology of the Pre-Columbian Past and Early Years of St. 
Nicholas Abbey
The early settlement of the estate, its unique Jacobean architecture, its famous own-
ers, its Carolina connection, and its beautiful location on Cherry Tree Hill made St. 
Nicholas Abbey a popular destination for Barbadian nationals and foreign visitors, but 
it is the historical and archaeological research, as well as the restoration of buildings 
and equipment that are revealing the broader stories of slavery, colonialism, and capi-
talism. The people-centered histories that emerge from this research make the site of St. 
Nicholas Abbey pertinent to discussions about sustainable tourism and inclusive cul-
tural heritage in Barbados in the twenty-first century. While the research efforts play an 
integral role in the accurate historical reconstruction of the site, they also celebrate the 
diverse histories of the many peoples who lived and worked at St. Nicholas Abbey over 
the centuries, especially enslaved and free workers on the estate. More importantly, St. 
Nicholas Abbey continues to be a fully operational sugar estate, and, thus, the research 
efforts provide opportunities for Barbadians to interpret, construct, and contest histor-
ical meaning and national identity within in the context of a functioning heritage site.

I began surveying St. Nicholas Abbey with graduate and undergraduate students 
from Western Michigan University and the College of William and Mary in 2006. A 
pedestrian survey along slopes of Cherry Tree Hill immediately revealed a large amount 
of prehistoric Amerindian pottery, as well as a few conch-shell tools. The Amerindian 
peoples who had lived on the island for thousands of years had abandoned Barbados 
only a short time before the English arrived. They probably fled to kin in the neighbor-
ing islands, such as St. Vincent and St. Lucia, to avoid capture by Spanish slavers who 
were scouring the small islands of the Lesser Antilles for captives to work the mines, 
ranches, and plantations in the Spanish settlements in the large islands of the Greater 
Antilles. The recent departure of the Amerindian peoples from Barbados was apparent 
to the early English colonists. Abandoned villages, broken bits of pottery, and tools 
made from conch shell were scattered about the landscape. The archaeological research 
of Peter Drewett (1991) and J. Walter Fewkes (1915) has contributed greatly to our 
understanding of Barbados’ indigenous past. The Amerindian legacy is still evident 
today in the petroglyphs that can be found in some of the many limestone caves that 
dot the island and in the trails that would later serve as the road system for early colo-
nial settlers. In fact, the road winding through St. Nicholas Abbey today was once an 
Amerindian footpath that appears to have connected two large Amerindian villages on 
opposite sides of the island; at Heywoods on the West Coast and Walkers on the East. 
The presence of Amerindian materials relatively far from the sea was once considered 
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unusual, though Maaike de Waal (chapter four this volume) has identified an increas-
ing number of inland sites in Barbados that may reflect the greater variation and social 
complexity of the indigenous peoples on the island. The near absence of soils along 
the ridgeline at Cherry Tree Hill made it impossible to determine the use and function 
of the site by Amerindian peoples, but the large amount of Amerindian pottery and 
shell tools found archaeologically along the ridge of Cherry Tree Hill indicates that 
long before the arrival of the English, the area, with its strategic and captivating views 
of both the Atlantic and Caribbean, saw Amerindian activity. It may have served as a 
central meeting space and perhaps a ceremonial feasting site for members of those two 
distinct villages on opposite sides of the island (Smith 2006).

Archaeological investigations have also revealed evidence of the earliest English 
settlement of the property. Deeds and maps tell us that Berringer and Yeamans were 
living on the property in the 1630s; two decades before the Jacobean manor house was 
built. Archaeological investigations have unearthed evidence of an early dwelling house 
about 100 meters from where the great house stands today. Three 25 cm post holes and 
a possible cellar indicate that the original dwelling house was a simple post-in-ground 
structure similar to those that have been found on English colonial settlement sites 
in North America, especially in the Chesapeake (Carson et al. 1981). Another likely 
post-in-ground structure has been identified in Barbados at an early seventeenth cen-
tury context in Jubilee Gardens in Bridgetown, and that structure also had a shallow 
cellar (Smith 2004; Smith 2005; Smith and Watson 2007; Smith and Watson 2009). 
And Douglas Armstrong and Matthew Reilly (2014) note the possible presence of a 
post-in-ground structure at Trents Plantation in St. James. The archaeological evidence 
indicates that the post-in-ground house at St. Nicholas Abbey had a basic wooden 
frame structure inlaid with coral rubble stones and coated with a clay and/or lime 
plaster. Imported bricks were also recovered at the site, and they may have been used 
specifically to create even frames around windows and doorways. The roof was covered 
with both flat and curved unglazed red earthenware roof tiles.

It is not clear whether the structure served as a dwelling house for Yeamans and/or 
Berringer during the early days of settlement of the estate. Indentured servants from 
England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales were the bulk of the labor force during the first 
two decades after the settlement of Barbados by the English in 1627. They cultivated 
tobacco, indigo, ginger and cotton on small farms on the south and west coast, and 
many of those that survived became farmers, tradesmen, seamstresses, and domestics. 
Katherine Scott, one of the women to testify at the inquiry of Berringer’s will, was a 
female servant that Berringer had brought from England in 1656. The Yeamans too 
were also contracting servants throughout the 1650s, including some that would later 
travel with them to South Carolina. Post-in-ground structures were common among 
all classes in the early years of settlement in the English colonies and it is possible the 
post-in-ground structure housed indentured servants. However, the artifacts recovered 
from the dwelling hint at a wealthier household and, therefore, a possible association 
with the Yeamans/Berringer families.

The artifacts recovered from the site are consistent with the types of colonial-era 
artifacts found at early English colonial sites other seventeenth century sites in 
Barbados and in North America that date to the first half of the seventeenth century 
(Smith 2001). The ceramics consisted of plain lead-glazed earthenware, including 
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varieties of North Devon earthenware with graffito decoration. There were also 
several slip-decorated wares from Staffordshire. The 43 pieces of tin-enamel glazed 
earthenware from Holland, popularly known as delft, represented the majority of 
refined earthenware ceramics recovered at the site. The disproportionate amount of 
delft may reflect the strong influence of Dutch traders in the early years of settlement 
in Barbados prior to the enforcement of the Navigation Acts in the 1650s, which 
curtailed Dutch trade to the island.

Dutch colonists, such as Constant Silvester, shaped political discourse and cul-
tural developments in the initial years of Barbadian settlement (Smith 1998). Heavy 
concentrations of delft, including English-made varieties, have been found archaeo-
logically at early colonial settlement sites in Bridgetown and Holetown (Smith 2001; 
Smith and Watson 2009). Dutch traders and Dutch colonists may have spurred the 
particular demand for tin-enamel glazed earthenware in early Barbados for both prac-
tical and aesthetic reasons. Fragments of white clay tobacco pipe stems and bowls 
also predate the 1650s. There are a few artifacts indicative of wealth, including a few 
pieces of porcelain and part of a brass escutcheon from what was likely a fine piece of 
furniture brought over from England. The site also contains a heavy concentration of 
medicine-related materials, including hand-blown glass vial fragments and portions 
of a delft medicine pot. Early colonists in these remote areas of the island had to care 
for themselves. Among the more interesting medicinal finds were pieces of red amber, 
which had been used a popular cure-all, especially for stomach illnesses, in Asia and 
Europe since ancient times (figures 6.2-6.8).

Other interesting finds included several lead musket balls. Berringer was a member 
of the Barbados militia, and in 1651 he helped repulse the forces sent by Cromwell to 
pacify the Royalist leaders of Barbados. Yeamans’ eldest son William was also a Major 
in the militia. The original post-in-ground house appears to have remained standing for 
many decades after the great house was built. It appears to have been destroyed quickly, 
perhaps by a tropical storm, sometime before the 1720s based on the absence of any 
eighteenth century pottery, especially white salt glazed stoneware. The estate experi-
enced significant financial trouble during the first two decades of the 1700s under the 
ownership of George Nicholas. In the 1710s, falling sugar prices and mismanagement 
led the estate to overwhelming debt eventually totaling more than £20,000 (Kennedy 
Papers). It was during Nicholas’ tenure as owner that the estates second windmill fell 
into disrepair and it appears likely that the post-in-ground building also fell out of use 
during this time.

Away from the Great House: Archaeologies of Enslaved and 
Free Workers
The primary focus of the documentary and archaeological research program over the 
past 12 years has been on the lives of enslaved peoples and post-emancipation tenant 
laborers on the estate. The earliest reference to enslaved workers at St. Nicholas Abbey 
is from Sir John Yeaman’s will of 1674 in which Yeaman’s left to his wife Margaret four 
individuals, including Old Hannah and her children Jupeter, little Tony, & Joane. 
Hannah was likely a longstanding domestic caretaker of the Yeamans, and she and 
her children appear to have gone with the Yeamans to South Carolina (Read 1910). 
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There were certainly many more enslaved workers on the estate at this time. The 1680 
census indicates that there were 108 enslaved peoples working on the estate and 5 
indentured servants. That year, according to Dunn (1972:95-97), the wealthiest 175 
planters represented only 7% of the island’s property owners, but they owned more 
than half of the 38,782 enslaved peoples in Barbados. Those 175 planters owned on 
average 116 enslaved workers each. In St. Peter alone, there were 248 property owners 
and 3,977 enslaved peoples. Thus, nearly 3% of all the enslaved peoples in St. Peter in 
1680 lived and worked at St. Nicholas Abbey. A deed from 1693 identifies the names 
of 157 enslaved workers on the estate (Deed Books RG 36/14). There were 70 men, 

1 cmFigure 6.2. Brass Buckle (Frederick 
Smith).
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Figure 6.3. Fragments of tin-enamel-glazed earthenware drug pot (Frederick Smith).
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52 women, 22 boys, and 13 girls. Some of the oldest individuals identified on the 
list were not born in Barbados and may have been brought to Barbados directly from 
Africa. Some, including Coffey and Old Quaney, had African day names, which may 
be an indication of their African birth. Others, such Judy Malagasee, identify particular 
African ethnic groups. The list also identifies Mary Carolina and Tobey Carolina, who 
may have been born on Yeamans’ estate in South Carolina. It is also possible they were 
not of African descent, but rather Native peoples from South Carolina enslaved and 
brought to Barbados during the early years of Yeaman’s forays in North America.

Information about the enslaved workers on the estate in the eighteenth century 
is rather sparse. In 1727, there were 130 enslaved workers at St. Nicholas Abbey. The 
decrease in population from 1693 may be the result of George Nicholas selling off 
members of the enslaved workforce to cover his debts (Kennedy Papers). In 1746, Sir 
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Figure 6.4. Brass escutcheon (Frederick Smith).
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Figure 6.5. Glass medicine vials (Frederick Smith).
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John Gay Alleyne acquired the estate and in 1788 he is identified as owning 188 en-
slaved peoples in St. Peter (www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/-39601568). Most, if not 
all, worked at St. Nicholas Abbey. During Alleyne’s tenure, therefore, slaveholdings on 
the estate increased considerably as a result of the purchase of new enslaved workers. 
One enslaved individual identified in Alleyne’s will is Henry Buckingham. Among the 
first edicts outlined in Alleyne’s will was ‘Emancipate my old and faithful slave Henry 
Buckingham and give him an annuity of £16.’ Freeing slaves was permitted, but it was 
frowned upon by the plantocracy. Despite his intention to free Buckingham, Alleyne 
was eventually forced to rescind his request and amend his will because the ‘Legislature 
of this Island have increased by act the fine upon freeing slaves to such an amount as 
may make it inconvenient for my estate to afford.’ Although Buckingham’s legal status 
remained that of a slave, he was to receive his annuity of £16. Moreover, Alleyne be-
queathed Buckingham to his eldest surviving son Reynold to ensure his protection and 
‘exempt him from the hand and direction of the executors and trustees. Alleyne also 
bequeathed to Buckingham a trunk of ‘laced and embroidered cloths’ as well as all the 
‘loose clothes’ about his chamber (Brandow 1983:44-45).

Plantation slave registries from St. Nicholas Abbey provide extensive information 
about the structure of the estate’s enslaved population in the last two decades before 
emancipation. In 1817, the estate’s enslaved population consisted of 79 men (15 were 
boys under the age of 10) and 94 women (27 were girls under the age of 10). There are 
only two individuals listed a being born in Africa while the rest were born in Barbados. 
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Figure 6.6. Lead musket ball (Frederick Smith).
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Figure 6.7. Red amber (Frederick Smith).
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Figure 6.8. Moore Hill ‘slave hut’ (Frederick Smith).

Figure 6.9. Examples of gaming discs from Moore Hill ‘slave hut’ (Frederick Smith).
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In addition, 13 are identified as mixed race. In 1834, during the final year of slavery 
in Barbados, the plantation manager Thomas Harding signed the slave registration for 
the recently deceased owner Lawrence Trent Cumberbatch. That year there were 184 
slaves, including 83 men and 101 women. Of the enslaved peoples on the list in 1834, 
8 were identified as domestics including 7 women and 1 man. The rest were noted as 
laborers. Indeed, field laborers always made up the bulk of the estate’s workforce. Men 
were also placed in skilled positions. In 1828, men were listed as carpenters, masons, 
carters, coopers, herdsmen, and basket makers. By the time most boys reached the 
age of 7 or 8, they were put to work as grass pickers in what was known as the ‘third’ 
or ‘children’s gang.’ Women were also mostly field laborers, but they are also listed as 
cooks, nurses, dairymaids, and washerwomen.

One of the first goals of the archaeological research program at St. Nicholas Abbey 
was to locate the estate’s slave village. While many of the great houses in Barbados are 
still standing, the slave dwellings have all but disappeared from the landscape. There is 
only a handful of what are known as slave huts (former slave dwellings), still standing 
in Barbados today. Most of the former slave dwellings have been reclaimed by nature 
or destroyed by modern development, and the locations of many former slave villages 
have simply been forgotten. Though discussions of slavery were not central to the tours 
at St. Nicholas Abbey in its early years as a tourist destination, Colonel Stephen Cave 
recognized the importance of preserving the historical structures of the slavery period. 
Just off the winding road that leads to the main entrance of St. Nicholas Abbey in the 

Figure 6.10. Regional Map showing location of St. Nicholas Abbey great house, village, Moore 
Hill, and the gully system.
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village of Moore Hill is a small coral rubble ‘slave hut’ that has been part of the St. 
Nicholas Abbey property for as long as anyone can remember (Figure 6.8).

Time and the rapid pace of commercial and residential development in Barbados 
have destroyed nearly all of these houses, which were once ubiquitous on the Barbadian 
landscape. Based on archaeological findings, including fragments of pearlware and 
whiteware ceramics, as well as fragments of hand-blown black glass bottle, the slave 
hut at Moore Hill was in use during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
Archaeological excavations around the structure revealed ceramic gaming discs made 
from broken bits of imported English pottery, cowry shells, and beads similar to those 
found sites of enslaved peoples in other parts of the New World (Figure 6.9). While it 
may have been used during the slavery period, linking the house to enslaved workers 
is more difficult because there is no evidence of other stone buildings in this area. The 
house, it appears, may have stood alone. Although these are commonly referred to 
slave huts, poorer classes of whites and other non-elites of the plantation probably also 
lived in these types of structures. Indeed, the small coral rubble house in Moore Hill 
may have once housed the families of white militia members, freedmen and women, or 
rangers and other high-ranking enslaved peoples who worked on the estate. The house 
was damaged during hurricane Tomas in 2010, but has been repaired and renovated. 
Today, it is a key fixture of heritage interpretations at St. Nicholas Abbey.

When I began the archaeology program at St. Nicholas Abbey in 2006, I was par-
ticularly interested in building on my earlier research on the use of caves by enslaved 
peoples (Smith 2008). Staff and workers at St. Nicholas Abbey knew of caves in the 
gully that runs along the western edge of the estate. My students and I walked through 
the gully identifying several caves that did, in fact, possess early historic-period material 
culture, such as pottery, glass, and iron. The disproportionate amount of early colonial 
glass bottle fragments found in these caves indicates that alcohol drinking was one 
of the primary activities that occurred at the cave sites. Alcohol was widely available 
on sugar estates. Planters and plantation managers doled out rum as part of weekly 
rations, for medicinal purposes, and as a work incentive.

Enslaved peoples also made fermented alcoholic drinks from sugarcane juice that 
mirrored the palm wine and grain beers that enslaved peoples and their ancestors made 
in Africa (Smith 2005). Enslaved peoples were banned from taverns and rum shops 
forcing them to meet and drink clandestinely. The caves in the gully near St. Nicholas 
Abbey offered enslaved peoples from the estate, as well as from the surrounding estates of 
Portland, Castle, Pleasant Hall, Welchtown, Boscoebell, and other estates a place to drink, 
socialize, and temporarily escape the challenges of plantation life. Caves were subterrane-
an sanctuaries far removed from the watchful eyes of plantation owners and managers. 
The gullies themselves acted as conduits and corridors between neighboring plantations 
(Figures 6.10 and 6.11). They allowed enslaved peoples from neighboring plantations 
to move through the landscape undetected and maintain community networks between 
family and friends on neighboring estates. Alcohol, as a social lubricant, helped integrate 
members of the community, reinforce friendships, and strengthen community bonds. 
The caves provided the shelter and space to engage in drinking (Smith and Bassett 2016).

On the edge of the gully along a narrow cart road is a barren rocky ridgeline covered 
in thick sour grass called Crab Hill. There were numerous large piles of coral stones on 
the ridgeline of a relatively consistent size and shape. The workers on the estate and 
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Figure 6.11. Examples of refined earthenware ceramics from Crab Hill (Frederick Smith).

Figure 6.12. Fragments of glazed and unglazed red earthenware pottery from Crab Hill 
(Frederick Smith).
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people from the surrounding villages today call these areas cossie grounds. On the ground 
surface were fragments of late eighteenth and nineteenth century ceramics, as well as 
fragments of black glass bottles. It quickly became clear that this was the location of St. 
Nicholas Abbey’s slave village and post-emancipation tenantry, and that the piles of stone 
were the remains of the many former slave huts that once stood along the ridgeline.

In the summer of 1987, Jerome Handler brought a team of archaeology students 
to St. Nicholas Abbey (1989). Their objective was to locate the estate’s slave buri-
al ground and record information about plantation slave life at St. Nicholas Abbey. 
Handler’s project stemmed from his earlier study of mortuary practices and human 
skeletal remains from Newton Plantation in the Parish of Christ Church (Handler and 
Lange 1978). The 1987 project sought to build on the Newton study and to create 
predictive models for locating slave burial grounds. Handler and his team also surveyed 
a number of other plantations in Barbados during that project, including Hanson, 
Guinea, Malvern, and Bissex Parks. Although Handler and his team were unable to 
locate a slave burial ground at St. Nicholas Abbey, their investigations included a brief 
archaeological survey and some shovel testing of named plantation fields, as well as 
documentary and ethnographic research of the property. Handler (1989:42) had noted 
this area along the ridgeline and wrote:

‘This grass piece contained a scattering of apparent stone mounds, which several 
informants reported as the remnants of about three or four old stone houses.’

1 cm

Figure 6.13. 
Brass regimen-
tal medallion 
(Frederick 
Smith).
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The ‘houses’ were ascribed to the post-emancipation tenantry period of the plantation, 
which was largely outside the focused interests of Handler’s study. Archaeological in-
vestigations of the site in 2007-2008, and 2014 led to the discovery of a large amount 
of late eighteenth and nineteenth century material culture and the conclusion that 
Crab Hill was the location of the estate’s slave village and post-emancipation tenantry.

The site was located on a ridge called Crab Hill on the edge of what is known as 
Negroe Yard field. Every large plantation during the slavery era had an area set aside for 
a slave village. The areas were typically called ‘Negroe yards’ or simply Yards. Handler 
conducted extensive research on plantation field names in Barbados, including the field 
names at St. Nicholas Abbey. He argued that the name Negroe Yard (or variations of 
that name) on sugar plantations indicated the likely location of slave villages (Handler 
2002). An archaeological survey of the field uncovered a great deal of material culture, 
including late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth-century ceramics, which indicated 
that the original slave village at St. Nicholas Abbey was in fact located in the ‘Negroe 
Yard’ field close to the factory and mill. The original slave huts would have been sim-
ple wattle and daub structures, which explains the absence of coral stone piles in the 
Negroe Yard field. Most of the ceramic types found in Negroe Yard dated to before 1750 
indicating that the original slave village moved to the ridgeline on Crab Hill sometime 
during the second half of the eighteenth century. Perhaps as the enslaved population 
on the estate increased the village expanded to include the ridgeline at Crab Hill. In 
addition, the soils on the ridgeline were too poor for growing sugarcane. Moving the 
village to the rocky ridgeline at Crab Hill freed up good arable soil for growing sugar-
cane in the location of the original slave village.

It was during the late eighteenth century when the dwelling houses for enslaved peo-
ples on the estate were moved from the Negroe Yard field to the ridgeline on Crab Hill. 
Also, at this same time, slave dwellings switched from being simple waddle and daub 
structures to more solid and substantial coral stone structures mortared together with 
lime plaster. The construction of stone dwellings on the ridgeline appears to have been 
part of a broader late-eighteenth-century effort by Sir John Gay Alleyne to improve the 
material conditions of enslaved workers at St. Nicholas Abbey. The increasing momen-
tum of the abolitionist movement in the late eighteenth century forced British planters 
in the Caribbean, including those in Barbados, to adopt policies aimed at improving 
the conditions of enslaved peoples on their estates. Scholars of slavery often refer to this 
time as the amelioration period (Ward 1988). By the late eighteenth century, Barbadian 
planters could see the writing on the wall. The African slave trade would soon be abol-
ished, which it was in 1807. Amelioration efforts were driven in large part by concerns 
with maintaining a stable labor force. By the end of the eighteenth century, Barbados 
had a naturally increasing slave population, which eliminated the need for the impor-
tation of new enslaved Africans. In fact, by 1817 only two of the 173 enslaved workers 
at St. Nicholas Abbey were born in Africa. Many Barbadians, therefore, welcomed the 
abolition of the slave trade in 1807 because it meant that planters in the competing sug-
ar-producing islands, such as Cuba and Trinidad, which still relied heavily on imports of 
new enslaved African workers, would not be able to maintain their labor force.

According to Stephanie Bergman (2010), Alleyne’s motives for improving the ma-
terial conditions of slavery at St. Nicholas Abbey were not driven solely by the econom-
ics of the slave trade (see also Bergman and Smith 2014; Smith and Bergman 2014). 
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Alleyne embraced progressive enlightenment ideals of the mid-eighteenth century that 
reinforced paternalistic policies aimed at fostering a healthy and productive estate. 
Moreover, Alleyne, along with many of his fellow planters, also sought to quell the 
concerns of Parliament in the face of an increasingly powerful anti-slavery movement 
in Britain by attempting to highlight the paternalism and benevolence of Barbadian 
slave owners. In 1786, Sir Phillip Gibbes and eight other Barbadian planters pub-
lished a treatise on plantation management entitled Instructions for the Management of 
a Plantation (Lascelles et al. 1786). In it they stressed pro-natalist policies, increased 
food rations, greater allotments of land for food production, and moderate workloads.’ 
That same year, Gibbes, a colleague of Alleyne, published an anonymous treatise of his 
own, entitled Instructions for the Treatment of Negroes, with an enlarged second edition 
in 1797. There too Gibbes advocated for paternalistic policies, and he also sought to 
showcase the parallels between enslaved peoples in the Caribbean and factory workers 
in Britain. Rather than seeking the moral improvement of the enslaved through reli-
gious instruction, Gibbes believed that a carefully designed work regime and better 
living conditions would create a healthy workforce and prosperous plantation society. 
Moreover, by adopting progressive enlightenment ideals, publishing paternalistic doc-
trines, implementing ameliorative policies, and comparing the experience of enslaved 
laborers with British workers, the planters of Barbados sought to quiet anti-slavery 
discourse and highlight Barbadians as moral reformers whose efforts to improve the 
conditions of slavery mirrored poor law reforms in Britain. The improvement to slave 
housing at Crab Hill is an example of those policies.

The ceramics recovered from the slave village on Crab Hill also shed light on amelio-
ration efforts, as well as the maintenance of West African traditions. We recovered thou-
sands of sherds of early colonial ceramic that included a variety of locally-made coarse 
earthenware and imported refined earthenware (figure 6.12). The coarse earthenware 
included glazed and unglazed bowls and jars used for water storage and food prepara-
tion. One form that was particularly common at Crab Hill was the conaree, a traditional 
Barbadian storage or cooking pot. The heavy concentration of red earthenware pottery 
fragments at Crab Hill highlights the survival of West African cooking practices in 
Barbados. These vessels were well-suited for producing stewed foods similar to the types 
of stewed foods found in the many West African villages that served as the departure 
points for enslaved peoples of Barbados. The large number of fragments of small individ-
ual serving bowls made of refined imported earthenware at Crab Hill attests to not only 
the production of stewed foods, but perhaps also their consumption. Drawing on ceramic 
evidence in the DAACS database, Camille Chambers (2016) showed that the frequency 
of hollowware vessels was consistent with slave village sites in North America, including 
sites at Monticello in Virginia and Middleburg Village in South Carolina. While there 
was no porcelain recovered from the slave village on Crab Hill, the increasing presence of 
mass-produced refined earthenware, including shell-edged pearlware and annular-deco-
rated whiteware designed by Wedgewood potteries and imported from Britain, may have 
also been part of amelioration efforts to improve material conditions for enslaved workers 
at St. Nicholas Abbey in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Among some of the more interesting finds were cowry shells. While some of these 
cowries were native to Barbados and can be found on the shoreline, others were from 
the Indian Ocean. Cowries are fairly common finds at the sites of enslaved peoples in 
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the Americas. Cowries were used in many different parts of West Africa that became 
departure points for enslaved peoples to the British colonies in the Americas. In West 
Africa, cowries were used as currency and as forms of adornment. The discovery of na-
tive cowries at Crab Hill underscores how enslaved Barbadians, lacking access to their 
traditional Indian Ocean cowries, adapted their traditions of adornment in their new 
environment by replacing them with local varieties. Glass beads are also a common 
find on the sites of enslaved peoples in the New World. They too were used as trade 
items and forms of adornment, and we recovered several glass beads during excavations 
at Crab Hill. One unusual find was a brass medallion that bears the image of a horse 
and a crown that appears to be an insignia for a British military or cavalry regiment 
(figure 6.13). The medallion, which has clasps in the back, may have been a piece of 
horse furniture, such as a regimental bit boss or breast plate, that fell from a soldier’s 
horse and later claimed by someone in the village.

The village on Crab Hill did not cease to exist after emancipation in 1834, as 
many of the former enslaved peoples who worked at St. Nicholas Abbey remained 
on the estate. Barbados is a small island and there were simply few areas for former 
slaves to go after emancipation. In the larger and less densely populated islands, such 
as Jamaica and Antigua, former slaves, often with the help of Baptist, Methodist, and 
Moravian missionaries, acquired small plots of land and became peasant farmers. 
Because of its small size and because nearly every inch of arable land was owned by 
large planters, former slaves in Barbados had few opportunities to leave the plan-
tations and establish their own farms and independent communities. The former 
slave village at Crab Hill became a tenantry for free workers. The ceramics and other 
artifacts indicate that people were living on the site well into the twentieth century. 
In fact, oral histories indicate that at least two of the coral stone slave huts on the 
ridgeline of Crab Hill were standing and occupied as recently as the 1960s. Thus, 
the artifact assemblage from the ridge gives us a rare opportunity to see the material 
changes that occurred in Barbados during the transition from slavery to freedom.

Two categories of artifacts stand out particularly strong during the post-emancipa-
tion tenantry period. There is a high concentration of stoneware inkwells and writing 
slates in the post-emancipation contexts on Crab Hill. These artifacts highlight the 
growing importance of education in the post-emancipation era. In fact, Alleyne’s em-
phasis on education, evident in the founding of the Sanctuary, a school in Belleplaine, 
St. Andrew just a short distance from St. Nicholas Abbey, suggests that the emphasis on 
education may have even begun during the amelioration period before emancipation. 
The inkwells and writing slates indicate that former slaves placed a great emphasis on 
education and made concerted efforts to take charge literacy. Education was an arena 
for upward social and economic mobility in Barbados. The education-related artifacts 
recovered in post-emancipation archaeological contexts at Crab Hill are evidence that 
Barbadians pursued education soon after they gained their freedom (Devlin 2008). 
The other category of artifacts that stands out during the tenantry era is healthcare. 
We recovered a sizeable number of patent medicine bottles dating to the second half 
of the nineteenth century. Patent medicines became increasingly popular throughout 
the Atlantic world in the late nineteenth century, and their popularity extended to 
Barbados. The heavy concentration of them in post-emancipation archaeological con-
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text on Crab Hill show the way that former enslaved workers took charge of their 
health, especially in these more rural areas (Mocklin 2009).

Conclusion
The role of archaeology in heritage and cultural tourism requires a people-centered 
approach that highlights the diversity of voices within a community. Heritage sites 
also have a responsibility to provide for the opportunity to construct and contest the 
meaning of heritage within a dynamic context of a functioning heritage site. As a pre-
mier heritage site in Barbados, St. Nicholas Abbey has an important role to play in the 
development of sustainable heritage tourism. Since 2006, the historical and archaeo-
logical research has sought to highlight the inclusivity of heritage by focusing attention 
on the lives of peoples overlooked in traditional heritage contexts. Colonel Stephen 
Cave recognized the need for inclusive preservation efforts that included enslaved and 
free plantation workers. He preserved one of the few remaining ‘slave huts’ in Barbados 
and restored a remarkable film on plantation life on the estate in the early twentieth 
century. New ownership of the estate in 2006 has expanded efforts at producing a 
modern heritage site that speaks to the broader discussions of slavery, colonialism and 
capitalism in the broader Atlantic world. Moreover, many of the current employees at 
St. Nicholas Abbey are from the communities and villages surrounding the property, 
and their voices are an important part of the estate’s history. Historical and archaeologi-
cal research on the site is providing a more complete picture of the estate’s social history 
and serving as a launch pad for future discourse on heritage in a post-colonial era. 
Media has played a key role in this process, and the research program at St. Nicholas 
Abbey has resulted in documentaries, television interviews, newspaper reports, public 
presentations, and professional publications from graduate students and researchers. 
The establishment of an interpretive archaeology museum on the site will further add 
opportunities for discussion about Barbadian heritage and Barbadian identity in the 
twenty-first century.
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Trents Plantation: Small-Farm 
to a Landscape of Power and 

Enslavement

Douglas V. Armstrong

Abstract
Archaeology at Trents Plantation explores the shift from small-farm to sugar, slavery, 
and capitalism in Barbados. Trents was one of the initial plantations established by 
pioneer colonists in 1627. In the late1640’s, the site and much of Barbados, underwent 
a dramatic shift associated with the emergence of agro-industrial sugar production, 
slavery, and a capitalistic economic base. This paper focuses on the material record 
from two activity loci. Locus 1 includes the planter’s house. Materials recovered from 
Locus 1 provide details of pre-sugar era life, including a paucity of possessions owned 
by planters and laborers. This same deposit contains an abundance of costly materials 
discarded by the planter household from the 1650s through the period of slavery. Data 
from the enslaved laborer settlement (Locus 2) provide evidence of a sharp contrast in 
the lives and conditions of planter and enslaved laborer. They also demonstrate creative 
use of relatively meager resources by those who were enslaved.

Keywords: enslaved, indentured, small-farm, plantation, sugar, slavery, capitalism.

Introduction
Archaeological and historical research at Trents Plantation, St. James Parish, is exam-
ining changes in the cultural landscape of Barbados from the era of initial colonial set-
tlement to the present. Trents, initially called ‘Fort Plantation’, was one of five pioneer 
farms established when Barbados was settled by English colonists in 1627 (Harlow 
1925) (Figures 7.1-7.2). Excellent preservation of archaeological remains has allowed 
exploration of living contexts associated with a small, pre-sugar era, tobacco, cotton, 
and provisioning farm. Beginning in the late 1640’s, the site and much of Barbados, 
underwent a dramatic shift associated with the emergence of agro-industrial sugar 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 157-187.
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production, slavery, and a capitalistic economic base. The study draws on an array of 
well stratified, and spatially defined, deposits associated with planters and laborers. 
Initially the laborers were primarily Europeans contracted under terms of indenture; 
but with the shift to sugar production the need for labor expanded and the plantation 
system quickly shifted to a reliance on large numbers of enslaved laborers from African 
(Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Armstrong 2015a). The significance of Barbados to the 
rise of the plantation system in the Americas has been well-chronicled (Beckles 2006; 
Dunn 1972; Higman 1998; Newman 2013; and Williams 2005 [1944]), and later 
period plantation sites in Barbados have been the subject of intensive investigation by 
archaeologists (Handler and Lange 1978. Handler et al.1989; Loftfield 2001; Finch 
et al. 2013). However, studies of the materiality of the period of slavery in Barbados 
have been limited.

The Trents study explores three activity loci. Locus 1 includes the planter’s house 
yard and works; including a complex set of deposits dating from 1627 to the present 
that demonstrate aspects of the dramatic shift to sugar (Figures 7.3 and 7.4). Locus 
2 is the site of estate’s enslaved laborer settlement. This area housed an expanding 
number of enslaved laborers from Africa beginning with the shift to sugar produc-
tion during the late 1640s-early 1650s. The settlement was occupied through the 
period of slavery, but was abandoned at emancipation (1838).1 After emancipation a 
new, free laborer tenantry settlement, was constructed away from the core plantation 
works complex.2 In addition, a cave and rock shelter, Locus 3, site was found hidden 
behind a canopy of vines at the bottom of the gully between the village and the man-
sion house. The cave and shelter project an intriguing level of complexity and social 
expression in its specialized long-term, recurrent, use (spanning at least the 1740s to 
the 1850s). The material culture found in the cave show a decided focus on iron and 
steel. The cave is interpreted as both a shrine and a possible site of resistance site (see 
Armstrong 2015b. 2019).3

This study has generated a collection of more than 25000 artifacts, along with 
dietary bone and shell, and ethnobotanical remains. More than half the artifacts are 
ceramics (n=13285) of which 6404 are imported refined ceramics and 6881 are a 
combination of domestic and industrial coarse earthenware sherds (Tables 7.1 and 
7.2).4 Glass accounts for 5277 of the artifacts. There are 1460 are nails and 387 tobacco 
pipe fragments. Small finds (n=221) include a wide variety of everything from hinges 
to flint strike-a-lights, furniture handles, straight pins. Glass beads (n=9) and faceted 
stones (n=2) are also present.

1 British Parliament passed the Slavery and Abolition Act in 1833. This act came into effect on August 1, 
1834, but full emancipation in Barbados did not take place until after the completion of a protracted 
period of apprenticeship on August 1, 1838.

2 The study includes photographic documentation of contemporary houses in Trents Tenantry. A com-
munity that is currently undergoing rapid change associated with the development of Barbados’s 
coastal zone in the Holetown, St. James area.

3 I introduce the cave here simply to identify it as part of the plantation’s overall cultural landscape. 
Findings related to the cave and shelter are presented in a separate paper as they deserve detailed, 
independent, consideration.

4 Table 1 includes only ceramics and glass from Locus 1 and 2 as it is the focus of this paper. The overall 
totals include data from Trents Cave (Locus 3).
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Background
This study began in 2011 as a search for archaeological sites and historical records that 
shed light on the pre-sugar era and the shift to sugar. When the study began, I did not 
know of Trents Plantation, and the estate was off everyone’s historical radar screen. As 
early as 1993, I accompanied Jerome Handler looking at enslaved laborer housing areas 
on Barbadian sugar plantations. The survey with Hander included a re-examination of 
potential village sites on estates previously studied by Handler. We walked fields at St. 
Nicholas Abbey (St. Peter), Drax Hall and Drax Hope Plantation (St. George), Guinea 
(St. John), and Newton Plantation (Handler and Lange 1978; Handler et al. 1989). I 
had come to Barbados to explore enslaved laborer village sites after having had success 
identifying and excavating laborer houses and yards at Drax Hall and Seville Plantation 
in Jamaica (Armstrong 1990; 2011).

In his surveys of Barbadian plantations in the 1970s and 1980s, Handler had ex-
amined fields labeled as laborer villages on plantation maps. However, the sites that he 
examined had been plowed and he was concerned about their integrity. After walking 
the fields, I was convinced that these fields were former villages and that they still con-
tained important evidence of domestic life under conditions of enslavement. I planned 
to shift my research focus from Jamaica to Barbados for three reasons. First, I was 
interested in culture change, and Barbadian sugar plantations date to the beginning the 
mid-seventeenth century sugar revolution in the Caribbean. Second, I was particularly 
interested in Drax Hall, Barbados, as it predated a plantation owned by descendants 
of the Drax family in Jamaica that I had studied. Finally, while doing archival research 
on Drax Hall, Jamaica, I found an early treatise for the management of Drax Hall, 
Barbados. This manuscript was written by Henry Drax in Barbados and apparently 
carried to Jamaica by his nephew William Drax, who may have used it as a guide when 
establishing Drax Hall, Jamaica (Armstrong 1990:56; Drax 1674; Thompson 2009).5 
I felt that the details on plantation life presented in the treatise, along with details 
presented on Drax Hall and Barbados in Richard Ligon’s A True and Exact History 
of Barbados (1657), would provide an excellent starting point for the study of early 
plantation life in Barbados, and the Caribbean.6

Focusing on early sugar plantations in Barbados, I directed a field school in the 
summer of 1994 examining records at the Barbados Department of Archives. The re-
search team also carried out preliminary field surveys. The surveys positively confirmed 
the survival of enslaved laborer settlements, including sufficient material remains and 
quality of context, at several plantations including Drax Hall and St. Nicholas Abbey. 
I decided to proceed with studies of Drax Hall because of the linkages of Drax estate 
to my earlier studies in Jamaica, excellent preservation of the plantation landscape, 
and outstanding documentation. In particular, this documentation includes a series of 
detailed maps dating back to 1719. These maps show the location of ‘negroe houses’ 
on either side of the estate’s entry road in the location described in Henry Drax’s early 

5 This record is the original version of Henry Drax guide to management of a plantation. While at-
tributed to Jamaica and found among William Drax’s documents at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, in 
reading the document I quickly realized based on references carting sugar to ‘the bridge’ (Bridgetown) 
that it was referring to the management of Drax Hall, Barbados (Drax 16740).

6 As originally designed, the field program was also going to involve a reexamination of the Newton 
Plantation Cemetery.
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treatise on estate management (Drax 1674). With permission of the plantation man-
ager, we carried out a pedestrian survey of one of the plowed cane fields where a village 
was plotted on the early maps. This survey confirmed the presence of clusters of sev-
enteenth through early nineteenth century domestic material remains. Unfortunately, 
soon after the survey began the manager received word from the plantation owner 
in England asking us not to continue our work. Thus, the formal survey came to an 
abrupt halt. Difficulty in getting permission to study Drax Hall, Barbados combined 
with other opportunities brought my research in Barbados to an extended hiatus.7

Almost two decades later, encouraged by Jonathan Finch (York University), who 
was interested in exploring sites associated with the Lascelles family in Barbados, I re-
turned to Barbados in 2010 and worked with him on a study of The Mount Plantation, 
St. George (Finch et al. 2013). This project caused me to rethink my initial research 
interest in Barbados. I refocused my objectives to explore not only the early sugar era, 
but also the cultural landscape that preceded sugar production. This reframing includ-
ed a focus on the pre-sugar era and changes associated with the shift to sugar, slavery, 
and capitalism.

The Hapcott Map of 1646: Recognition and Reconnaissance
This study began with a review of documents aimed at finding sites where the material 
record of the pre-sugar era survived in the ground. At the time, I had never heard of 
Trents Plantation. A map produced by John Hapcott in 1646, housed at the John 
Carter Brown Library at Brown University, was critical to the study (Hapcott 1646; 
Armstrong et al. 2013). The Hapcott map served as a ‘Rosetta Stone’, projecting an 
overlay of information from two eras and capturing a landscape in transition to sugar. 
The map captures the layout of small-scale cotton, tobacco, and provision farms, and 
presents an overlay of newly surveyed boundary lines of a planned sugar estate. Text 
on the map describes funding from financial backers in London that led to the trans-
formation of the property into a 300-acre sugar estate. The change dramatically altered 
the cultural and physical landscape of Trents at a time when similar changes in the 
physical and cultural landscape were taking place across the island. The sugar boom in 
Barbados, with its revolutionary scale of economic success and dramatic, albeit tragic, 
shift to a reliance on enslaved laborers from Africa, led to a rush to sugar and slavery 
throughout the Caribbean; a change that had global consequences.

After researching early plantations in the Barbados Archives, I knew that the small, 
and irregularly shaped 10 to 20-acre farms depicted on the Hapcott map projected 
the layout of pre-sugar era estates; however, I did not know exactly where this estate 
was located until we used GIS to overlay the Hapcott map on a modern topographic 

7 Fortunately, simultaneous to my disappointment in Barbados a new opportunity that began with 
a passionate request from a black descendant of the East End Community of St. John, to examine 
the abandoned where he was born and where blacks had ‘always lived free.’ On the way back from 
Barbados, I visited St. John, United States Virgin Islands (formerly the Danish West Indies), and 
examined the well-preserved ruins of a eighteenth and nineteenth century free black community that 
was in the process of being destroyed by rapid development. As a result, I redirected my energies away 
from Barbados for more than a decade and a half (Armstrong 2003).
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map.8 Using GIS, we quickly identified key structures and features in the landscape, 
including the St. James Parish Church and the mansion house at Trents Plantation. 
Both are still in the exact locations shown on the 1646 map. Using this map as a guide, 
we tested the south side of the mansion house and re-discovered deep and stratified 
cultural deposit that included pre-sugar, early sugar, and later seventeenth to early 
nineteenth-century cultural deposits (Locus 1).9

8 This initial effort was greatly assisted by Karl Watson, Matthew Reilly, and Katherine Hicks.
9 The site is recorded at the Barbados Museum and Historical Society as IBS3 (Barbados, St. James, 

number 3).

Figure 7.1. John Hapcott Map, 1647 (John Carter Brown Library).
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Figure 7.2. Trents Plantation: GIS Overlay of 1646 Hapcott Map (JCB 1646) on 1986 ODS Map.

Figure 7.3. Composite Map of survey and excavation areas (overlain on digitized version of the 1646 
Hapcott map and 1986 ODS topographic map of Barbados.
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Historical Context for Trents and the Early English Colony in 
Barbados
The initial colonial settlers in Barbados included Captains John and Henry Powell, 
who made landfall on Barbados in 1625 after having been blown off course on a return 
trip from interactions with the Dutch mariners and settlers in South American while 
working for their employer, William Courteen (Harlow 1925). The Powells noted that 
while the island was uninhabited in 1625, there was evidence of previous indigenous 
settlement. Research on the island’s Indigenous settlements indicate a variety of coastal 
and inland sites occupied from 1750 BC to just before colonial settlement in 1627 
(Drewett 2002; 2007). The Spanish, and possibly the Portuguese, used the island for 
provisions, including hogs, which were left on the island to multiply. The Spanish 
also raided many of the islands of the Eastern Caribbean for indigenous laborers for 
their settlements in the Greater Antilles. These raids probably account for the island’s 
abandonment by the first decades of the seventeenth century.

‘Fort Plantation’, known today as Trents, was founded in 1627 along with four 
other plantations as part of the initial English settlement of Barbados (Harlow 1925).10 
The colonists included experienced mariners who had been involved in trade. The 
group also included ten enslaved Africans, apparently captured by the English from a 
Portuguese vessel on the passage to Barbados (Harlow 1925). The initial settlement re-
ceived financial backing from William Courteen and his Anglo-Dutch firm, Courteen 
and Co., which had ties to Zeeland, Netherlands and the Dutch West India Company 
(WIC).11 Courteen’s company already had a primary interest in the Dutch settlement 
of New Zeeland on the Essequibo River in Guiana.12 Significantly, New Zeeland’s fi-
nancial structure was organized around supplying provisions, cuttings, and seeds, pro-
duced by the Indigenous Guianese of the region, to an expanding array of new colonies 
in the Americas, including the Virginia Colony and the new settlement in Barbados.

Two weeks after arriving in Barbados, expedition head, Captain Henry Powell, 
left his nephew, John Powell, in charge of clearing land and headed to the Courteen 
financed Dutch settlement (New Zeeland) on the Essequibo River in Guiana.13 This 
trip had the dual purpose of taking needed supplies to Essequibo, and collecting roots, 
cuttings, and seeds for the new Barbados settlement. When in Guiana, Powell went 
up the river to obtain more plantings. As he returned he was pursued by a group of 
Indigenous Guianese, from the group with whom he had just traded. They indicated 
to Powell that they wanted to go with him to Barbados:

10 The expedition, funded by William Courteen, landed at Jamestown, now Holetown, in Barbados on 
February 17th, 1627 (Harlow 1925: xxix). Trents Plantation was initially the residence of John Powell, 
and through the years it has been known variously as Fort, Charles Fort, Fletchers, Flech (Ligon 
[map] 1657), Dyer, Gibbs and Afflick, Trents, Ovens Mouth, and Innes (Shilstone 1942; Thomas 
1954; Barrallier 1825).

11 The Dutch connection to the early settlement is discussed in detail in Armstrong 2019.
12 The Essequibo settlement had been founded in 1616, and by 1627 it had over a decade of established 

trade relations with indigenous groups in Guiana.
13 The trip is sometimes mistakenly described as being in response to pending starvation. However, they 

had just arrived, and the trip to deliver goods and collect supplies and provisions from Essequibo was 
clearly planned and part of the business strategy.
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‘…they did perceive by the things that I had bought of them that I was bound to 
plant an Island that lay to the northward of them and that they had relation from 
their forefathers that had been upon an island that way that was not inhabited 
and they described the manner of the island to me. And that they had a desire to 
go with me as free people to manure those fruits and that I should allow them a 
piece of land, the which I did and they would manure those fruits and bring up 
their children to Christianity, and that we might drive a constant trade between 
that island and the Main for there was many more of the Indians of that place that 
had a desire for to come for that island the next year if I would come there again. 
And some of them that I brought were the wives and children of men that tarried 
behind and sent their wives and children with me…’ (Powell 1652 in Harlow 
1925: 36-38).

Their decision to join Powell’s group can be seen as a means of gaining favor with 
the Dutch Governor. It is also possible that this group, described as ‘Arawaks’, may 
have been refugees from the Caribbean islands. Support for this idea can be found in 
Powell’s statement that the leader of the group told him that:

‘…they had relations from their forefathers that had been upon an island that 
way…’ (Powell 1652 in Harlow 1925: 36-38).

By agreement, the Amerindians would teach the English how to clear and plant the 
land, and would bring up their children as Christians. In exchange, they would re-

Figure 7.4. Mills, works, and main house associated with Trents Plantation (identified as 
Oven’s Mouth Plantation) on the 1825 Barrallier map of Barbados. The enslaved laborer 
settlement was discovered to the east (inland) from the plantation works.
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ceive ‘a piece of land’.14 Years later, in a petition to have the contract upheld and the 
Guianese and their dependents freed, Powell argued that:

‘if they did not like the country, or should upon any other occasion desire to go back 
to Essequibo, they should be transported with their reward, which was to be fifty 
pounds sterling in axes, bills, hoes, knives, looking- glasses, and beads.’ (Powell 
1652 in Harlow 1925).

Powell’s party returned to Barbados after six months, with between 30-40 Amerindians 
Harlow 1925). They brought local plants including potatoes, yams (probably both the 
endemic South American Dioscorea trifida and the African cultigen Dioscorea alata, 
which by this time was commonly grown in South America, tobacco, (Nicotiana tub-
acum), maize (Zea mays), cassava (Manihot esculenta), cotton (Gossypium barbadense), 
annotta (Bixi Orellana; used for a valuable red dye, native to South and Central 
America), and pineapples (Ananas comosus; native to Brazil). They also brought back 
an array of Old World plants that had been successfully propagated in Guiana. These 
included citrus fruits and plantains (Musa paradisiaca) as well as cuttings of sugar cane 
(Handler 1977: 197; Watts 1987).

Together, the pioneers set to work planting using slash and burn land clearing prac-
tices and planting strategies organized by the Amerindians from Guiana. The landscape 
of this indigenous based strategy of slash and burn agriculture is illustrated on the 
Hapcott map in the irregular configuration of small tracts of cleared plantings (Hapcott 
1646). This same hillside was visited by Sir Henry Colts in 1631. He observed:

‘There stands a stubb of a tree above two yards high, all ye earth covered black 
with cenders nothing is clear. What digged or weeded for beautye? All are bushes, 
and long grasse, all thinges caryinge ye face of a desolate and disorderly shew to ye 
beholder’ (Colt 1631 in Harlow 1925: 66).

The landscape that Colt observed, and Hapcott (1646) illustrated included a mix of 
Indigenous and European agricultural practices, irregularly shaped fields, and crops 
grown in fields that still contained smoldering tree trunks. While, Colt perceived the 
Indigenous influenced farmscapes as an unordered form of agriculture, the fields that 
he described yielded significant provisions. However, even by 1631 the socio-political 
landscape of the island had changed dramatically. In the four years between Powell’s re-
turn from South America and Colt’s observations, a new regime of English settlers had 
gained control of the island. Courteen’s group had lost control of the island (Harlow 
1925: 66; Dunn 1972).

In 1629, an investment group headed by the Earl of Carlisle (James Hay) gained 
control of the island and organized the settlement of thousands of new colonists. 
The expanding number of settlers cleared land for small farms assisted by indentured 

14 Perhaps Indian Hill Plantation, another of the initial five estates that was settled and planted. Years 
later, in a petition to have the contract upheld, Powell argued that ‘if they did not like the country, 
or should upon any other occasion desire to go back to Essequibo, they should be transported with 
their reward, which was to be fifty pounds sterling in axes, bills, hoes, knives, looking- glasses, and 
beads.’ (Powell 1647).
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European laborers, small numbers of enslaved Africans, and a few Amerindian labor-
ers. By 1630 there were 1,900 colonists. In the early 1630s hundreds of patents were 
let to pioneer farmers, and by then the island population had expanded to several 
thousand people on land that was, at least nominally, divided into between 8,000 and 
11,200 properties (Beckles 2006).

When Carlisle usurped control, Guianese ‘Arawaks’ who came to Barbados with 
Powell were considered unfree, and in 1636 the Barbados Council passed a resolution:

 ‘that Negroes and Indians, that came here to be sold, should serve for life, unless a 
contract was before made to the contrary’ (Bridenbaugh and Bridenbaugh 1972).

From this point forward, through the seventeenth century Indigenous people, like 
Africans, were considered to be enslaved, unless documented otherwise. In fact, it was a 
series of depositions by Henry Powel and others in the 1650s and 1660s that ultimately 
re-gained freedom for the survivors and descendants of the initial Indigenous Guianese 
who came to Barbados in 1627 (Harlow 1925).15

The Indigenous Guianese had a significant impact on the cultural landscape and 
early planting practices at Trents, as confirmed by agricultural practices described by 
Colt (Colt 1631 in Harlow 1925) and by descriptions of indigenous people in Richard 
Ligon’s history of Barbados (1657; also, Handler 1977). Moreover, they may also have 
left a material footprint in the archaeological record at Trents. The archaeological re-
cord contains a distinctive coarse and often burnt/black cooking pot form that is pres-
ent primarily in the earliest pre-sugar era levels (Bloch, this volume). These wares are 
made of local clays and may well have been made, or influenced by, the Indigenous 
Guianese. These variably tempered, thick, and burned cooking pot fragments are all 
but gone from the stratified deposits at Trents by the late 1640s when sugar production 
began. Moreover, by 1641 and 1643, when the first inventories and lists of laborers was 
recorded for Trents, no Indigenous laborers were recorded among the indentured and 
enslaved laborers on the plantation. These inventories were the basis for collateral on 
mortgages that promised to deliver future cash crops or face loss of property. In 1641 
payment was due in a combination of tobacco and cotton, but in 1643 payment was 
due solely in cotton, which had rapidly become the leading cash crop on the island. 
However, the organization of the estate had not shifted significantly, and the laborers 
and planters continued to live in close quarters at and around the mansion house 
(Armstrong and Reilly 2014).16

The Shift to Sugar, Slavery, and Capitalism
In 1630, the Dutch captured the sugar producing Pernambuco region of Brazil from 
the Portuguese opening up a new blend of financial and social structures to an emerg-

15 Much of what we know about this group derives from depositions by Henry Powell and others from 
the initial settler group, who were also interested in recognition of their own ownership rights to 
Barbadian properties (Harlow 1925).

16 BDA Deeds 1643 RB 3(1): 98. Daniel Fletcher was able to secure a loan based on repayment based 
solely on the current cash crop  – cotton, which was to be deposited in a coastal warehouse by a 
specific date in fulfillment of payment of the loan.
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ing sugar agro-industry (Galloway 1989: 78).17 Within two decades of initial settle-
ment, Barbadian planters’ ties with the Dutch facilitated its shift to a sugar economy. 
Early sugar estates in Barbados drew upon a confluence of high prices, dramatically 
expanding markets for sugar, laissez-faire governance, and significant technological 
innovations in both factories (batteries of coppers) and mills (see also Menard 2006; 
Bridenbaugh and Bridenbaugh 1972). New technologies in the 1650s included ver-
tical three-roller mill and then the introduction of Dutch influenced wind powered 
mills. In exchange for contracts for future sugar crops, Barbadian planters had access to 
abundant capital from English and Dutch investors. Rapid growth of the labor-inten-
sive sugar industry required new sources of labor. With rising sugar prices and dramatic 
profits, funds were available to, clear land, build factories, and purchase enslaved labor-
ers from Africa. This further fueled the Atlantic slave trade.

With the shift to sugar, the planters at Trents acquired an expanding number of 
enslaved laborers from Africa. As a result, a new enslaved laborer settlement (Locus 2) 
was started by 1650 in an area separated from the planter’s house (Locus 1). The vil-
lage was located across a steep gully inland (east) from mansion house. The shift to 
sugar also led to the construction of agro-industrial core for the estate, including new 
sugar processing works consisting of windmills, boiling factory, and curing house. The 
works were constructed to the northwest of the mansion (Figures 7.3-7.4). The village 
became the home of an increasing number of enslaved laborers. Deeds show 50 en-
slaved laborers in 1722 (BDA Deeds 1722), 18 160 in 1743 (BDA Wills 1743), and 
167 in 1834 when an inventory was compiled in anticipation of emancipation (UCL 
2013).19 While some enslaved servants, grooms, and skilled factory workers continued 
to live within the mansion complex, most laborers lived in this separate settlement 
until emancipation.

Upon emancipation, many of the workers continued to work on the plantation 
as contracted wage laborers. However, at Trents and across the island, villages were 
removed from their position near works and planter’s residences. Prior to emancipa-
tion, the enslaved laborers had gained ownership rights to their physical houses and 
material property, but not the land on which they were built. Tenants rented small 
parcels of land from the estate in a new settlement, called Trents Tenantry, located 
along the main coastal road, away from the plantation works (Figure 7.3).20 The 
survival of house platforms suggests that the small chattel houses were picked up, 
and moved to the new tenantry.

17 The Dutch attempted to seize the Brazilian city of Salvador in Bahia in 1624-1625. In 1630 they 
returned and captured Recife, and then expanded their holdings along the coast, holding some until 
1654 (Galloway 1989: 78).

18 This probably represents only half of the enslaved laborer population as the list defines those owned 
by only one of two daughters (and their husbands) who inherited the estate.

19 A list of enslaved laborers at Trents Plantation is included in the inventory of the transfer of owner-
ship from Henry Gibbes to Reverend William Trent (BDA Deeds 1733). The 1834 ‘Register of Slaves 
of John Constantine Trent, owner of Oven’s Mouth (Trents) Plantation is available on-line as part of 
the UCL database. It lists a total of 167 enslaved laborers including 77 men and 90 women, all of 
whom were born in Barbados (UCL 2013).

20 This settlement still exists and is currently expanding. Tenants continued to pay rent to the plantation 
owners into the late twentieth century. Recently many of the small, wooden, chattel house cottages 
have been replaced by much larger cement block structures.



168 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

Significantly, the village at Trents is the only known enslaved laborer settlement 
that was not plowed at emancipation. The reasons that ruins of this community were 
undisturbed are complex. The positioning of the planter’s house and industrial yard 
dates to a pre-sugar era of pioneer settlement. By way of comparison, the surviving 
main house at Drax Hall dates to the 1650s (sugar era) and represents a post-sugar era 
reorganization. Paul Campbell documents a similar post-sugar era reorganization for 
Kendal Plantation (1993). In contrast, the planter house at Trents was established with 
the initial settlement in the 1620s. The planter’s house was positioned defensively with 
an expansive view. It was bordered on three sides by steeply sloped hills and gullies, 
which provided a margin of protection from the threat of invasion during its early years 
(see Hicks 2007).

The movement of the majority of laborers across a gully to the adjacent hill provid-
ed space for the expanding labor force. It also provided spatial separation of the African 
laborer at a time when the economic and social gulf between laborers and planters 
expanded. This land used was not suitable for sugar production as it also contained 
limestone quarries. Hence, even after the village moved, the foundations of these house 
sites were never plowed or disturbed.

Archaeology of the Pre-Sugar Small Farm Setting (Locus 1: 
1620s-1640s contexts)
The planter’s mansion and yard complex (Locus 1) contains stratified deposits dating 
from the initial colonial settlement of Barbados to the present. Deeply stratified depos-
its (220 cm), just to the west of the mansion house, contain evidence of the pre-sugar 
era settlement (1620s-1640s) as well as sequential deposits dating to the early sugar 
period (1640s-1680s) on through the period of emancipation, and up to the present. 
The early, pre-sugar era deposits (1627-1640s) include sparse, yet significant, materials 
associated with early pioneer planters and laborers (indentured and enslaved). In the 
early years, the planters and laborers lived together, or in close proximity near the 
mansion house (Locus 1). During the pre-sugar era the farm consisted of the planter 
family, along with a changing array of no more than fourteen indentured and enslaved 
laborers. The laborers included Europeans, Africans, and possibly Indigenous ‘Arawak’ 
laborers from Guiana (Harlow 1925).

The early to mid-seventeenth century, pre-sugar materials, reflect limited access 
to goods and little sign of affluence. There is a sparse array of tin enamel plates and 
bowls along with Chinese porcelain, fragments of Bellarmine stoneware jars, and small 
amounts of both case and free blown bottles. In addition, there is an array of coarse 
earthenware, including Barbadian made wares that project both wheel and hand thrown 
vessels. However, one type, a thick, heavily tempered, burned, cooking pot form, ap-
pears in the early deposits, but quickly decreases in quantity and disappears from later 
deposits (Figure 7.5). Laser Ablation (LA-ICP-MS) chemical characterization indicates 
that these wares were made in Barbados (Bloch et al. 2017; Bloch, this volume). This 
type of earthenware is distinctly different from late period Barbadian Amerindian 
wares reported by Peter Drewett from the Heywoods site, near Speightstown, and from 
materials excavated from a site along the coast at Holetown (Drewett 2007; 2000). 
A few of this type of sherd were found in the lower deposits in the enslaved village 
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(Locus 2), and at the shelter area outside Trents Cave (Locus 3). However, they are not 
present in the upper levels of either site. These wares may have been made early in the 
habitation sequence by the Guianese ‘Arawaks’ who helped to establish the plantation 
beginning in the 1620s. The later absence of these wares is consistent with inventories 
that indicate that the Amerindians were no longer present by the early 1640s.

The paucity of material remains from the early deposits is consistent with inven-
tory records from other pre-sugar era plantations on the island (Table 7.2). The early 
inventories are often very detailed but brief given the limited quantity of possessions. 
They tend to list virtually every item in the possession of the owner, from cotton ham-
mocks to simple cotton gins, and they include things like old wood working tools, 
and the number of ceramics and bottles (Armstrong 2019). The inventories often in-
dicate ownership of one or two bottles, which were reused until broken. For example, 
a mortgage granted to Thomas Waller on a small tobacco and cotton plantation in St. 
Lucy notes the exclusion of personal property consisting of one chest, one trunk, one 
hammock and ‘wearing clothes’.21 The inventory goes on to list possessions including:

‘three muskets, a fowling piece, one brass kettle, two hoes, four bills, one broad 
axe, several plains and joiners, a chisel, a gouge, two augers, 50 foot of boards, 
one lamp, one water cask and salt barrel, one stone jug, five wooden platters, five 
spoons, one ladle and half tub, and one case of empty bottles’ (Armstrong 2019).22

At Trents, the owners of the estate were relatively more well off than many of their 
neighbors. An inventory of owner Daniell Fletcher in 1641 lists 14 indentured labor-
ers.23 The inventory groups most of the types of artifacts that we recovered from the site 
as ‘household goods’ without itemization and goes on to describe the ‘…stock, tools, 
arms, and household goods’ including:

‘one bull, three young cattle, ten old sows. one boare, ten of the goates now in the 
plantation, thirty of the turkeys now upon the plantation, nine old howes and 
cooke and other to make up the same number, ten other fowls on the plantation, 
one large copper, two iron pots, all the pewter on the plantation, all the tools or 
whatever kind belonging to the plantation, a table cloth and twelve table napkins, 
all the tables boards forms and stools, one hammock for sake of the servants, one 
muskette.’ 24

Items that were listed, like one large copper, two iron pots, and all the pewter of the 
plantation did not find their way into the archaeological middens.

21 BDA, RB3/ Deeds 1/228-2296, Thomas Waller, 6 November 1643.
22 BDA, RB3/ Deeds 1/228-2296, Thomas Waller, 6 November 1643.
23 The names and terms of indenture for these laborers is reported in Armstrong and Reilly (2014; BDA 

RB6, Deeds: 2/288-289, Daniell Fletcher grantor, May 3, 1641).
24 BDA RB6, Deeds: 2/288-289, Daniell Fletcher grantor, May 3, 1641.
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Two years later an inventory shows Fletcher takes out another mortgage.25 This 
inventory shows that the internal social organization of the plantation was in flux, 
even before sugar production began. This inventory lists 13 laborers, five of whom are 
indentured and eight who are enslaved Africans (Armstrong and Reilly 2014).26 This 
inventory provides more detail in relation to household goods, listing:

‘….1 mare, 12 head of cattle, 1 mare, 1 colt, 5 sowes, 1 boare, 11 hamackoes, 
1 Spanish duck, 1 horse, 2 whipsawes, 11 musketts, 2 bibles, 1 pewter basin, 1 
pewter pint pott, 5 howes, 4 bills, 1 axes, 1 jug, 1 table cloth, 6 napkins, 1 copper, 
1 frying pan, 1 batinge iron, 2 iron pots, 1 brass grater, 11 old pewter plates, 4 old 
pewter platters, 1 engine [cotton gin], 1 broad axe.’ 27

The record of goods in the inventory includes many items that were either consumed 
or retained. The archaeological record projects dietary evidence of many of the animals 
listed (see also Wallman this volume). Significantly, the listing of an engine, or cotton 
gin, shows a shift towards a cash crop and the mortgage defines the terms of repayment 
of the loan in terms of pounds of cotton. The archaeological record holds the com-
bined material record of planters and laborers, of the pre-sugar era. The archaeological 
record along with the written inventory of goods shows a relative dearth of material 
possessions.

The Shift to Sugar: Changes in the Cultural Landscape and 
Material Culture
Archaeological evidence of the sugar-era landscape in the Caribbean has been discussed 
by many archaeologists (including Armstrong 1990; Delle 2011; Handler and Lange 
1978; Handler et al. 1989; Hauser 2008; Haviser 1999; Hicks 2007; Higman 1998; 
Howson 1990; and Kelly 1989; Meniketti 2015). Meniketti’s study, which focuses on 
the broader plantation landscape of Nevis, presents a similar argument related to the 
important transformative role of capitalism to the cultural landscape during the period 
of slavery, but does not directly link that change to the material record of those who 
lived and worked on the estate. Collectively, these studies have focused on the cultural 
landscape of the era following the emergence of sugar as a cash crop and have concen-
trated on social relations, including the inherent systems of inequality and harsh bru-
tality of slavery, as well as counter forces of creativity transformation, and ethnogenesis 
among the laboring population and emergent island communities of the Caribbean. In 
designing this study, I wanted to examine the pre-sugar era so as to better understand 
the dramatic contrast represented by the shift to sugar, agro-industry, capitalism, and 

25 This was an era of growing financial speculation aimed at securing profits from contracts on cotton. 
This type of transaction shows that even before sugar swept the island into large-scale capitalistic 
marketing of cash crops, Barbados was already experimenting with this form of capitalism.

26 BDA RB6, Deeds: 1/92, Daniel Fletcher Grantee, Sept 15, 1643). Daniel Fletcher had obtained 
the enslaved laborers as part of a separate land transaction that included the enslaved African lab-
orers as part of a property transaction and they were apparently then moved to what was then ‘Fort 
Plantation’.

27 BDA, RB6, Deeds 1/92, Daniel Fletcher Grantee, Sept 15, 1643.



171ARmSTRONG

the related shift from indentured to enslaved laborers, primarily Africans, but also 
including indigenous laborers (Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Armstrong 2015a; see also 
Hicks 2007 and Meniketti 2015). The backdrop of capitalistic enterprise, and global 
economic networks, provides a means of understanding how the archaeological record 
at the local site level (at Trents) is linked with much broader social and economic 
patterns of the era.

The cultural and physical landscape of the estate changes dramatically with the shift 
to sugar with the creation of a separate enslaved laborer settlement for the growing 
number of enslaved Africans, the construction of the sugar works, and the clearing 
of forests and planting of sugar cane. The comparative analysis artifacts from the site 
allows a closer look at plantation life.

The Material Record of the Planter Household (post-1650)
In contrast to the pre-sugar era, the archaeological record shows an abundance of mate-
rial goods, including both expensive imported wares, and less expensive domestic wares 
in cultural deposits associated with the planter household. Fortunately, the position 
of the mansion house remained constant as the buildings associated with sugar works 
expanded. Hence, new layers added on top of the pre-sugar era deposits, project the 
discarded and broken wares that built up over the seventeenth century. The material 
record of the planter’s household includes items used by not only the planter family, 

Figure 7.5. Domestic ‘Type 1’ earthenware. These wares appear primarily in the earliest 
deposits of the pre-sugar era midden at Trents Plantation (Locus 1). These wares may have 
been made by Indigenous Guianese who played a critical role in the early pioneer settlement of 
Barbados (Douglas Armstrong).

2 cm
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but those who lived and worked around the house including indentured laborers, and 
enslaved laborers including servants. These people cooked the food and cleaned the 
cloths of the planter family. The items that these laborers used, and broke, are also 
included in the planter assemblage. Significantly, the material record of the planter 
household is distinctly different from the types of materials listed in the post-1640 
plantation inventories, as these items now constitute only a minuscule fragment of the 

Figure 7.6. Location of house sites on map showing distribution of ceramics across the enslaved 
laborer settlement at Trents Plantation (Locus 2; plotted using Surfer). Excavated house areas 
are circled and house area designations are numbered. Also, note positioning of outlines of 
limestone quarry sites on the eastern boundary of the site (Douglas Armstrong).
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Figure 7.7. House platform area at house area 1 (HA1, Locus 2) showing cluster of slipware sherds on floor 
surface. Slipware included a cluster of sgrafitto slipware. House site also yielded a wide range of glazed 
domestic earthenware (Douglas Armstrong).

1 cm

Figure 7.8. Gaming pieces, 
HA2. Locus 2, Each of the 
gaming pieces recovered 
from this house area appear 
to have been broken during 
manufacture, suggesting 
that members of this 
household were engaged 
in the production of these 
modified artifacts (Douglas 
Armstrong).

Figure 7.9. Excavations at HA3.1 and HA3.2 (Locus 2). Artifacts include a variety of slipware, domestic 
earthenware, as well as battered flint strike-a-lights (most of those found at this house site were made from 
flint cores), and personal items like this faceted amethyst glass jewel (Douglas Armstrong).
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value of possessions. Even more significant, the material record of the planter house-
hold is dramatically different from that found in the village.

Historical documents identify a dramatic increase in the wealth of the planter house-
hold, the value of the estate, and the number of enslaved laborers employed beginning 
with the expansion of the sugar estate in the late 1640s. The scale of increased affluence is 
so great that most of the domestic items on inventories for the estate in the pre-sugar era 
are simply lumped together under the phase ‘implements of the household’, or omitted. 
Hence, even the fancy and expensive decorated tin glazed plates and bowls, polychrome 
Chinese porcelain; glass crystal stemware, and mullioned window glass are omitted from 
the 1669 inventory of William Dyer. His deed records the value of the land and its 
holdings, including buildings and enslaved laborers, at £6900, sterling.28 In addition 
to the dramatically increased value of the property, the will projects details on surplus 
accumulation and distribution with his two daughters receiving the bulk of the estate 
including the land and the enslaved laborers, and his wife Bridgett receiving: ‘two pearl 
necklaces, a diamond ring, an emerald ring, as well all other rings and jewelry, and her 
wearing apparel, along with an annual payment in sugar’. 29 This emphasis on new forms 

28 The mortgage deed indicates that the property was owned by William Dyer (BDA Deeds RB7/2/156). 
The property had apparently been mortgaged and this deed indicates repayment and the recording of 
a clean title to the property. The price reflects a dramatic increase in the value of the plantation based 
on its shift to sugar. This increase involves the value of the land, based on future production, the value 
of the factory and buildings on the property, and the value of the enslaved labors as chattel property 
bound to the estate.

29 BDA RB7/2/156 William Dyer grantee, 8 October 1669.

Figure 7.10. Excavation of house area HA4 (Locus 2). One of the distinctive artifacts found at the site was a 
spindle-whorl. It was used to spin cotton thread. This artifact was crafted out of a sherd from an industrial 
sugar ware. Its circumference was ground down and a whole was ground at the center. To spin cotton, a 
stick would have been inserted in the hole and the ceramic disk would then serve as a weigh that was dan-
gled and spun. The flint strike-a-light found at this house and yard were all made from flint flakes (Douglas 
Armstrong).
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of displays of conspicuous wealth is further accented by his allocation of £20 sterling was 
allocated for ‘mourning rings to be distributed among my friends. 30

The domestic wares recovered from the seventeenth century era mansion house 
middens include large quantities of tin enamel ware including everything from serving 
bowls and platters to chamber ware, along with ornate overglaze porcelain bowls and 
utilitarian stoneware storage vessels. Some domestic coarse earthenware cooking wares 
are present along with relatively little slipware. The predominance of tin enamelware 
and Chinese porcelain along with expensive stemware, and quantities of free blown on-
ion bottles are indicative of the known high economic status of the planters. In contrast 
to the sparse representation of bottle glass from the pre-sugar era context, during the 
sugar era, bottle glass had become expendable. The presence of cork and bottle wires, 
along with the predominance of nearly whole bottles and large shards, is indicative 
of use and discard rather than use and reuse. Bottles were unwired and uncorked, the 
contents consumed, and the bottles discarded.31

We found evidence of rubble and quantities of items associated with remodeling 
of the mansion with materials dating to the late seventeenth century. These materials 
include an abundance of diamond shaped mullion window glass and lead caming from 
leaded glass windows that were apparently replaced. While it is possible that the reno-

30 BDA RB6/ 212-214, William Dyer, 30 July 1674.
31 This change may be tied to overall changes in consumption and discard practice, but it is in sharp 

contrast with the continued paucity of and evidence of repeated reuse of bottle glass from the adja-
cent enslaved laborer contexts (Locus 2, ISB3-2).

Locus 1 Locus 2

Ceramic and Glass (counts and ratios) 1 2

All ceramics 3629 9045

Imported (refined) ceramic 1216 4870

Earthenware 2413 4175

Domestic 407 3095

All industrial 2011 1036

Sugar industrial (pots and cones) 1865 1028

Tile 146 8

Glass 2933 2168

Total glass and ceramic 6562 11213

Ratio of Glass to Ceramics 80.8% 24.0%

Locus 1 Locus 2

Ceramic Ratios 1 2

% Imported (refined) ceramic to all ceramic 33.5% 53.8%

% Earthenware to all ceramics 66.5% 46.2%

 % Domestic earthenware to all ceramics 11.2% 34.2%

 % Domestic earthenware to all earthenware 16.9% 74.1%

 % Industrial earthenware to all ceramic 55.4% 11.5%

 % Industrial earthenware to all earthenware 83.3% 24.8%

Table 7.1. Ceramic 
and glass (counts and 
ratios).
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vations were stimulated by a traumatic event, such as a hurricane or earthquake, there 
is no record of a specific impact. More likely, the architectural changes, and perhaps 
even some of the discarding of artifacts, relate to the combination of changing stylistic 
modes coupled with access to the finances to support design changes. From 1722 
until 1844 (after emancipation) the estate was held by succeeding generations of the 
Trents family).32 However, the Trents family owned several properties, a town house in 
Speightstown, and spent time in England, so the plantation probably operated under 
absentee management. While the archaeological record shows a gradual accumulation 
of domestic wares and refuse associated with eighteenth and nineteenth century depos-
its there were no major episodes of accumulation, indicating no major design changes 
in the adjacent structure or purges of material goods and less direct planter supervision 
of the estate than in the seventeenth century.

After emancipation, the estate continued operating as a sugar estate but changed 
management several times in the twentieth century. The fact that much of the core 
of the estate remains intact results in part from the acquisition of Trents Plantation 
by the Panama Progressive Society, a cooperative trust formed by Barbadian laborers 
who set up and operated the funds in Panama. In 1941, this group reinvested funds 
in Barbados through the purchase of six plantations (Marshall 2012). According to 
Woodville Marshall, the purchase was celebrated at Trents Great House. The purchase 
of Trents, and the five other estates, placed blacks as the owners of key Barbadian 
plantations. They were now ‘sleeping in the house where white people used to live’ and 
owners of estates upon which persons of African descent had been held in bondage.

The timing of the Panama Progressive Society in Barbados was bad given declines in 
the price of sugar and managerial problems that may have involved both poor manage-
ment and problems associated with confronting social and racial barriers in Barbadian 
society. Ultimately, the plantation was sold by the society for a profit in 1970 (Marshall 
2012: 59; Carter 2016). The core of the plantation, including the mansion and the 
acreage upon which the enslaved laborer settlement stood remain intact, and the estate 
continues to be black owned.

Enslaved Laborer Settlement (Locus 2)
The enslaved laborer settlement (Locus 2) was identified during an exploratory survey 
of the site in 2014. The survey identified quantities of seventeenth to early nineteenth 
century domestic ceramics and glass as well as the presence of a series of house plat-
forms, and stone foundations. The northwest corner of the settlement probably served 
as a plantation cross-roads, as five plantation roads and paths converge, including a for-
mer path that led up to this flat point from the gully that separates the village (Locus 2) 
from the mansion house and works complex (Locus 1). The village extends south for 
120 meters on the hill slope on the east side of the gully from the cross-road south. It 
has a width of 40 meters at the north end and 80 on the south end. At the top of the 
hill there are a series of limestone quarries running from north to south and another 
series of quarries mark much of the southern boundary of the site. Cane was grown on 

32 The property had changed hands in 1669 when it was acquired by William Dyer. It was then passed on 
to Dyer’s daughters and the Gibbes and Afflick families in 1674, and then to the Trents family in 1722.
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the flat plateau above the village and quarries and the fields to the south of the site. In 
some ways this site is consistent with other enslaved laborer villages found in Barbados, 
and throughout the Caribbean. It is located near the center of the plantation and near 
the works where labor was required to plant, tend, harvest, and process the sugar crop 
(see Armstrong 1990; Armstrong and Kelly 2000; Finch et al. 2013; Handler et al. 
1989). The Trents village site was abandoned at emancipation, but unlike other villages 
it was not plowed for cane. As discussed earlier, at emancipation many of its houses 
were simply picked up and moved to Trents Tenantry.

Intensive survey and excavations of the village (Locus 2) was carried out between 
2014 and 2016. The survey involved cutting transects through dense brush and trees 
to gain access to the hillsides and to plot the distribution of artifacts and the array of 
stone features marking house sites. We established a 10x10-meter grid and excavated 
122 shovel test pits (or STPs). The distribution of ceramics from across the site shows 
concentrations that were often associated with lines and groupings of rock marking 
house foundations (Figure 7.6).

Based on data generated by the survey five of fourteen well-defined house and yard 
areas were more intensively excavated. We initially selected four house-yard areas for 
excavation based on a combination of factors including residual evidence of structures, 
the quantity of material recovered from adjacent shovel test excavations, and the time 
periods represented by the materials present, and ultimately realized that one house site 
involved two distinct living areas, adding a fifth separate house and yard to the sample. 
House Area 1 (HA1) has two structures and associated middens (Figures 7.6-7). This 
house-yard area is situated on the hillside near the cross-roads area at the northwest 
corner of the village. House area 1 (HA1) was built atop a limestone outcrop feature. 
Surface materials date to the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century. When this 
site was excavated we found a distinctive, well-stratified, floor with clusters of artifacts, 
including sgrafitto slipware dating to the late-seventeenth and early-eighteen centuries. 
House Area 2 (HA2) also consists of a pair of structures and surrounding yard. One 
structure sat atop a limestone outcrop (Figures 7.6 and 7.8). The other is indicated by a 
cluster of limestone pebbles. Finer gained marl associated with daub/mortar apparently 

Planter (Locus 1) -Earthenware (counts)- Pre-1650 contexts (Levels 11-14

All Domestic Industrial Type 1 (burned)

Level 11 24 7 17 0

Level 12 9 4 5 2

Level 13 6 6 0 4

Level 14 7 7 0 5

46 24 22 11

Planter (Locus 1)- Ceramics (refined), Pre 1650 contexts (Levels 11-14)

Porcelain 14

Stoneware 2

Refined earthenware 2

Delft 36

Total 54

Table 7.2. 
Pre-1650-
era ceramics 
(Locus 1).
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having washed away. This house dates to the later-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
century. An interesting feature of the site is the presence of three gaming pieces that 
appear to have been broken during manufacture, suggesting local craft production 
(Figure 7.8). Both HA1 and HA2 are easily discerned in the landscape by breaks in the 
slope of the hill and large numbers of domestic artifacts on the surface.

As excavation progressed, an area initially defined as house 3 (HA3) was rede-
fined to represent two discrete houses and yards (HA3.1 and HA3.2). House Area 3.1 
(HA3.1) is located on top of the ridge at the edge of the gully. It was defined primarily 
by the density of ceramics found in shovel tests and evidence of long-term, or recur-
rent, occupation beginning in the seventeenth century (Figure 7.9). As we continued 
to explore the area we found a deep deposit of artifacts dating to the late-seventeenth 
century in a flat platform area about 5 meters down a steep slope on the side of the 
gully (HA3.2). This house is positioned adjacent to the only climbable break in the 
cliff face on the village side of the gully. 33 At a depth of 60-70 cm we found a floor 
of limestone rock on which there was a dense scatter of ceramics and domestic wares. 
This house site contained significant numbers of domestic earthenware bowls and pots, 
some of which had incised decoration. The material also included beads and faceted 
glass jewels. At this house site the flint strike-a-lights were all battered flint cores. In 
contrast at HA4 all of the flint-strike-a-lights were made from flakes.34

House Area 4 (HA4) is located alongside an old roadbed that we found during 
the survey (Figure 7.10). The majority of material from this house site date from the 
mid-eighteenth century to the early-nineteenth century with some earlier material. 
The presence of rock that probably functioned as foundation stones, suggests a struc-
ture built atop a platform (as with structures on platforms and HA1 and HA2). The 
flint strike-a-lights at this house area were all small, flaked flint (in contrast with HA3 
where they utilized cores). While the people at each house site made use of flint strike-
a-light, the fact that the people at HA4 used only flakes while the flint strike-a-lights 
at HA3.1 and 3.2 were cores suggests a household-based difference in access to or 
selection of materials.

A spindle-whorl shows that the residents were engaged in modifying materials for 
their own purposes. Spindle whorls were used for the spinning of cotton, a product 
of the estate from its earliest days, and may have continued as a minor crop on the 
property during the period in which sugar became the principal crop. All five houses 
feature a wide range of domestic materials including imported ceramics and domes-
tic coarse earthenware. There is almost no industrial earthenware (sugar wares) at the 
north end of the site, but some are present at the southern end of the site. In all areas, 
the proportion of domestic earthenware outnumbers the industrial wares by a ratio of 
at least 5 to 1.

33 Its position suggests it may have served as a gateway house to the cave and shelter that we found at 
the bottom of the gully (Armstrong 2015b).

34 The flint was struck against iron to create sparks that started fires. Cores represent flint rocks from 
which have had small flakes knocked off. Most of those found at the village are relatively small nod-
ules (less than 4 to 5 cm maximum length). Flint flake tools are made from relatively large flakes that 
have been knocked off cores. These are slightly smaller than the cores present, they show cleaving on 
most sides, and (in contrast to the cores) have little unmodified surface area.
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The materials form the enslaved laborer settlement project a long period of occupa-
tion from the mid-seventeenth century until emancipation at which point the site was 
clearly abandoned, with considerable materials left in place. The quantity of materials 
from across the village (Locus 2) increases through the period of occupation, perhaps 
related to the increase of population in the eighteenth century, but probably more 
closely related to an increased access to items like industrially produced imported wares 
in the laborer village during the later years of its occupation (Table 7.1).

Summary of Findings and New Directions
The study of Trents plantation explores the founding of the early English settlement 
in Barbados as well as the transition from small-farms to an agro-industrial plantation 
economy based on sugar, slavery, and capitalism (Armstrong 2019). The study of Trents 
Plantation provides a strong, data driven, example for the importance of the shift to 
capitalism in the mid-seventeenth century. The English colony relied on the support of 
investment capital. Even in the pre-sugar era, social and financial interactions relied on 
capital production and trade. Plantations like Trents, were established with the hope 
of returns on investment. Lands were cleared and an array of provision and cash crops 
were grown. At Trents they tried to generate a profit growing tobacco; but shifted their 
focus to cotton by the early 1640s. Based on the prospect of profitable delivery of 
cotton they were able to secure loans to be repaid with future cotton crops. In 1641, 
the plantation owner was able to acquire eight enslaved Africans to replace indentured 
laborers whose contracts had expired. However, even with the shift to cotton, the basic 
scale of operation, and profits, were little changed. Access to material goods was limited 
by the small scale of the operation (and resulting profits), and items found in the site 
were sparse and well used. Planter and laborers continued to live within the same house 
compound and, while the records suggest they had ample food, there is little evidence 
of affluence or social differentiation.

The pioneers at Trents, learned to grow regional foods with the assistance of 
‘Arawaks’ from Guiana, who came to Barbados under terms of indenture, but who, 
as the result of change in control of the island, were redefined as slaves. Thus, by the 
early 1640s Amerindians were absent from the plantation. However, in the initial years 
of settlement, the ‘Arawaks’ were instrumental in survival by sharing their knowledge 
of propagation regional plants. The earliest levels of the site contain Barbadian made 
ceramics that project Indigenous practices.

The revolutionary shift to sugar and slavery changed the cultural and economic 
landscape. Trents, like much of Barbados, shifted to production of a very lucrative cash 
crop, sugar, using a capitalistic system of capital investment, commodity production, 
and loans that involved a commitment to supply the next year’s crop in exchange for 
a capital advance that was used to buy enslaved labor, clear fields, and build industrial 
sugar processing works. The economic rewards for a successful harvest were dramatic. 
Planters got rich and reinvested in modifications to their plantations. They also invest-
ed in storehouses, ships, and an array of material goods.

The study of Trents, tracks a successful plantation through generations of planters 
and hundreds of laborers over nearly four centuries. The archaeological record of the 
shift to sugar demonstrates a rapid accumulation of material wealth for the planter and 
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the expansion of social divides on the plantation. This is indicated by changes in the 
physical landscape, shifts in labor relations, and an abundance of expensive wares in 
the midden associated with the planter’s residence. We found Chinese porcelain, hand 
painted delft, cut crystal wine glasses, and a change in the use of bottles that were once 
scarce, prized and reused, to items that were simply open to consume the alcoholic 
beverage and discarded. However, even as the site demonstrates success for some, many 
small planters who had worked small plots did not have sufficient land to generate 
capital. Most of the small land holders sold or lost their land, which was consolidated 
among a smaller number of planters with growing financial and social capital.

The shift to sugar also involves a dramatic, and tragic, shift in the role and condi-
tion of laborers. Former indentured laborers had limited access to land and were forced 
to accept low-level managerial roles. Many moved off the plantation to marginal lands, 
growing urban areas like Bridgetown, or simply left the island. The Amerindians who 
had under contract from Guiana, were enslaved and the plantations came to rely on 
large numbers of enslaved laborers from Africa to produce the lucrative cash crop.

The most significant change associated with the shift to sugar is the move to a 
reliance on enslaved Africans. At Trents the shift is marked by changes in the cultural 
and physical landscape. Large numbers of Africans were brought to the island as ‘slaves’ 
purchased by the planters to clear the land as well as to plant, harvest, and process 
sugar. Given the large number of laborers, more space was required and a new enslaved 
laborer settlement was constructed. The movement of the village away from the planter 
house provided a means to enforce greater social segregation between the planter and 
the enslaved. It also reinforced divisions within the labor force between indentured and 
enslaved laborers, and even among African laborers. Africans with specific skills, in-
cluding cooks, house servants, grooms, drivers, blacksmiths and those with knowledge 
in the processing of sugar generally lived in and around the planter house. They had 
access to different clothing and food than those living in the village.

The physical separation of the planter household from the enslaved laborer settle-
ment allows us to examine discrete archaeological samples that project sharp, raw, con-
trasts in access to goods and resources. One area of commonality between the planter 
and laborer households is the presence of a variety of island made domestic cooking 
wares. This is not surprising as the planter’s cooks were enslaved Africans. However, 
in the village we found a much larger proportion of locally made earthenware ves-
sels as well as a broader range of cooking pots, bowls, plates, and water containers. 
Other similarities in the assemblage are few. The planter’s midden included hundreds 
of expensive Chinese porcelain sherds, some with complex polychrome and overglaze 
while the village contained only a few porcelain sherds. The majority of imported 
refined earthenware at the planter’s residence are tin enamel delftware. For comparable 
periods, the majority of imported wears are less expensive slipware. The forms of these 
vessels are also different with large decorated tin enamel bowls and significant numbers 
of chamber pots and wares. In the village, slipware are primarily cup and mug forms. 
The absence of any form of chamberware suggests that rather than having someone 
take out your ‘night soil’ in the morning, the enslaved made their way to the nearby 
fields to relieve themselves. During the later-eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
the predominant imported wares in the village shift to an array of industrial slipped an-
nular (banded) wares, most often in small bowl or mug forms. In contrast the planter 
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household tends to shift to the use of plates made of white stoneware, then creamware 
and pearlware and continues to use both porcelain and delftware.

Even though the planter midden was located within 20 meters of the mansion this 
site, and virtually everywhere within the broader mansion house and works area, had 
an abundance of industrial sugar wares including drip jars and sugar cones. This attests 
to the pervasiveness of sugar production. Some sugar wares, including bases of drip 
jars that may have been used for holding water, were found in the village and even in 
the surrounding fields where cane was grown (perhaps purposely placed in the fields 
to enrich the soil).

There is a marked difference in the quantity and variety of glass and glassware 
found at the planter’s house (Locus 1) and the village (Locus 2). This is evident in the 
quantities and ratios of ceramics and glass in Table 7.1. The planter’s midden has an 
abundance of glass and the village has very little. Glass had been scarce and bottles 
reused until broken. With the shift to sugar, glass of all kinds remained relatively scarce 
within the village. However, for the planter household, all forms of glass, including ex-
pensive stemware, are in abundance. Hundreds of diamond-shape window fragments 
were found in late seventeenth century strata. Their presence reflects a change in win-
dows at the planter’s house to larger panels of window glass that let in more light. In 
contrast, the village site had no glass windows, and no access to nor participation in an 
emerging ‘Georgian’ aesthetic. By almost any measure, quantity, quality, diversity of 
wares, and price the assemblages illustrate the most dramatic of social and economic 
contrasts and project both sharp division between the planter and the enslaved from 
the beginning of the sugar era to emancipation, when the newly freed laborers are 
forced off the plantation.

Research, including a wide range of material analyses, is ongoing. I am current-
ly exploring the broader economic links and social changes that facilitated English 
settlement of the island in the 1620s and further exploring the dramatic economic 
and social shift that took place beginning in the 1640s. Data from Trents are being 
examined in relation to multi-national and global trends of the emerging modern 
world. Two examples of focused analyses based on the Trents data area presented in 
this volume. Diane Wallman presents an analysis of fauna (animal bone and shell) 
from the site (Wallman, this volume). And, Lindsay Bloch has completed LA-ICP-MS 
(Laser Ablation-Inductively Coupled Plasma-Mass Spectrometry) of a sample of 117 
sherds from Trents and Barbados that indicate a Barbadian source for the majority 
of both domestic and industrial wares from the site (Bloch, this volume). However, 
some of the industrial sugar wares cluster with samples from known sources in London 
and Liverpool, indicating the presence of both local and imported sugar wares. The 
domestic wares have a wide array of shapes and functions. They include plain, red 
slipped, and lead glazed varieties that were made on island by local potters along with 
large quantities of industrial sugar wares, tile and brick (Scheid 2015). The quantity 
and variety in domestic earthenware that was used in the households at Trents show 
that they were important materials and part of a significant local pottery production 
system. By the late-eighteenth century, they were being by independent potters, like 
the community of free black potters that established itself at Chalky Mount.

This study is using a multi-scalar, integrated approach that engages the historical 
and cultural complexity at a micro-history, and site-based level, while at the same time 
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exploring regional and global connections and intersections. The material and spatial 
record provide a level of detail that allows for a complex understanding that continually 
draws in new sources and information. Its site based focus allows for rich empirical de-
tail that derive from lives lived and materials used at the individual, household, and site 
level. The objective is to generate a better understanding of an array of complex social 
relations among enslaved and free blacks that have been omitted in formal histories.

I did not know of Trents plantation when the project began, and I knew virtually 
nothing about the people who lived there. Now they have been positioned back into 
the cultural landscape as active players on the plantation, the island, region and world 
and aspects of their lives causes we to ask more questions, explore new relations, and 
find better answers. I cannot imagine the history of Barbados that does not include the 
people of Trents.
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‘A free prospect to the sea’
Framing an urban archaeological biography of 

Speightstown (St Peter Parish)

Niall Finneran, Alexander Gray & Rachel Lichtenstein

Abstract
In comparison with research on plantation sites related in the foregoing chapters, 
archaeological projects within urban environments in the Caribbean have tended to 
be more limited and for the most part have mainly taken the form of rescue excava-
tions. In this chapter three writers from very different intellectual and methodological 
backgrounds bring together the work they have been undertaking at Speightstown (St 
Peter Parish) over the last ten years. Drawing together oral and documentary history, 
archaeological excavation, maritime archaeology and survey and buildings recording 
we present a biography of social and cultural change in a small Barbadian urban setting 
over a three-hundred-year period.

Keywords: Speightstown, urban archaeology, oral history, social history.

Introduction and research context
At Speightstown land and sea are practically interwoven. Writing in the 1650s, the 
English traveler Richard Ligon noted that the plantation houses on this coast faced 
seawards with ‘a free prospect’. A few years later Speightstown would become one of the 
focal interfaces between the fast-developing sugar industries of the hinterland and the 
outside Atlantic markets. This chapter, whilst centered upon the archaeology of a his-
torical townscape also looks inland to the wider landscape context, as well as outwards 
to the sea. Urban settings offer scope for study of the interplay between many differ-
ent individual and communal agents, working within the structuration of emerging 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 189-214.
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New World post-medieval, capitalist economies (cf. Knapp and Van Dommelen 2008; 
Johnson 1989): this cast of players comprises a multi-ethnic and dynamic mélange of 
white planters, African slaves, freed slaves, ‘poor whites’, quietly subversive non-con-
formists and Jewish merchants.

Within the context of the wider Circum-Caribbean region, Kathleen Deagan’s 
work at St Augustine (Florida), has demonstrated how archaeology can recover ma-
terial evidence for diverse and intertwined social identity (Deagan 1983 inter alia). 
At La Isabela and Puerto Real on Hispaniola, we are beginning to understand the 
spatial dynamics of the implanted Spanish urban townscape in an early contact period 
Caribbean island setting (Deagan 1996). In Jamaica, the admittedly unique case study 
of the Pompeii-like Port Royal (Hamilton 2006) sheds light on the subversive and 
counter-cultural worlds of early English Caribbean urban settlement (Mackie 2005). 
In Barbados, archaeological excavations directed by Fred Smith at Holetown (Smith 
2004), and by Fred Smith and Karl Watson in Bridgetown (Smith and Watson 2009), 
although undertaken mainly within the framework of rescue archaeology settings, 
underscore the importance of an archaeological approach to the biography of the 
Caribbean island townscape.

The study presented here belongs within this broad research continuum. Starting 
from the contention that the urban setting in the Caribbean island has long been 
neglected at the expense of the Plantation (Finneran 2013), it is also important to 
recognize the ability of a multi-disciplinary archaeological approach to unveil the nu-
anced backstories of the diverse cast of players who inhabit the urban setting. Having 
established this manifesto, some critique of the underpinning conceptual framework 
is needed. The term ‘archaeology’ does not satisfactorily describe the approach we have 
taken to unraveling Speightstown’s past. This requires some elucidation, and requires 
an overview of the evolution of the project since 2010.

The overall emphasis of the project is interpretative and hermeneutic, demanding 
continual reflection and reflexivity (Boado 2001). The project began in 2010 as a com-
bined community archaeology and training project with the town as its focus. At the 
request of Dr. Sabrina Rampersad of The University of the West Indies, we undertook 
to train a small number of students in approaches as varied as excavation techniques as 
well as buildings and cemetery/memorial recording. University of Winchester archae-
ology and heritage studies students also joined the teams, and at the time of writing 
two masters and two undergraduate dissertations have, at the time of writing, resulted 
from this work. Mr. Connor Thompson Webb, a University of Winchester research 
student has taken over direction of the excavations since 2018.

A training ethos demands a different approach to the archaeological project design; 
progress is slower, and is often more repetitive given the didactic approach (Everill et 
al. 2015). For example, we have re-recorded the memorials of St Peters church at least 
three times, but in a sense, this emphasizes further the value of the hermeneutic epis-
temology. At every stage of our work new vistas and ideas have been revealed. Writing 
the archaeological biography of Speightstown is not a linear process, and nor does it 
focus on excavation alone.

In subsequent years we have developed a program of more overt historic buildings 
analysis and buildings archaeology survey, geophysics and fieldwalking, and broadened 
out churchyard memorial recording to St James (Holetown) and All Saints (Mile and 
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Quarter). We have undertaken limited excavation in small urban lots, gradually reveal-
ing a stratigraphic profile of the townscape. In 2012 we produced a preliminary under-
water archaeology survey of the bay, revealing much about the evolution of relations 
between town and sea. The research design for the Speightstown Project has evolved 
organically and not in a structured manner. Rather than responding to a set series of 
defined research objectives, we have consciously reacted to circumstances in the town 
and beyond (Finneran 2012; 2013).

In 2015 one of the co-authors (RL) joined the team, and the project took an-
other ‘turn’. Rachel Lichtenstein is perhaps better known as a social historian of East 
London’s Jewish community, but her focus here has been on the history of Jewish set-
tlement on Barbados. Lichtenstein’s input saw a re-orientation of the research strategy 
to develop a more social-oral-history methodology alongside extensive archival studies. 
An even greater community emphasis has now developed (cf. Cusick 1995), using 
digital media (Finneran, Hampden and Lathbury this volume, chapter eighteen), and 
perhaps most importantly we have engaged with important local social and economic 
needs, such as heritage tourism (Gray 2016). Our conversations with local stakeholders 
convince us of the importance of the role we have to play as archaeologists and heritage 
professionals.

The historical context of Speightstown
Speightstown (13 degrees 15’ 16’ N; 59 degrees 38’ 27’W) is the second largest town 
on Barbados. Located some 20 kilometers (12.5 miles) to the north of the capital 
Bridgetown in St Peter Parish, it is the most northernmost of the urban settlements 
along the western (Platinum) coast (see Figure 8.1). Beyond Speightstown to the north 
coastal tourism development and associate amenities give way to the open agrarian 
landscapes of northern St Peter Parish and St Lucy. The last population estimate in 
2012 places the town’s population at 2192 inhabitants. It is well known for its histori-
cal fabric and characterful buildings (see Figure 8.2).

A basic historical biography of Speightstown can be constructed through reference 
to wills, deeds and papers in the Barbados Museums, Historical Society journal, and 
material in U.K. archives and institutions (National Archives, London Met Archives, 
SOAS, The British Library), along with oral history testimony (gathered by RL) and 
newspaper clippings in the archive in the Shilstone Library, Barbados Museum (by 
AG). Early descriptions of Barbados, including those of Peter Heylin and Antoine Biet 
fail to mention Speightstown (Heylin 1652:179; Handler 1967). Ligon briefly de-
scribes ‘Spikes Bay’ only as a place notable for its good anchorage (Ligon 1657:25-26; 
In fact, Ligon’s map mis-identifies Spikes Bay with Alleyne’s Bay (north of Holetown)). 
Contemporary accounts of the Parliamentarian assault on ‘Spikes Bay’ in 1651 men-
tion the possibility of ‘firing houses’ there (Cole 1653). The site must therefore have 
been significant enough to merit attention, even though Ligon’s map depicts it as a 
small cluster of houses (Figure 8.3a).

In 1631 Governor Henry Hawley divided the island into four civil precincts, each 
with its own court of common pleas (Poyer 1808:27-28). Although the act does not 
appear to outright state that one of these courts was held in Speightstown, late (eight-
eenth-century) accounts indicate that it was one of five precinct courts, which likely 
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makes it one of the original four, considering the early settlement of plantations along 
the coast as opposed to the interior (Oldmixon 1708:101). In addition to this, in 1645 
Governor Phillip Bell divided the island into ten parishes, and formally established 
a parish church in each (Poyer 1808:35). This fixes the date of the foundation of St 
Peter’s Parochial church and court.

Speightstown appears to have become increasingly urbanized during the late seven-
teenth century. In 1656, Abbé du Terte called Speightstown:

‘a regular city’ with ‘more than a hundred taverns’ (quoted in Southey 1827:15)

and in 1661 Felix Spoeri gave a more reliable account of Speightstown as a:

‘little village… so heavily populated and congested that no land whatsoever is 
available’ (quoted by Gunkel and Handler 1969).

During the sugar boom of the second half of the seventeenth century, agricultural cul-
tivation on the island exploded, and much of the land was cleared for sugar production 
before 1700 (Parker 2011:32-44; Beckles 2006:27-44). This meant that previously 
unworked land in the northern parishes of St Peter, St Lucy and St Andrew, produced 
stock for the international market. Whilst this area was known to be less dominated by 
large scale sugar plantations than the south of the island, this growth, combined with 

Figure 8.1. 
Location of 
Speightstown.
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the poor quality of land links to Bridgetown, necessitated the creation of a trade port 
in the north of the island (Beckles 2006:27-9).

The town’s growth as a mercantile port also appears to be intimately linked to a 
direct trade route with the English city of Bristol, something which a number of histor-
ical accounts have described as Speightstown’s primary pursuit in the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries (Ogilby 1671:379; Sloane MS 2302 1710; Schomburgk 
1848:237). In 1675 a hurricane struck the island and doubtlessly resulted in the de-
struction of much of the town. Another important feature of urban Speightstown, 

Figure 8.2. Historic townscape: view eastwards along Church Street (2015, Niall Finneran).
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Figure 8.3. Selected images 
of historic mapping of 
Speightstown: 3a Ligon 
1657; Forde/Lea 1714 and 
detail; 3c Moll 1722/1736; 
3d Hughes and Jeffreys 
1750; 3e Barrallier 1825; 3f 
Schomburgk 1847.

d.

e.

f.
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which developed during this period, was the settlement of a sizeable Jewish commu-
nity in the town. In the 1650s, conflict between Portugal and the Netherlands in the 
Americas likely drove the emigration of some of the Jewish population of Brazil to 
more stable colonies, like Barbados. John Ogilby’s account of the island describes how 
there were a small number of Jewish merchants operating out of the island under royal 
decree (Ogilby 1671:379).

By the 1680s, there were around 60 Jews living in Speightstown, a community that 
continued to grow into the eighteenth century (Farrar 1942). This Jewish community 
appears to have been a substantial feature of the society. Not only was a synagogue 
built for the largely independent congregation, but they also formed a segment of 
the local militia and created a number of successful merchant ventures in the town, 
(Samuel 1924, Oldmixon 1708:101). Eventually, the Jewish community was allegedly 
driven out of Speightstown by a mob in 1739 as a result of the actions of an American 
confidence trickster named Tom Bell (Bullock 1998). Several historians have described 
this event as the first anti-Semitic incident in the New World, but prejudice against the 
Jewish community living in Barbados had been present since the first settlement (men-
tion increased taxes, restricted engagement in various trades, Jews unable to testify in 
court etc.), challenging older views of a mutually respectful coexistence between the 
Jewish and non-Jewish communities of the Caribbean (Monaco 2009). However re-
cent information has come to light, which posits a new theory as to the possible surviv-
al of the synagogue after its alleged destruction in 1739 and suggests the Speightstown 
synagogue was in fact still standing until the hurricane of 1831 (Lichtenstein 2018).

Speightstown’s growth as a mercantile port fueled the creation of a cosmopolitan 
society and the town became home to a number of different religious and social groups. 
For example, there appears to have been a Quaker community in the town from its 
early history, which received international visitors right through to the mid-eighteenth 
century (Cadbury 1942:83). Whilst most colonial history in the Caribbean has fo-
cused upon slavery in the sugar plantations, in both Bridgetown and Speightstown 
there existed an established urban population of Afro-Caribbeans, running shops and 
small businesses (Beckles 2006:122). This group throughout the slave period, and had 
both a physical and economic impact upon the townscape.

As early as 1708 the trade that had fueled Speightstown’s growth was diminishing:

‘the Bridge [Bridgetown] has lately drawn the most part of the trade thence, and 
the place is falling to decay’ (Oldmixon 1708:101).

The mercantile decline of the town was not immediate or complete. Thomas Walduck 
still described the town as being an important trading port, after Bridgetown (Sloane 
MS 2302 1710), and new piers were being constructed into the mid-nineteenth centu-
ry for the purpose of trade (albeit over shorter distances). However, the town eventually 
moved from a concentration on mercantile activity to one based on a fishing industry 
and boat building (Finneran this volume). Owing to the poor nature of the island road 
system Speightstown also engaged in the transportation of goods to Bridgetown by 
schooner or drogher (Schomburgk 1848:237).

Major events such as the 1780 hurricane (Poyer 1808:450; Schomburgk 
1848:47), the 1819 storm (which washed away settlement around the salt pond 
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area; Schomburgk 1848:52) and the 1831 Great Barbados-Louisiana Hurricane 
(Schomburgk 1848:237) would all have impacted upon the fabric of the town. 
Civil unrest was also a feature of this period; Ashton Hall was burnt down by a 
mob who were protesting against a supposed plan to reintroduce slavery, causing a 
number of affluent white townspeople to flee by schooner to Bridgetown (Beckles 
2006:179-185). From the late nineteenth century until the 1930s, Speightstown 
became home to a small-scale whaling industry that developed in the context of the 
post-emancipation period (Finneran 2016; Finneran this volume, chapter twenty). 
Speightstown was well situated along the humpback whale migratory routes, and 
also had the benefit of an existing maritime infrastructure. Although Speightstown 
had ceased to be a major mercantile port by 1867, when the whalers first began 
operating out of the town, there was still significant maritime infrastructure (Anon 
1935:96; Finneran 2016). In recent decades, Speightstown has enjoyed some success 
as a center for shopping in the northern parishes, although since the building of the 
bypass in the 1980s, this trade has also declined. Today the economic hopes of the 
town rest upon regeneration and tourism, its quixotic history reflected in its histor-
ical townscape and -as we have discovered – in the living memory of its twenty-first 
century inhabitants.

The foregoing historical overview charts the changing fortunes of a small urban cog 
in the wider English/British Caribbean system. Within this physical framework many 
different segments of colonial Barbadian society came together, and left material traces 
of their activities within the fabric of the townscape, creating, adapting and consuming 
a diverse and hybrid material culture, and forming a ‘creolized’ identity (Finneran 
2013). These material traces survive only as fragments, recoverable though a range of 
methodologies. Our first approach is to consider a special category of historical doc-
ument that is of considerable utility to the landscape archaeologist: historic mapping.

Historical mapping and urban archaeology (see Table 8.1 for 
references to the maps)
There are neither detailed historical accounts of the town nor paintings that allow us to 
identify actual buildings (see for example Stiefel 2016:88 for a possible identification 
of the Nidhe Israel Synagogue, Bridgetown from a 1740’s painting Governor Robinson 
Going to Church). Up until 1898 there is no detailed plan of the town itself either. 
Historical mapping (Figure 8.3) has demonstrated its effectiveness as a tool for land-
scape archaeologists in the wider Caribbean (e.g. Higman 1986) and also specifically in 
Barbados too (Armstrong 2015), and GIS allows for rectification and geo-referencing 
of the historical imagery, although as ever caution is needed in recognizing the veracity 
of first- and second-hand mapping sources (Table 8.1 summarizes the key historical 
cartographic sources used in this analysis).

Richard Ligon’s 1657 map is somewhat misleading. Spykes’ Bay as shown on his 
map clearly should accord with Alleyne’s Bay to the north of Holetown. The most 
northerly church along the coast as depicted by Ligon should be identified with St 
Peter, and this is associated with the toponym ‘Balises Bay’ (Figure 8.3a). This name 
would clearly link to a feature shown on future maps, Coll Bayley’s/Balise’s Well, locat-
ed to the south of the town. Additionally, the only named plantation in the locality on 
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the Ligon map that survives on later mapping is that of Nelson (again to the south of 
Speightstown). In addition, we can clearly identify ‘Macock’ (Maycock) to the north 
of this church. Therefore, the church shown to the south of Spyke’s Bay on the Ligon 
map is St James. Ligon’s map shows a church with a spire and a west-east running road 
(obviously identifiable as Church Street) that takes a sharp southwards turn inland. 
This is a feature we can trace on later maps, such as Billaine’s 1674 and Speed’s 1680 
maps (which are surely both based directly upon Ligon’s survey) but also on a presum-
ably original un-named 1680 survey, and also on Shomburgk’s 1847 and Taylor’s 1859 
emendation of Mayo’s 1721 survey. The road turns south at the ‘parsonage’; this is 
also indicated on the 1898 street map showing ‘glebe’ or church land, and suggests an 
identification with Farm Road.

Ligon indicates a cluster of a few houses around the coastal termination of the 
west-east running road. Of the named houses (from north to south: Doton, Paris, 
Guy, Hanley, Hennigsworth, Sandforde, Webb, Ware and Nelson), none are indicated 
on Ogilby’s 1671 map. On this map, ‘Spickes Towne’ is indicated lying north-south 
along the coast and not extending below the river/salt pond (roads are not shown). 
‘Coll Bayley’s Well’ is marked to the south of this feature. Richard Forde’s 1674 survey 
shows ‘Speights Toun als Little Bristol’ (sic) (the first time we meet the latter term) ly-
ing on a north-south coastal axis, an indication of the west-east running road (Church 
Street) and a faint indication of the extent of the salt pond (it should be noted that as 
a Quaker, Ford did not indicate churches or fortifications on his charts).

An untitled coastal survey map (BL MS Sloane 2441 1684) indicates both ‘Spixes 
Towne’ and ‘Con’ll Bales well’ to the north of a water feature; William Hack’s 1690 
survey is likely based upon that of Forde, and shows ‘Speightstown and Bay’ lying along 
the coast and between two pre-St Patrick’s Cross Union Flags. Phillip Lea’s 1698 map 
shows ‘Little Bristol or Speights Town’ as lying north-south along a roadway along the 
coast, with Church Street running perpendicular to this and heading in a north-west-
erly direction, following an alignment towards Mile and Quarter (indicated in William 
Speight’s Will as being the limit of his original lands; Finneran 2013).

As we move into the eighteenth century, more cartographic detail emerges. Phillip 
Lea’s updated edition of the Forde map shows ‘Speights Toun als Little Bristol’ in the 
same manner as the original, but adds a further cursory street plan at the right hand 
side of the map, this time indicating ‘Speights Toun’ (suggesting perhaps the identifica-
tion with Little Bristol was falling out of fashion) with a long house lined north-south 
running road (Queens Street/Orange Street), houses clustering at the western end of 
Church Street with a church tower indicated and a comma-shaped salt pond on the 
other side of the road (Figure 8.3b).

In addition, Lea marks a house to the south as ‘Friends’ suggesting an identification 
with the Quaker Meeting House indicated on later maps. Moll’s (1722, 1736 and 
1744) maps and Senex and Mayo’s 1722 maps are the first to indicate the positions 
of the three main urban forts (from north to south: Orange, Coconut and Denmark) 
as well as the development of the half-moon shaped street plan of Godding’s Alley/
Chapel Street, encompassing the curtilage of Arlington House, and the further exten-
sion eastwards of Chapel Street and Church Street. Quaker’s Meeting House is also 
identified here, now just off an extended and lengthy north-south running coastal 
route (the first time we have seen this feature; Figure 8.3c).
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Senex and Mayo’s map more clearly shows the positions of the fortifications and 
the church and shows four named houses in and around the town: Burnett in the 
north, Wright to the east, Misson and Nelson (Senex is shown as a landowner on the 
Ligon map, but does not appear later on). Subsequent maps use as their base either 
the Ford/Lea surveys (e.g. by Van Keulen in 1725) or the Moll and Senex/Mayo sur-
veys (by Homann Heirs in 1730 and Emmanuel Bowen 1747). The next wholly new 
survey is conducted by Rev Griffith Hughes in 1750 and drawn by the noted cartog-
rapher Thomas Jeffreys in 1750 (Figure 8.3d). This is the final time that Speightstown 
is identified as Little Bristol on an English map (it is shown as ‘Petit Bristol’ on Bellin’s 
French 1758 map and on Lopez’s 1780 Spanish map as ‘Pequeño Bristol’), and in 
terms of street layout we see a small west-east running street alongside the south side 
of Coconut Fort (this is identifiable as late as the 1898 map as Fort Alley). Jeffrey’s 
later 1775 map (an ‘improvement’ of Mayo) is clearly augmented by Hughes’ 1750 
material. This map gives great prominence to the Quaker’s Meeting House, shown 
to the south of the Nelson residence, itself further southwards from Denmark Fort (a 
French version of this map was published in 1779, and Bryan Edwards Map of 1794 
is clearly based upon this source but shows no indication of the forts at Speightstown).

Fielding Lucas’ 1823 map is similarly based upon the Jeffreys/Hughes source, shows 
no roadways and depicts Speightstown as a highly stylized cruciform urban pattern. 
The Quaker’s Meeting House and the three forts are all indicated but the church is not. 
Captain Barrallier’s new 1825 survey on behalf of the Governor Lord Combermere 
shows now a more extensive urban layout (Figure 8.3e). Coconut Fort is no longer in-
dicated suggesting it had now fallen out of use. The full extent of the beach is indicated, 
and it is also apparent that the salt pond/watercourse feature was still un-culverted, 
and the central area of the town prone to flooding. Houses are also indicated along 
the western edge of the present churchyard. Schomburgk’s 1847 adaptation of the 
Mayo survey indicates a development of the road pattern to the east of the town and 
(presumably) the draining of the salt pond. For the first time the Methodist (Wesleyan) 
Chapel is indicated on a site now occupied by the School (Figure 8.3f ). Taylor’s 1859 
‘corrected and improved’ version of Mayo’s survey adds little to the Schomburgk map.

The 1898 map in the Speightstown Directory of that year identifies for the first time 
the names of the actual jetties and shows a relocation of Battaley’s plantation to the 
south of the town (its former site now occupied by Heywoods Plantation) and shows 
that in the intervening forty years the Methodist Chapel has relocated to its present 
position. No forts are indicated. Finally, the 1960 map shows the St Peter’s Almshouses 
on the site of Denmark Fort. Analysis of these cartographic sources allowed us to target 
specific areas for archaeological excavation and survey. The following section describes 
in outline some of these findings.

Archaeological excavation and survey in Speightstown
Archaeological excavation in an urban environment is problematic and logistically can 
be difficult. We have excavated four sites within the town itself, and only in a small 
scale (Figure 8.4). In 2012, we excavated a small test unit at the western edge of the 
St Peters Churchyard. This unit aimed to identify the footprints of houses shown on 
historic mapping (e.g. the maps of Lea/Forde in 1714, the map of Moll in 1722 and 
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1736, and Barrallier’s map of 1825). Fragmentary stone foundations were located here 
and associated in the lower contexts with late-eighteenth century glass and very frag-
mentary ceramics. The stratigraphy here was much disturbed however. Excavations in 
the compound of the Methodist School, Chapel Street in 2016 did not yield much 
cultural evidence, but indicated make up and consolidation of the former banks of 
the Salt Pond overlying a sterile sandy matrix. Pre-contact ceramic material was noted 
widely in the locality around the southern boundary of the salt pond. Excavations just 
off the south side of Church Street in 2016 delineated the cut stone foundations of 
a structure running perpendicular to the roadway; this structure was associated with 
nineteenth century ceramics (Figure 8.5). Finally test pitting on the site of Denmark 
Fort in 2013 yielded evidence of the later Almshouse phase (twentieth century), the 
most noteworthy feature being the discovery of the remains of the toilet block.

Surveying the fortifications within the town and along the coastline has been an 
important part of the overall project. The initial legislation for the fortification of the 
island was undertaken in 1631 and 1650, which is the period when Speightstown was 
likely first fortified (Poyer 1808:35). Accounts of the Parliamentarian attack in 1651 
generally confirm that there was a fort of some sort in place at the town (possibly called 
Fort Royal) though accounts of the size and location of this early battery are confused 
(Poyer 1808:59). In the following decades, most fortifications along the west coast ap-

Figure 8.4. Map of Speightstown showing sites mentioned in the chapter.
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pear to have been rebuilt (Oldmixon 1708:101), and John Ogilby described a second 
fort defending the town in 1671 (Ogilby 1671:379).

The first detailed account of the Speightstown fortifications comes from a 1684 
government report that lists five forts in Speightstown totaling 39 guns (Sloane MS 
2441 1684): Speights Fort (19 guns), Clutterbuck Fort (7 guns), Cokernut (sic) Fort 
(3 guns) Botelers Fort (5 guns) and Ruperts Fort (5 guns). Using William Mayo’s 1722 
map, we can propose that Rupert’s Fort and Clutterbuck Fort were located outside of 
the northern limits of the town, whilst Speights, Cockernut and Botelers Forts all likely 
refer to forts within the town. (Speights Fort and Boteler’s Fort are likely Orange and 
Denmark Forts; Orange fort is consistently described as the larger of the two, meaning 
that Speight’s Fort likely became Orange, and Boteler’s likely became Denmark).

Despite the existence of three forts within the limits of the town, eighteenth 
century descriptions of Speightstown generally refer to only two (Labat and Eaden 
1970:123; Oldmixon 1708:101). This appears to be because Orange Fort was consid-
ered the town’s main defense, being the largest and directly opposite the parish church 
and Coconut and Denmark are alternately considered less important to the town. 
For example, Oldmixon specifically excluded a fort on Heathcot’s Bay (the former 

Figure 8.5. Excavations at Church Street site (2016, Niall Finneran).
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name of Godding’s Bay, meaning that he was excluding Denmark Fort) as it was on 
the southern extremities of the town (Oldmixon 1708:101). Conversely, Governor 
Pinfold’s 1762 report on the island’s fortifications only listed Orange and Denmark 
Forts, indicating that the smaller Coconut emplacement may have fallen out of use in 
the first half of the century (Anon 1933:21).

In 1933, the Barbados Museum and Historical Society published a brief survey 
of all of the historic architecture of the island. Denmark Fort was listed as having five 
guns remaining (of the five listed in Governor Pinfold’s 1762 Report on Fortifications) 
three of which still had their carriages, and the fort itself was said to be ‘in very good 
preservation’ (Anon 1933:21). Orange Fort was in a somewhat worse state, with most 
of the masonry platform having been demolished prior to 1910, and of the 18 guns 
listed in the 1762 report, nine were remaining, though seven of these were in the sea 
at the base of the fort (Anon 1933:21). These appear to be have been recovered later 
and re-sited.

Denmark Fort itself has largely fallen into the sea; a lone (and rapidly corrod-
ing) cannon on a concrete pedestal and an angle of wall is all that remains of the 
original structure which must have been largely obliterated during the construction 
of the twentieth century Almshouses on the site, and underwater survey of the sea 
bed around the site did not yield any archaeological material (Figure 8.6). As for the 
remains of Coconut Fort, there is no solid standing structure, however, the site of the 
fort can be closely estimated from a number of maps, which would put it in or close to 
an empty plot opposite Arlington House, on Queen’s Street (shown on the 1898 map 
as ‘Fort Alley). In the structures surrounding this plot, particularly on the beachfront, 
there are several exterior walls that are made up of a number of materials, including 
masonry, which may have come from Coconut Fort. The Promenade and Fish Market 
occupies the site of Orange Fort, and a 1960s photograph in the possession of Mr. 
Clement Armstrong shows a line of cannon there and no other structure.

Figure 8.6. Site of Denmark Fort looking south-westwards (2016, Niall Finneran).
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Further northwards, using Mayo’s 1722 mapping as a source, we can clearly iden-
tify the sites of the other fortifications. Heywood’s Fort (likely formerly Clutterbucks 
Fort) was destroyed during construction of the Port St Charles marina in the 1990s. 
Nothing exists of the coastal fort at Six Men’s Bay, but the inland fort indicated on 
Mayo’s 1722 map to the north-east of Clutterbuck’s house is still visible. This feature, 
evidenced by a series of large cannon pointing seawards behind a low wall, is located 
to the south of the old hollow way and track that links Six Men’s with the interior of 
the island, and to the north east of the Port Ferdinand marina complex. The fort is 
also associated with a presumed slave settlement, well and pond complex to the north 
which in turn may be associated with the Colleton plantation. Rupert’s Fort is retained 
within the fabric of the Fish Pot restaurant north of Six Men’s, and remains of the fort 
at Half Moon (Moon Village) were recorded in 2013 in the garden of local resident, 
Mr. Karl St John, and comprise two cannon and a low curve of wall.

Moving northwards still, in 2011 and 2012 small-scale excavations took place at 
the site of Maycock’s Fort. Within the fort itself, excavation yielded evidence of an 
earlier phase of construction. Later phases of use, associated with late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century occupation (according to the ceramic material) suggests an 
informal militia occupation (see Finneran 2013); non-standard caliber ordnance and 
gun furniture (recognizable, albeit highly corroded) suggested that this was not the site 
of a regular army presence. North of the fort, adjacent to prehistoric midden material, 
geophysical survey yielded suggestions of an associated slave village, and excavations 
here yielded significant quantities of low-fired earthenware pottery. This discussion of 
the fortification system has physically removed us somewhat from the townscape of 
Speightstown, but in the case of the Maycock’s excavations adds strength to this notion 
of cultural creolization and localized adaptation over the last four hundred or so years. 
This much is clearly seen, for example, in the extant historic architecture of the town.

The creolized townscape: archaeology and social identity
Local mercantile needs evolved a distinctive house form where the shop spaces were 
on the lower floor and the living spaces on the top. In some cases, local adaptation in 
architecture can be carried further. Arlington House, now a Museum, retains the char-
acter of an eighteenth-century mercantile residence and likely forms the archetype for 
the ‘single house’ of Charleston, South Carolina (where the long, narrow house plan 
is set at right angles to the street; the building itself is only one room wide; Herman 
1997). The transfer of this architectural style to the colony of Charles Towne (founded 
by merchants from Speightstown, among others) indicates the cultural connectivity of 
the Anglophone Atlantic world at this time (Greene 1987).

St Peter’s Church also evidences a process of architectural creolization at work. 
These parish churches (although often rebuilt and greatly altered) are not mere copies 
of English eighteenth century Georgian archetypes but distinctive developments in 
their own right. The present building was rebuilt following a fire in 1981, and in any 
case much of the fabric of the predecessor can only have dated after the great storm 
of 1831 (in 2010, prior to the re-facing of the Church we were able to undertake a 
great deal of detailed architectural recording of the fabric of the building). Particular 
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attention attaches to the eastern end of the church where the presence of vaults beneath 
the ‘apse’ suggests the survival of an earlier, pre-1831 phase of building.

Recording of commemorative monuments within the church building itself has 
been a valuable training exercise as well as providing an important overview of shifts 
in the material culture of death over time. It is very clear that in the case of St Peter, 
for example, that in comparison with the heavily historically managed graveyard at St 
James, Holetown, the graveyard here is very much in continual use and is evolving. 
A basic typology of grave form has been formulated, starting with the familiar earlier 
family vaults, perhaps indicative of a more communalized ritual associated with devel-
oping a sense of ownership and belonging on the island in earlier years. As we move 
through to the nineteenth century a more overt emphasis upon remembering becomes 
clear, as does memorialization without a body. In the late nineteenth century and into 
the twentieth century, Afro-Caribbean bodies are now memorialized via mimesis of 
earlier grave forms (Bowey 2012).

Survey work on the memorials and ritual space of the Church at All Saints in-
land from Speightstown, for example, indicates its strong nineteenth century Anglo-
Catholic, High Church identity (evidenced through extensive use of stained glass, 
decoration and stations of the cross) of the Planters perhaps at odds with the less rigid 
atmosphere of mercantile Speightstown. Further down the hill, the cave at ‘Arawak 
Castle’ (Finneran 2013: figure 11; Smith and Bassett 2016) with its carved cherub 
design surely speaks in another age, of hidden Christian practice, in the place of the 
Roman Catholic recusants of the late seventeenth century, rather than the ritual space 
of runaway slaves, or indeed ‘poor whites’. The Quaker House at Speightstown, long 
marked on maps, has disappeared, but the associated non-conformist burial ground 
survives to the south of the town. Graveyard and memorial survey here attest to the 
continued reuse and re-adaptation of these spaces; there are no remains of non-con-
formists left. The earliest recorded grave is from the 1850s, and is Anglican.

And what of the Jewish population? Samuels’ 1924 paper that outlines the state 
of Jewish colonization of Barbados in the 1680s was based upon examination of a 
number of public documents and wills deposited in U.K. archives at the time (Samuel 
never personally visited Barbados), many of which, as one of the present authors (RL) 
has discovered, are not found in either the National Archives in London or the Black 
Rock Archives (Barbados). Many of Samuel’s assertions, which have implications for 
reconstructing the Jewish presence in Speightstown, cannot therefore be checked. 
Other sources offer clues as to the nature of this community (Lichtenstein 2018). 
Schomburgk states that in 1846 there were:

‘five [Jewish] burial-grounds [on the island], three of which are completely filled’. 
(Schomburgk 1846: 97)

Four of these burial sites are still to be found in Bridgetown, three around the Nidhe 
Israel complex and a further smaller burial ground for suicides and paupers in Whites 
Alley. Therefore, it is reasonable to presume the fifth burial ground he mentions would 
have been in Speightstown near to the only other synagogue on the island. Jewish law 
regarding burial states that if permissible a Jewish person should be buried within a 
24-hour period. If a Speightstown Jew had died in the seventeenth century on a Friday 
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they would not have been able to have been buried until the following Sunday. If they 
shared their burial ground with the Bridgetown Jews then they would have needed to 
transfer the body by boat to Bridgetown after this long wait and along poor roads. We 
may therefore assume, given the effect of the heat upon the corpse, that there probably 
would have been a burial ground somewhere in Speightstown.

Oldmixon, writing in 1708 states that Speightstown:

‘consists of one long street, call’d Jew Street.’ (Oldmixon 1708:101)

Jew Street is also mentioned in the will of Rachel Mendes (widow of the leading 
Speightstown Jew Joseph Mendes) dated 1711 when she bequeaths to her niece Sarah 
Massiah:

‘one certain house situate in Speightstown in Jew Street bounding east on a house 
of Daniel Villoa, west on a house belonging to myself, south on the pond and north 
on the street to her the said Sarah Massiah’ (Jonathan Wells pers. comm.).

Whereas Ligon’s map only shows the single east-west running road, Ford’s map indi-
cates a heavy concentration of houses along the coastal north-south running road. This 
could more likely be described as a ‘street’ rather than ‘road’.

The position of the salt pond as a boundary marker (‘south on the pond’) could 
equally suggest that the west-east running road, Church Street, was also a candidate for 
the site. This contention is further strengthened with reference to the French geogra-
pher Bellin’s 1758 account), where he states:

‘the longest (street) is called ‘ The Street of The Jews ’ that conducts up to the sea-
shore.’ (Bellin 1748:70)

As we have seen above, the synagogue is suggested to have been destroyed by a mob 
in 1739, but at least one source, citing the caretaker of the Bridgetown synagogue in 
1909, suggests that the building was still standing until 1831 when it was destroyed 
in the hurricane of and never rebuilt (Davis 1909:145; but see Schomburgk 1846:97 
who suggests this might have been the case with Nidhe Israel.). The Jewish population 
certainly did return to Speightstown after the alleged ‘sacking’ of the synagogue in 
1739, as a separate tax was imposed on the Speightstown Jews in 1756 (Faber 1998:92) 
and in Moses Mendes will, 1758 (National Archives, London) he states:

‘I leave one hundred pounds to the elders of the synagogue of St Peter Speightstown 
in Barbados’

Thus, implying the Speightstown Synagogue was still functioning at that date.
It should also be noted that the synagogue itself might not be situated on ‘Jews 

Street’, the name could refer to the area of main Jewish habitation and trade (a Jewish 
Bridgetown in microcosm, in fact; cf. Stern 1993). Oral history records gathered by 
one of the authors (RL) place the site of the synagogue on Church Street (at varied 
locations) and also on the site of the Methodist School, Chapel Street (formerly the 
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Methodist Chapel itself ). It has been suggested that graves were once located here 
(according to informants interviewed by RL), and in addition that the interplay of 
ownership between non-conformist and Jewish property was fairly fluid. It would also 
be expected that a ritual bath, a Mikveh, would be found here too; this would require a 
source of fresh water, and our informants tell us that these are to be found in the area 
of Chapel Street (and of course one is marked as being within the rough area as Col 
Bayley’s Well on the historic mapping).

Conclusion
The foregoing overview has necessarily skipped many details of our work. Much re-
mains to be written. It is hoped however that some element of the fluidity and change 
inherent in the fabric of Speightstown’s urban biography has been conveyed. Using a 
range of interrelated methodologies and immersing ourselves in the urban space and its 
sites, we hope to be able to continue to write the story further. There is much that can 
be done here in terms of methodological and conceptual research. Further, it is to be 
hoped that our work has positive social and economic impacts too, beyond the scope 
of the narrowly ‘academic’ work. From 2010 the project has mapped and undertaken 
conditions reports of 87 defined historic buildings as a strategy of preservation by 
recording. Economic demands have placed a great tension between the demands of 
consumers and owners on one hand, whose livelihoods are dependent upon tourism, 
and heritage professionals on the other (Gray 2016). We need to continue this dia-
logue. Tourism has huge potential for the town, but it is too far away from the main 
tourist routes and cruise itineraries to rely on chance footfall. Speightstown needs to 
make its rich history work for the present (cf. Abdool 2002), and we see our role as 
helping to facilitate this.
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Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

Richard Ligon 1657 A Topographicall 
Description and 
Admesurement of the 
Yland of Barbados in the 
West Indayaes. With the 
Ms Names of the Seuerall 
Plantacons.

Reference: British Library: http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/
onlineex/carviewsvirtex/afrtrade/ylandbarb/zoo-
mify70912.html.

John Ogilby/ 
Arnoldus 
Montanus

1671 Novissima et Acuratissima 
Barbados

Reference: David Rumsey Map Collection: http://www.
davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/RUMSEY~8~1~2
92967~90066926:Novissima-et-Acuratissima-Barbados-
?sort=Pub_List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_
No%2CSeries_No&qvq=q:Barbados%2BOgilby;sort:Pub_
List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_
No%2CSeries_No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=78&trs=135

Louis Billaine 1674 Description Topographïque 
et mesure de LIsle [sic] 
des Barbades aux Indes 
Occidentalles avec les Noms 
de ceux a qui appartienent 
les habitations

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/
detail/JCBMAPS~1~1~1943~106650006
:Description-Topograph%C3%AFque-et-
mesure?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csour-
ce_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:normali-
zed_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_author%2Csource_tit-
le;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=4&trs=33

Richard Forde 1675 A new Map of the Island 
of Barbadoes wherein 
every Parish, Plantation, 
Watermill, Windmill and 
Cattlemill is Described.

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~1133~100880001:A-New-Map-of-the-
Island-of-Barbadoe?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=7&trs=33

John Speed; 
publisher 
Bassett and 
Chiswell.

1676 A Map of Jamaica/
Barbados. Part of ‘A 
Prospect of the Moset 
Famous Parts of the World’

Reference: David Rumsey Map Collection: 
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/
detail/RUMSEY~8~1~285396~90058069:A-
Map-of-Jamaica--Barbados-?sort=Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No&qvq=q:Barbados%2BSpeed;sort:Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=0&trs=2

Unknown 1680 Untitled. British Library 
Sloane MS2441

Reference: British Library:
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/carviews/m/
zoomify69851.html

William Hack 1690 William Hack’s Atlas Reference: British Library:
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/carviews/i/
zoomify69829.html

Phillip Lea 
(Publisher)

1696 The principall islands in 
America belonging to the 
English Empire viz Iamaica, 
Barbados, Antegoa, St. 
Christophers, & Bermudos

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~3182~101512:The-principall-islands-in-
America-b?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csour-
ce_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:normali-
zed_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_author%2Csource_tit-
le;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=9&trs=33

Table 8.1. Historic cartographic sources for Speightstown.
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Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

Phillips Lea’s 
updated 
Richard Forde 
map

1714 or later A new map of the island of 
Barbadoes wherein every 
parish, plantation, water-
mill, windmill & cattlemill, 
is described with the name 
of the present possesor, and 
all things els remarkable 
according to a late exact 
survey thereof

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~3343~101620:A-new-map-of-the-
island-of-Barbadoe?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=14&trs=33

H Moll 1722/1736 (Pub. 
T. Bowles)

The Island of Barbadoes: 
Divided into its Parishes, 
with the Roads, Paths &c. 
According to an Actual and 
Accurate Survey.

Reference: British Library:
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/maps/americas/
zoomify140155.html

H Moll 1744 ed. 
(German version 
based upon 
Oldmixon?) 
Publisher Meyer

Eine Neue Charte der Insel 
Barbadoes

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~1996~107370003:Eine-Neue-Charte-
der-Insel-Barbadoe?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=23&trs=33

John Senex/
William Mayo

1722 A New & Exact Map of the 
Island of Barbadoes in 
America According to an 
Actual & Accurate Survey 
Made in the Years 1717 to 
1721 …

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~1983~107090006:-A-New-&-Exact-Map-
of-the-Island-of?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=16&trs=33

Gerard Van 
Keulen

1725 Nieuwe Land en Zeekart 
van het Eyland Barbados 
gelegen in West India onder 
de Caribesse Eyland

Reference: Norman B Leventhal Map Center, Boston Public 
Library:
www.leventhal,ap.org/id/14247

Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

Homann Heirs 1730 Dominia Anglorum in 
præcipuis Insulis Americæ ut 
sunt Insula S. Christophori, 
Antegoa, Iamaica, 
Barbados – ex Insulis 
Antillicanis nec non Insulæ 
Bermudes vel Sommers 
dictæ, singulari mappa 
omnia exhibita et edita ab 
Homannianis Heredibus 
= Die Englische Colonie-
Laender Auf den Insuln 
von America und zwar 
die Insuln S. Christophori, 
Anteoga, Iamaica, Barbados 
alles Antillische Insuln samt 
den Ins. Bermudes sonst 
Sommers genant, auf einem 
besondern Blaatsaemtle vor 
gestellet u. herausgegeben 
von Homaennischen Erben

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~3090~101449:Dominia-Anglorum-in-
pr%C3%A6cipuis-Insul?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=18&trs=33

Table 8.1. Historic cartographic sources for Speightstown (continued).
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Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

Emmanuel 
Bowen

1747 Barbadoes Reference: David Rumsey Historical Map Collection:
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/
RUMSEY~8~1~2616~280032:Barbadoes-?sort=Pub_
List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_
No%2CSeries_No&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=146&trs=157

Griffith Hughes 
and Thomas 
Jeffreys

1750 A Map of the Island of 
Barbados Drawn from an 
Actual Survey, and from 
the Observations of the 
Revd. Mr. Griffith Hughes, 
M.A.F.R.S. By Thomas 
Jefferys, Geographer

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~2792~101291:A-Map-of-the-Island-
of-Barbados-Dra?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=24&trs=33

Jacques 
Nicolas Bellin; 
published by 
Pierre Diderot, 
Paris

1758 Carte de la Isle de la Barbade Reference: Norman B Leventhal Map Center, Boston Public 
Library
www.leventhalmap.org/id/14246. Also 1764 version with 
less detail David Rumsey Map Collection:
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/
detail/RUMSEY~8~1~232799~5509424:Carte-
de-I-isle-de-la-Barbade-?sort=Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=155&trs=157

Thomas 
Jeffreys; publis-
hed by Sayer 
and Bennett

1775 Barbadoes, surveyed by 
William Mayo, engraved 
and improved by Thomas 
Jefferys, Geographer to 
the Kind. London, printed 
for Robt. Sayer, Map & 
Printseller, no. 53 in Fleet 
Street as the Act directs 20 
Feby 1775

Reference: David Rumsey Map Collection:
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/
RUMSEY~8~1~2817~310066:Barbadoes-?sort=Pub_
List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_
No%2CSeries_No&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=151&trs=157

French version 
of Jeffreys/
Mayo above

1779 La Barbade Levée par G: 
Mayo Gravée par Jefferys

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/
detail/JCBMAPS~1~1~6194~115902349:La-
Barbade-Lev%C3%A9e-par-G--Mayo-
Grav%C3%A9e?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=27&trs=33

Spanish version 
of Jefferys/
Mayo, D J 
Lopez

1780 Carta de la isla de la 
Barbada reducida y 
gravada por D. Juan Lopez, 
pensionista de S.M

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~3341~101625:Carta-de-la-isla-de-
la-Barbada-redu?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=28&trs=33

Bryan Edwards, 
pub J. 
Stockdale

1794 Map of the island of 
Barbadoes for the History of 
the West Indies / by Bryan 
Edwards Esqr

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~2652~101192:Map-of-the-island-of-
Barbadoes-for-?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_na-
me%2Csource_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barba-
dos;sort:normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_au-
thor%2Csource_title;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=29&trs=33
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Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

Fielding Lucas 
Jnr, Baltimore

1823 Barbadoes Reference: David Rumsey Historical Map Collection:
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/
RUMSEY~8~1~94~10156:Barbadoes-?sort=Pub_List_
No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_
No%2CSeries_No&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:Pub_List_No_
InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_
No;lc:RUMSEY~8~1&mi=147&trs=157

Captain 
Barrallier

1825 To His Excellency the Rt. 
Honble Stapleton Lord 
Combermere Commander 
in Chief of the Army in 
India, Colonel of the 3rd. 
Regiment of Dragoons, 
GCB, GCH, KTS, KSF &c. &c. 
&c. Late Commander of the 
Forces in the Windward and 
Leeward Charibee Islands 
&c. &c. &c. and Governor 
of Barbados, and to a 
liberal patron Gibbes Walker 
Jordan, Esqr. F.R.S. the late 
Colonel Agent for that 
island This trigonometrical 
survey [of Bardados] is most 
respectfully dedicated by 
their most obedient humble 
servant F. Barrallier, Captain 
H[alf ] P[ay] 25th, Light 
Dragoons

Reference: John Carter Brown Library, Brown University:
http://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/
JCBMAPS~1~1~3985~102063:To-His-Excellency-the-Rt--
Honble-St?sort=normalized_date%2Cfile_name%2Csour-
ce_author%2Csource_title&qvq=q:Barbados;sort:normali-
zed_date%2Cfile_name%2Csource_author%2Csource_tit-
le;lc:JCBMAPS~1~1&mi=32&trs=33

Sir Robert 
Schomburgk; 
pub Longman

1847 A Topographical Map of the 
Island of Barbados: based 
upon Mayo’s original survey 
in 1721 and corrected to the 
year 1846.

Reference: Norman B Leventhal Map Center at the Boston 
Public Library:
www.leventhalmap.org/id/19378

Author/
Publisher

Date Title Reference

A. Taylor; 
published by T. 
Cross

1859 A Topographical Map of the 
Island of Barbados, based 
on a survey taken by W. 
Mayo, in 1721, corrected 
and improved to 1859 by 
A. Taylor
A Topographical Map of the 
Island of Barbados, based 
on a survey taken by W. 
Mayo, in 1721, corrected 
and improved to 1859 by A. 
Taylor Creator

Reference: British Library:
http://explore.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.
do?tabs=moreTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=MBo-
gi140156&indx=6&recIds=MBogi140156&recIdxs=5&ele-
mentId=5&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=ful-
l&frbrVersion=&dscnt=0&fromLogin=true&tab=website_
tab&dstmp=1487963181138&vl(freeText0)=Barbados%20
Map&vid=BLVU1&mode=Basic

Speighstown 
Directory

1898 Speightstown Directory Reference: Black Rock Archive; Finneran 2013

Direcorate 
of Overseas 
Surveys

1960 Barbados 1: 50000 scale 
map

Reference: University of Texas Libraries Perry-Castaneda 
Library Map Collection:
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/txu-pclmaps-
oclc-25062448-barbados-1960.jpg

Table 8.1. Historic cartographic sources for Speightstown (continued).
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9

Watch Towers: Surveillance and 
Control in the Aftermath of the 

1816 Barbadian Slave Revolt

Alan D. Armstrong

Abstract
Using a landscape approach supported by GIS mapping techniques, this chapter ex-
plores how planters sought to improve surveillance and control of the enslaved popula-
tion following a rebellion that took place on the island in 1816. The network of watch 
towers constructed in the wake of the 1816 rebellion highlights planter responses to 
unrest and ideologies of surveillance related to Jeremy Bentham’s late-eighteenth-cen-
tury conceptualization of the panopticon. This multi-scalar, GIS-based analysis of 
viewsheds demonstrates how these architectural features, which came to serve many 
purposes in the past and present, have their roots in the harsh and controlling system 
of sugar and slavery that dominated the island landscape for several centuries.

Keywords: Slavery, surveillance, watch towers, landscape, 1816 rebellion.

Introduction
A series of watch towers in Barbados project panoptic surveillance and an effort to re-
gain control and soothe nerves among the planter and merchant classes in Barbados in 
the aftermath of the 1816 slave rebellion (Bentham 1791; Beckles 2006; Armstrong 
A. 2013). Today, travelers to Barbados are encouraged to visit the historic signal 
station at Gun Hill, a beautifully restored site that provides a panoramic view of the 
island (Figure 9.1). Visitors encounter manicured gardens and descriptions of how 
the towers were used to signal the arrival of ships to protect the island from outside 
attacks and to inform merchants of approaching cargo vessels. In the post-emancipa-
tion era the towers were also used to convey, and control time, through the display 
of ‘time ball’ flags that signaled the beginning and end of the work and school day. 
Flags were also raised at the towers to convey information on legislative meetings 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 215-232.
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to members of the Assembly. However, these tourist and administrative uses deflect 
attention from the primary purpose of this network of six signal stations that were 
constructed between 1817 and 1819 in the wake of the Bussa slave rebellion of April 
1816.1 The towers were placed on high points distributed across the island to create a 
web of surveillance with the express purpose of providing protective warning against 
gatherings of slaves, fires, and other signs of potential rebellion. Positioned to moni-
tor the landscapes, they were designed to insure panoptic control in the aftermath of 
the rebellion (Figures 9.2 and 9.3).2

The study uses a multi-scalar approach to GIS data analysis to address a series of 
questions concerning surveillance and control. I examined the viewshed of each tower 
individually as well as the cumulative viewshed of the network of six towers (Highgate, 
Gun Hill, Moncrieffe, Cotton Tower, Grenade Hall, and Dover Fort; (Figure 9.2) 
and their associated control points, or communication hubs, at Barbados’ military 
center at St. Ann’s Garrison, in Bridgetown and a later tower at Commercial Hall, 
in Bridgetown. Spatial data on surveillance was examined across the island with the 
percentage of area visible from the towers compared for each of the eleven administra-
tive parishes of the island. The study involved gathering spatial data from each signal 

1 The rebellion was documented in Report on the Slave Insurrection in Barbados (BMHS 1976; see also 
Beckles (2006: 8-80).

2 The study is part of a much broader study of surveillance and control associated with the network of 
watch towers (Armstrong A. 2013).

Figure 9.1. Gun Hill, St. 
George, ridge top walkway 
to restored signal station 
(Alan Armstrong).
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Figure 9.2. Line of sight connecting signal towers.

Figure 9.3. Schematic representation of line-of-sight (tower-to-tower) and viewshed visibility 
from a single tower (B). Topography prevents visibility of a portion of the landscape.
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station and generating a GIS base map using information from topographic maps and 
NASA satellite imagery (NASA 2005). These data were then compiled and analyzed 
using ArcGIS to reconstruct and interpret Barbados’ historic landscape and viewsheds.

By examining the viewsheds created by the signal stations, this study: 1. Tests and 
confirms the well documented purpose of the towers as a network linking together an 
island wide line-of-sight viewshed. 2. Assesses the extent of the viewshed from each 
tower. 3. Assesses the cumulative viewshed of the series of towers (Wheatley 1995). 
4. Assesses areas and points that were not visible, and explores why the towers were 
not designed to include all points in their panopticon design. 5. Finally, it examines 
changing uses and perspectives on the towers in the post-emancipation era and finally 
the shift in their current role as tourist vistas with a historical component.

A key aspect of this project is to provide data to assess the intial primary role of the 
towers as points of critical surveillance aimed at control over the laboring population 
(see Foucault 1977; Bentham 1791). Accounts, including records of legislative acts 
(BDA-PA 1816 f.16), provide explicit detail on the objective of building the ‘watch 
towers’ to insure security against possible resistance and rebellion among enslaved 
laborers (Beckles 2006; Benmoyal et al. 1992).

Theoretical Approach: Multi-scalar Surveillance through the 
Panopticon
The panopticon model of control through observation, as defined by Bentham (1791), 
relates to the idea that points of surveillance could be designed and constructed to 
control and modify behavior in penitentiaries and other institutions like lazarettos 
(maritime quarantine stations and leper colonies), poor houses, hospitals, and schools. 
Foucault (1977) drew upon Bentham’s model and re-popularized the notion of control 
and behavior modification through structured surveillances using examples of peniten-
tiaries that were designed to include points of specific surveillance. Archaeologists have 
found elements of Bentham’s and Foucault’s panopticon models to illuminate the role 
of surveillance and control (Leone and Potter 1988).

To date, most studies examining visual control over space have focused on spatial 
analysis of either single plantations (Bates 2007) or a series of plantations discussed in-
dividually (Epperson 1999, 2000). Dell Upton (1988) applied the panopticon model 
to Virginia’s plantation landscapes to explain the spatial dynamics of power asserted 
through visual control by the positioning of structures. At about the same time ar-
chaeologists Mark Leone and Parker Potter applied the model to the study of power 
relations of complex urban sites in Annapolis Maryland (Leone and Potter 1988). 
Leone’s studies of the landscape of Annapolis, Maryland, including an investigation of 
William Paca’s garden (2005: 63) and the Maryland State House (Leone 2005: 87-93; 
see also Shackel 1994), project built environments that convey power and authority 
(2005: 63-110). In his study of the Maryland State House, and the construction of 
its dome in 1780, Leone explores the underlying authority and control implied by its 
position (Leone 2005: 92-94). Leone argues that placement of the dome correlates 
with Jeremy Bentham’s ideas of behavioral reform through spatial control aimed at 
modifying behavior (Leone 2005: 96; see Bentham 1791). Bentham’s model predicts 
that those being watched, ‘as from a perch or lectern’ would respond by watching 
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themselves and therefore would be less likely to engage in civil misbehavior. In Leone’s 
panoptic case studies in Annapolis, Maryland, the groups of people engaging in this 
visual discourse are assumed to share an understanding of their ‘possessive individual-
ism’ (Leone 2005: 35).

The panopticon model applies well to both the study of Barbadian signal stations 
and to the broader Barbadian plantation landscape. The intent of the signal stations, 
as indicated in the legislative acts associated with their construction, was to set up a 
network of towers aimed at imposing and retaining control through surveillance from 
a series of elevated viewpoints which together formed a networked viewshed covering 
much of the island. The network provided a means of rapid communication and a 
mechanism for rapid response by the military to social unrest. The objective included 
not only creating a network of panoptic surveillance, but of creating an environment 
where people know they were being watched, in order to modify their behavior and 
discourage rebellion.

In Barbados, those who had led the 1816 rebellion were almost entirely from the 
skilled classes: tradespersons, drivers, and rangers; some of whom were educated and 
had access to and knowledge of the dealings of planters and Barbados governance. This 
group understood that the institution of slavery was under debate, and had a vested 
stake in the abolition side of those arguments (see Beckles 1990: 82-83). The disap-
pointment that no action was taken on ‘freeing’ them shows that they were watching 
and monitoring the affairs of Barbadian governance. In the aftermath of the rebellion, 
colonial authorities sought ways to reassert their position of control and ease fears 
of future challenges to their authority (BDA-PA 1817 XX; Schomburgk 1848: 195). 
It is probable that while projecting surveillance of the broader plantation landscape, 
the authority represented by these towers was directed towards the leadership among 
the enslaved who were most likely to understand the implied power of the towers 
(Bentham 1791; Foucault 1977: Leone 2005: 35, 96). However, at a broader level, the 
construction of the towers could be seen across the island and laborers were informed 
that they were being watched.

Lisa Randle used GIS to examine and reconstruct viewsheds on individual planta-
tions and on a regional basis in South Carolina (2011). Randle (2011) states:

‘The conscious decision-making on the part of planters to maximize profits, exercise 
surveillance and reinforce the subordinate status of enslaved people resulted in a 
‘geography of power’.’

In Barbados, as in much of the Caribbean, the landscape was dominated by planta-
tions designed to maximize economic production while maintaining control over large 
numbers of enslaved laborers (Beckles 2006; Dunn 1972; Williams 2005 [1944]). The 
encompassing nature of the plantation economy is well defined in historical accounts 
of Barbados (Campbell 1993; Harlow 1926; Schomburgk 1848).

In the Caribbean viewshed and viewshed analyses have been used to assess and 
confirm the spatial dynamics of surveillance and control on Caribbean plantations 
(Armstrong D. et al. 2008; Armstrong D. and Kelly 2000; Bates 2007; Cherry et al. 
2012; Davis 2013; Delle 1998, 2002; Singleton 2001: 105). James Delle’s (2002) 
study of several coffee plantations in Jamaica is perhaps closest to the focus of the 
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present study. Delle explores the viewshed of a group of estates from two perspec-
tives. First, he examines the viewshed of seven mansion houses and demonstrates 
how their spatial positions were used to reinforce control via surveillance. He also 
notes that like Barbados’ signal stations, the houses were positioned to view and 
communicate with one another. Within each estate the great house was strategically 
placed to ‘encompass the location of at least two other great houses’ (Delle 2002: 
350). Hence, surveillance was already a feature of the localized plantation landscape. 
The creation of the network of Watch Towers, simply amplified this pattern of sur-
veillance on a broader island-wide panoptic level.

Consideration of the Impact of the 1816 ‘Bussa’ Rebellion
Before 1816, no serious threat of a revolt had occurred in Barbados since 1692 
(Handler and Lange 1978: 81). However, there was a growing unrest. Laborers yearned 
for freedom and the enslaved aware of abolitionist efforts in England were becoming 
disillusioned by the protracted process (Beckles 2004a: 23). On 14 November 1815 
the Speaker of the Barbados General Assembly informed his members that a bill had 
been introduced in the House of Commons for registering slaves (Schomburgk 1848: 
394). Issues of abolition and legislation to enable blacks to represent themselves in 
court were on the minds of Barbadians going into 1816, however no action on either 
were taken when the Assembly took its Easter recess. Unrest followed; on the evening 
of Easter Sunday, 14 April 1816, the enslaved laborers of Barbados initiated an organ-
ized, revolt.3 The revolt began at the south end of the island at Bayleys Plantation in St. 
Philip and quickly spread to six of the island’s eleven parishes (Beckles 2004b; BMHS 
1976; Handler and Hughes 2001: 268; Schomburgk 1848: 295).

The rebellion continued for three days before being put down by the island mili-
tia.4 In total 182 planters filed claims covering damage (BMHS 1976: 58-63). More 
than 1000 enslaved laborers, two soldiers, and one militiaman were killed (Beckles 
2004a: 24), and another 124 enslaved laborers were incarcerated and later shipped to 
Honduras and then on to Sierra Leone (Handler and Hughes 2001: 268).5 April was a 
dry month and cane fires were easily set and spread rapidly, resulting in about a 25% 
loss of the cane crop (BMHS 1976). While the rebellion was suppressed rather quickly 
with little loss of life among the white elite, the event shook the island’s elite and 
resulted in fear among the island’s planters, business community and militia (Beckles 
2004b). This event strengthened the resolve of abolitionists in the English Parliament, 
while the governing bodies of Barbados took action aimed at controlling the enslaved 
population and insuring security for its still lucrative cash crop.

3 Beckles (2004a: 24) attributes the degree of island-wide organization to knowledge of the Haitian rev-
olution, and Schomburgk notes that it was a reaction to a lack of action by the Assembly (1848: 395).

4 The militia included troops from the First West India Regiment made up of black soldiers (Handler 
and Hughes 2001: 268).

5 Handler and Hughes (2001: 268) report that approximately 250 died.
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Signal Stations in Barbados
Signal stations have a long history across the globe and have been associated with stra-
tegic defense, communication, surveillance, and control. Lord Combermere arrived as 
the new governor of Barbados in June of 1817, bringing military experience, including 
involvement with British tower fortifications in Ireland during the Napoleonic wars 
(Kerrigan 1995; O’Sullivan and Downey 2012; University College Cork Archaeology 
2013). He quickly devised a plan to construct a series of towers to quell possible rebel-
lion (Schomburgk 1848: 195). The Barbadian signal stations were designed explicitly 
for surveillance and control (BDA-PA 1816 f.16, 1818 f. 11, 1819, 1829). The towers 
were to enable any sign of unrest to be addressed quickly by having observers send 
signals to generate a rapid response from the militia at St. Ann’s Garrison. The garrison 
housed a standing militia and already had a watch tower (St. Ann’s Tower) to monitor 
naval activities at Carlisle Bay and the Garrison as well as a signally link to a tower at 
Queen’s House. The tower within the garrison is still standing and serves as the primary 
surveying bench mark for the island, defined as ‘M1’ (Figure 2). Military camps were 
already present at Gun Hill and Moncrieffe, and troops remained attached to barracks 
adjacent to the new towers constructed there. The island-wide network was made com-
plete by four other towers that were built and manned by small attachments of two 
‘artillerymen’ (Schomburgk 1848: 195).

After emancipation, the role of the towers shifted from panoptic surveillance 
aimed at control of labor, to roles that focused on commerce, trade, time management, 
and finally tourism. In 1848, Robert Schomburgk referred to the towers as points of 
communication:

‘By means of these effective stations communications are conveyed by signals all 
over the island, as well for military purposes and alarms, as for summoning of her 
Majesty’s Council, commercial intelligence, etc.’ Schomburgk 1848: 195)

Increasingly, the signal stations served to communicate the approach of merchant ships 
to commercial interests in Speightstown and Bridgetown. The arrival of the telephone in 
1883 made these ‘optical telegraphs’ obsolete; though several of the stations were leased 
out to private holders under terms that they continue signaling ‘Time Balls’ and make 
the sites available in case of emergencies. However, within a decade the system had ceased 
operation, and the structures started to deteriorate (BNT 2013-Cotton Tower).

The current interpretation of the towers as tourist vista points began even as the 
towers fell into disrepair. They gained renewed interest among tourists and travelers 
visiting the island in the late-nineteenth century. Cotton Tower is mentioned for its 
view in Starke’s travel guide (1893). With the advent of automobile travel in the early 
twentieth century the signal stations began to appear as tourist destinations because of 
the views afforded at these locations (Aspinall 1907, 1914). Aspinall describes Cotton 
Tower as having a fine view (1914: 104), and notes the ‘sweeping view’ of the Scotland 
district from Grenade Hall (1914: 123). However, by the 1950s most were in ruins. In 
1971, when Edward Stoute went out in search for them, he found most in ruins and 
he could not find Grenade Hall in the thick brush (BDA-S 1971a-c). Beginning in the 
late 1970s the sites were systematically restored by the Barbados National Trust and 
private parties (BNT 1983; Benmoyal et al. 1992).
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Spatial Positioning, Design, and Signaling
In terms of basic design and construction the signal stations, are a series of two to 
three story towers with tall flagpoles, or masts. Line of sight communication between 
towers was done with signaling flags that could be viewed through small square open-
ings in the walls of each structure that were aimed at each of the neighboring stations 
(Figure 9.3). Small telescopes were placed in the holes to assist in reading the flags of 
the neighboring stations. The three remaining stations at Gun Hill, Cotton Tower, 
and Grenade Hall all have such port-holes. Gun Hill has three, directed towards each 
of the towers to which it was directly linked. Cotton Tower and Grenade Hall each 
have two. The reconstructed tower at Grenade Hall today has telescopes in each of 
the communication port-holes. Some records in Barbados refer to signaling as being 
a form of telegraph, this probably relates to the use of the term ‘optical telegraph’ to 
describe the conveyance of line-of-sight communication from signal tower to signal 
tower. The phrase ‘optical telegraph’ was used for similar towers of the same period in 
Ireland (University College Cork Archaeology 2013).

Signaling was done by sending specific colored and designed flags up and down the 
flag poles. The records of signals that do survive convey a series of naval and commer-
cial information. For example, the Barbados Pocket Guide (Yearwood 1938) published 
a list of signals and flags used at the signal tower at Highgate. The publication of the 
Highgate flagging codes relates primarily to conveyance information on shipping that 
was useful to those engaged in maritime industries in Bridgetown and offshore in 
Carlisle Bay, the primary shipping port of the island. This suggests that commerce had 
already usurped the role of defense.

Archaeological studies of Viewsheds using GIS in Barbados
The landscape and viewshed analyses used here fall within a grouping that James 
Conolly defines as ‘cellular models’ (2008: 589); which include studies of environ-
ment, movement and visibility. Viewshed analysis is defined as:

 ‘the calculations of the potentially visible area from a defined spot on an elevation 
model, given a specific height of an observer and target’ (Conolly 2008: 589).

Viewsheds are derived from line-of-sight (LOS) calculations, with the calculation re-
peated for every potential target within a defined radius (see Conolly 2008: 590). The 
computer modeling of ArcGIS uses these data to generate maps which identify the 
visibility area.

The viewshed analyses presented here were assisted by compilation of data using 
ArcGIS 10.1. The data were generated using a complex array of tools including two 
GPS data collectors, NASA maps, government topographic maps, and privately operat-
ed, GPS fixed stations. Renee’ Babb and Craig Batstone of GeoOrbis GIS Consulting, 
of St. James, Barbados, lent me a Trimble Geo6000 GPS unit with loaded location-
al software calibrated to an extant private data collection system and GPS network. 
Moreover, Greggory Hutchinson of Hart, Hutchinson and Field, Land Surveyors, 
St. James, Barbados, allowed me to tie into the privately-operated fixed station GPS 
system operated by his company. In addition, they gave me the fixed standard point 
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data for survey markers across the island, which include two of the signal stations being 
examined. In addition, I gathered data points for plantation sites on a second Syracuse 
University owned MobileMapper 120 (Ashteck) hand held GPS device with ArcGIS 
ArcPad 10.0 loaded. My field laptop had ArcGIS 10.1 allowing me to download and 
update GPS points and maps in the field. Field photographs were taken by me and 
field crew members using Nikon and Panasonic cameras as well as the GPS units. 
Through the combined use of these equipment and resources I was able to generate 
GPS data for all sites and to calibrate the GPS data gathered on a NASA produced map 
that includes Barbados (NASA2005).

Single and Cumulative Viewsheds
A single viewshed displays what can be seen from one observer point on the landscape 
(Figure 9.3). The main use of single viewsheds in this project is to compare the differ-
ence in visibility between signal stations as well as to isolate where specific towers have 
vision, or the locations where a specific tower could be observed from. A multiple site 
viewshed often requires visibility from multiple observer points. For the purposes of 
this project a cumulative method was used alongside the single viewshed combining 
sets of viewsheds from each individual tower to show where there was visibility of any 
signal tower. The goal of using a cumulative viewshed for all the towers is to gather 
and display spatial data regarding the total area of different designated zones (mainly 
parishes) that had visibility of the towers (see Wheatley 1995). Percentages of these 
zones could then be calculated to compare tower visibility between the eleven parishes. 
The cumulative viewshed for the signal stations are used to effectively illustrate which 
spaces on the island were visible from the tower and visa-versa. I used parish divisions 
as the basis of my geographic zones.

To calculate the height of the tower and the mast above it one needs data on the 
height of the structures as well as the signaling mast. I defined the elevation of each 
tower by comparing data listed on Schomburgk’s (1846) map of Barbados, along with 
GPS data points. A historic photograph of Gun Hill Tower shows the mast of a sem-
aphore signaling setup. The mast is many times higher than the 3-story tower and 
very different from the modern flagpole currently on the tower (Armstrong A. 2013). 
The Gun Hill mast extends at least 20 meters above the tower and I have chosen this 
conservative estimate in calculating the height of the signaling apparatus. A detailed 
illustration of Highgate tower was included in the 1838 Barbados Pocket Guide year-
book (Yearwood 1838). The illustration in the guide shows what appears to be a lower 
mast than what is seen in the photograph of Gun Hill. I estimated the height of the 
Highgate mast at 15 meters above the tower (again a conservative estimate). There is 
one account that puts the height of this mast at 53 feet, or about 17.5 meters. (BNT 
2013). GPS data points were collected from the base, and if available from the third 
floor of each tower. Compared with the known heights and the GPS point elevations 
the DTM was usually within five meters.

The six signal stations are Gun Hill (St. George), Montcreiffe (St. Phillips), 
Highgate (St. Michael), Cotton (St. Joseph), Grenade Hall (St. Lucy), and Dover Fort 
(St. Peter). These stations were designed to relay information to the stone tower at 
St. Ann’s Garrison. Critical signals could then be relayed to military and government 
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officials through Queens House Tower (the ruins of which are now on Queen’s College 
property). Beginning in the 1830s, signals began to be sent directly to maritime mer-
chants Commercial Hall in Bridgetown. The location and line of sight map for the 
watch towers is presented in Figure 9.2. This also shows the pattern of line of sight 
visual communication throughout the network. This confirmation is not a surprise 
given the clear documentation of the use of the towers as a communication network. 
Moreover, view portals were built into the walls to help the guards focus on the mes-
sages being sent from neighboring towers.

The towers were not only designed to communicate with one another, but at least 
initially, they had the primary objective of monitoring the surrounding country side. 
From the top of each tower the militiamen could look out from windows on all four or 
five sides and a balcony on at least one side of the top floor of the tower. To be seen, a 
point must be directly visible from the tower. Viewsheds were calculated and compiled 
in both tables and maps (Armstrong A. 2013; Tables 9.1-9.3).

Data for each of the six signal stations was generated to provide a quick, and visual, 
means of assessing the view from each tower. Gun Hill (Figure 9.2) is the only tower 
linking as many as three towers in the network (southwest, east, and north). This tower 
was also strategically placed above a broad area of plantations that were significant to 
the island’s economy. Gun Hill’s, also provides a wide panorama of the ocean, including 
more than 200°s of viewshed. Moncrieffe signal station has a degree of viewshed overlap 
with Gun Hill, particularly in the areas of rich agricultural lands in St. George and St. 
Philip parishes. Highgate tower links St. Ann’s Garrison to Gun Hill. While this tower 
is much lower its positioning provides amazing coverage of areas that are hidden from 
view at Gun Hill; including the coastal margins of Christ Church the coastal plain of St. 
Michael, and virtually all of the important port town of Bridgetown. Cotton Tower’s cov-
erage includes an overlap, including line of sight communication between Grenade Hall 
and Gun Hill and the points in between. Grenade Hall is the northern most tower and 
provides visual coverage of much of the parish of St. Lucy, and line of site visual contact 
with Dover Fort and the north west coastal town of Speightstown.

The objective of the watch towers when they were constructed was panoptic sur-
veillance of the island, or more specifically the laborers and valuable plantation lands. 
The data were compiled for the whole island and by parish. Parishes are a useful basis 
of comparison as population and economic records for the island were recorded at the 
parish level (Higman 1984; Tables 9.1-9.3). In terms of the number of enslaved lab-
orers engaged in agricultural production, the demographic data show the prominence 
of St. Philip, Christ Church, St. George, St. John, St. Thomas and St. Michael. These 
were also the parishes that were most impacted by the 1816 revolt, hence, one of the 
statistics that I wanted to evaluate was the percentage of cumulative viewshed coverage 
provided for each of these parishes.

Cumulative viewsheds were mapped using statistics that were measured from the 
height of the observation deck at the towers as well as the area from which a signal 
tower’s mast was visible (Figure 9.4). Overall, the cumulative viewshed model showed 
that 58.67% of the island had visibility coverage of at least one of the signal stations 
with an average of 56.91% of each parish having visibility (Tables 9.1-9.3). This vis-
ibility coverage was not evenly distributed between the parishes. St. Michael’s Parish 
had the highest percent coverage at 84.42% and much of this comes from the viewshed 
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of Highgate, which had a great coastal view of the parish as well as from the vision of 
Gun Hill and surprisingly, even Cotton Tower. St. Philip and St. George followed as 
the next highest percent coverage at 78.17% and 75.58% respectively. St. Philip and 
St. George, both of which were dramatically impacted by the rebellion, both have high 
proportions of their lands visible from the network of towers. Tables 1-2 are shaded to 
show the parishes that sustained damage in the rebellion and this group make up most 
of the parishes with the highest areas visible from (and to) the towers.

The areas that were not as visible from the towers include those along the west coast. 
These areas were not in the area impacted by the rebellion and may have been at least 
partially covered by a residual network of dozens of coastal and hill forts. In fact, Dover 
Fort was built as part of the network of west coast forts and was reconstructed as a signal 
tower. St. James on the west coast, had the least viewshed coverage by the network of 
signal stations. However, plantations in this area may have had some degree of coverage 
from a series of older, coastal forts. Other areas of minimal coverage included sparsely 
populated areas of St. Andrew and St. Joseph (Tables 9.1-9.3). These parishes include the 
steep and irregular topography of the Scotland District. The combination of irregular 
topography and relatively smaller populations probably contributed to these parishes 
having a higher proportion of lands that were not visible from the towers.

The cumulative viewshed of the ocean surrounding the island includes 360-degree 
coverage. Closer in at the shoreline, all but small areas of cliff faced shoreline on the 
north and south ends of the island. From a military perspective, the key to preparations 
and defense was being able spot potential foes as they approached on the horizon, for 

Figure 9.4. Cumulative area where signal station mast is visible. Shows area that can see the 
signals on the mast of at least one signal station.
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this the entire horizon was covered. Also, the data show visibility in relation to surface 
areas. Areas behind hills or over the edge of cliffs show up as ‘not visible’, unless seen 
from another vantage point (a second tower). However, the towers would have been 
able to monitor the immediate results of some activities or events indirectly by looking 
at the sky. For instance, during the 1816 slave rebellion, a significant amount of the 
damage done to plantations was caused by fires. Rising smoke would have been easily 
visible even if the surface were not. The 1816 report and claims filed for damages cite 
destruction of 25% of the cane fields for the whole island with damage to estates in 
seven parishes, with the most damage done in St. George and St. Philip (BMHS 1976). 
Hence, the effective cumulative viewshed was greater than the statistically measured 

Parish Laborers in Sugar 
Cultivation

Percent by 
Parish

St. Philip 6022 14.70%

Christ Church 5359 13.08%

St. George 5159 12.59%

St. John 4175 10.19%

St. Thomas 3287 8.02%

St. Michael 3117 7.61%

St. Lucy 3056 7.46%

St. Peter 2939 7.17%

St. Andrew 2894 7.07%

St. Joseph 2633 6.43%

St. James 2321 5.67%

40962

Table 9.1. Demography of enslaved 
laborers engaged in sugar production 
in Barbados in 1834. Note that the six 
parishes with the highest ratio of sugar 
workers were all impacted by the 1816 re-
bellion (shaded). Based on data compiled 
by Higman (1984:698, Table S11.1).

Area with View of Signal Station Mast by Parish

  Area (square meters) Percentage

PARISH Total Area No Visibility Visibility Visibility No Visibility

St Michael 38338845.73 5971937 32366909 84.42% 15.58%

St Philip 60785430.48 13266583 47518847 78.17% 21.83%

St George 45070846.96 11006131 34064716 75.58% 24.42%

St Andrew 32781489.87 12358454 20423036 62.30% 37.70%

St Joseph 26691101.66 10364518 16326584 61.17% 38.83%

Christ Church 60864398.24 27312973 33551425 55.12% 44.88%

St Peter 31290973.47 14076003 17214971 55.02% 44.98%

St Thomas 34044973.97 17530842 16514132 48.51% 51.49%

St John 34903748.32 18103358 16800390 48.13% 51.87%

St Lucy 35219619.35 19218778 16000842 45.43% 54.57%

St James 34637232.15 30412457 4224775 12.20% 87.80%

Totals 434628660.2 179622034 255006627 58.67% 41.33%

Average 72438110.03 29937005 42501105 56.91% 43.09%

Table 9.2. Area with view of signal station mast by parish (parishes with damage during revolt shaded).
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and mapped cumulative viewshed. Just as the horizon had 360° of coverage, the land 
had an effective coverage nearing the whole of the island.

Conclusions
GIS mapping of the watch tower viewsheds confirm, line of sight visual links between 
the six stations that were constructed to provide panoptic surveillance of the island’s 
plantation landscape. These signal stations were constructed in the aftermath of the 
1816 revolt for the express purpose of providing surveillance and to insure control over 
enslaved laborers. The data demonstrates the effective design and placement of the 
towers to create sweeping vistas of control. They were purposely positioned in locations 
that provided both panoptic viewscapes and rapid line-of-sight visual ‘telegraphic’ 
communication spanning the island from six high points spread across the island. They 
were also located to maximize the viewshed of each tower and the collective, cumula-
tive, viewshed of the entire island.

The findings demonstrate that the positioning of the signal stations provided line of 
sight visibility and a cumulative viewshed of sweeping panoptic surveillance. The sta-
tions thus achieved the goal of creating a network from which plantations and laborers 
were vigilantly watched. It is more difficult to gauge the impact of the towers on the 
decision making of the enslaved. However, no further rebellions took place, so from 
a managerial and control perspective the towers appear to have achieved their initial 
goal. With emancipation, the formal role as ‘watch towers’ monitoring and controlling 
the laboring population, declined in significance. Still, the towers retained their po-
sition and could relay signals to insure a rapid response if problems emerged on the 
plantations. It was only when telephones and telephone lines became available in the 
1880s that the tower’s lost their social and economic significance, replacing the indirect 
‘optical telegraphy’ sent relatively slowly by messages from signal mast to signal mast.
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Trents, St. James 0 0 0 0 0   

Drax Hall, St. George 1 1 1 1 1   1

Codrington, St. John 0 0 0 0      

Society, St. John   1 1 1      

Colleton, St. Lucy / St. Peter 1    1      

St. Nicholas Abbey, St. Peter 1 0 0 0      

Morgan Lewis, St. Andrew   1 1        

Mount Gay, St. Lucy   1 1 1      

Newton, Christ Church   1       0  

Bayleys, St. Philip   1   1      

Table 9.3. Visibility of key areas of plantations visible from at least one signal station (1) or not 
visible (0) (areas without data are left blank).
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This study provides a solid baseline for the study of surveillance. Like Bentham’s 
(1791) model of sentries overlooking the cells and yards of a penitentiary, the objec-
tives of observation and control in Barbados were well defined. The signal stations were 
well engineered and positioned to maximize viewsheds from each of the six sites and to 
complement one another to produce a comprehensive cumulative viewshed in which 
the primary economic lands and laborers of the island were visually monitored.
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The 2009 and 2010 Synagogue 
Compound Excavations

An Exploration of the Material Culture of the first 
100 years of the Nidhe Israel Community

Derek R. Miller

Abstract
Jewish settlers arrived in Barbados in the 1630s and by the 1660s had established in 
Bridgetown a synagogue compound that included a synagogue, burial ground and 
Mikveh. This compound was a place where Jews could celebrate their religion and 
heritage within an emerging major port in the Atlantic system. However, it was also 
constructed within a social environment where Jews were merely tolerated and seen 
as a source of possible social disruption. This was done in the context of the devel-
oping plantation economy that would become reliant upon enslaved Africans and 
the structures and ideologies of race on which this economic system was justified. 
This chapter explores how Jews used material culture to navigate their social position 
to construct a Jewish community that was at once recognizable by any Jew but also 
uniquely Barbadian.

Keywords: Jewish diaspora, Bridgetown, community, tombstones.

Introduction
In the summers of 2009 and 2010, at the request of the Nidhe Israel Museum and 
Dr. Karl Watson from the University of West Indies, Cave Hill, I led a team of stu-
dents from the College of William and Mary in the United States on an archaeological 
excavation within the walls of the historic synagogue compound. As we carefully re-

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 233-249.
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vealed the stratigraphic layers containing the material stories of those who lived and 
worshipped in this space, we had a prime post for observing the reactions of those 
who entered into the compound. The faces of first-time visitors tended to contain a 
mixture of relief and awe. They felt relief from having successfully navigated the streets 
of Bridgetown to find what at the time was a hard-to-find entrance off of the small 
Synagogue Alley. The awe was from the restored synagogue, burial grounds, Mikveh, 
and museum that all spoke of a thriving Jewish community on Barbados during the 
early modern period. This relief and awe are not the product of happenstance but are 
the direct result of the challenges the early modern Jews on Barbados faced as they 
established a community.

The Jews on Barbados during their first hundred years were tolerated but not fully 
trusted. Although, the Jews were permitted a place for their organized religion with-
in the Anglican space of the colony, they were originally considered ‘foreigners and 
strangers’ (Minutes of Council, August 12, 1656, p. 250, cited by Davis 1909:130). The 
Jews could not rely on the protection of the colonial government against anti-Semitic 
discrimination and consequently tended to minimize the visibility of their community 
within the social fabric of Bridgetown. Thus, while they constructed a place where 
they could celebrate their culture and religion – the awe reflected in modern visitors’ 
faces – they took numerous material steps to ensure this space was not disruptive nor 
highly visible to those living and working in Bridgetown – echoes of which are seen 
in the relief modern tourists feel having found the synagogue compound. They did 
this within the context of the developing sugar economy that relied upon the labor of 
enslaved Africans and the developing racial ideologies that underpinned this system. 
This paper explores the materials uncovered archaeologically from the 2009 and 2010 
excavations to reveal how the Jews on Barbados used material culture to define their 
place on Barbados from the community’s founding in the 1640s to its population peak 
in the mid-eighteenth century.

A Brief History
The first Jewish merchants visited Barbados in the 1630s. While most of these Jews 
were brief visitors, a few established long-term merchant relationships and businesses 
(Schreuder 2006). At least two individuals, Simon Enrique and Benjamin De Caceres, 
purchased plantations. These two would be recognized by the Governor of Barbados in 
1653 as inhabitants of this island of Barbados (Schreuder 2004:277), although wheth-
er they publicly identified as Jewish is unclear. It was not unusual during this period for 
Jewish merchants operating within Europe and the Atlantic to use non-Jewish aliases 
for their business dealings, particularly with Gentiles, and only openly affirm their 
Jewish identity within the contexts of their home and community (Sarna 2001). While 
these first Jews helped set the stage for what was to come, it was during the 1640s and 
early 1650s that the Jewish population shifted from a network of individuals to an 
organized community.

The 1640s saw two key events that increased Jewish settlement on Barbados. The 
first was the English Civil War (1642-1651). The Civil War disrupted reliable trade 
routes with the metropole leading other country’s merchants to fill the void. Dutch 
traders were one such opportunistic group (Schreuder 2006). Many Jews living in 
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the United Provinces were trans-national merchants and seized the opportunity to 
establish business relationships on Barbados (Israel 2002). The other key event was the 
Portuguese conquest of the Dutch colony in Brazil. The Dutch had permitted Jewish 
settlement and this was the first openly practicing Jewish community in the Americas 
(Feitler 2009). Unfortunately for this short-lived community, the Portuguese brought 
the Inquisition to the Americas. While some Jews went underground, many fled, with 
a few refugees landing on the shores of Barbados.

These refugees brought with them valuable knowledge concerning sugar produc-
tion. The economy of Dutch Brazil was based on slavery and sugar. While living in 
Dutch Brazil, Jews were both merchants and planters and gained significant insights 
into sugar agriculture and refinement, established important trade networks, and be-
came familiarized with an economic system built off of slavery (Boyajian 2001; Israel 
and Schwartz 2007; Pjing 2001). This knowledge was invaluable to the struggling 
colony of Barbados during the 1640s as it transitioned from tobacco and cotton to 
large-scale sugar production. Sugar would soon define Barbados’s economy. At least 
two of the wealthiest Jews to live on Barbados during the seventeenth century, David 
Raphael de Mercado and Lewis Dias, brought with them new knowledge in sugar 
processing technology (see Samuel 1936:19 and Hall 1764:472). This knowledge was 
key intellectual capital that helped smooth the way for Jewish settlement within the 
Anglican space of Barbados.

Barbados was legally open to non-Anglican inhabitants. The Barbados Charter, 
signed in January 1652, included within its first article:

‘that a libertie of conscience in matters of religion be allowed to all’ (Schomburgk 
1848:280)

making it clear that non-Anglicans could at least live on the island. However, the 
Barbados Charter said nothing about the practicing of religions and directly after 
guaranteeing ‘libertie of conscience’ the charter suggests the immediate enactment of 
laws regulating certain religious practices. Liberty of conscience just meant that an 
individual could believe whatever religion they wanted but provided no protections, 
guarantees, nor rights to that person to even speak of their religion. While anoth-
er 1652 law stated that all the laws concerning free enjoyment of Religion within 
the Commonwealth of England also applied to Barbados, there were no laws in the 
Commonwealth of England at the time that dealt with Jews. Thus, while Jews could 
legally settle on Barbados and believe in Judaism, they had no protections nor guaran-
teed rights to practice their religion.

In the early years, Jews tended to live within the Cheapside district of Bridgetown. 
An early reference to the Jews Brick House in this neighborhood suggests a common 
place of gathering, and may be in reference to an early place of worship (Bowden 
2003:30). In the 1650s, the Jewish community gained control of the area where the 
synagogue is today. The oldest surviving tombstone within the Jewish burial grounds 
dates to 1658 and belongs to Abraham Eliyahu da Fonseca Valle (Shilstone 1988:98). 
The earliest documentary record indicating the synagogue is a 1664 deed for the neigh-
boring Quaker Meeting House (Quaker Records 1948:82). This record includes an 
outline of the synagogue suggesting the synagogue was already constructed but does 
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not indicate exactly when construction had occurred. The Jews’ decision to establish a 
place for practicing their religion was done without the benefit of legal protection nor 
with a clear idea about how they would be accepted within an English space.

Neither the English on the island nor the Jews had a model for how Jews and 
English Christians could live side by side. The English had banned Jews from their 
territory in 1290 AD (Endelman 2002:15) and only in the 1650s did Jews begin to 
unofficially settle in London. The Barbados Synagogue predated the synagogues of 
London. Both Christian colonizers and the small Jewish community had to devise 
their own way of making such a multi-faith society work. This was done in the con-
text of the developing plantation economy that would become reliant upon enslaved 
Africans and the structures and ideologies of race on which this economic system was 
justified. For the Jews on Barbados, they were clearly not English, either from a cul-
tural or a religious perspective, and white Jews would not be granted equal rights to 
Christians on Barbados until 1831 (John Carter Brown Library, Providence, RI, 1832 
West Indies-Toleration Laws). At the same time that the Jews were learning to situate 
themselves within an English and plantation society, these Jews were also developing a 
sense of what a Jewish community would and could mean. For most of these Sephardic 
Jews, their experiences with an organized Jewish community was limited. Coming 
from Inquisitorial Spain and Portugal, these Jews were accustomed to hiding their reli-
gion. The United Provinces would be the first northern European country permitting 
a publicly recognized synagogue with the Jews entering into a contract with a Dutch 
builder in 1612 for the construction of an edifice specifically intended for Jewish wor-
ship (Bodian 1997:47). For most of the Jews arriving on Barbados, this was not just a 
chance to define a Jewish place on the island but also to define what it meant to be an 
openly practicing Jew with an organized and institutionalized religion.

The Jews in Barbados navigated their liminal place within the early colony to create 
a community. They did so through a number of means: legal, political, and social. 
One of the most significant ways was through material culture both monumental and 
mundane, sacred and profane. The artifacts discussed in this paper are not interpreted:

‘as a badge of ethnicity or emblem of style but as a constituent of social practice that 
fostered cultural production and reproduction’ (Silliman 2009:225).

The material culture of the synagogue compound and the materials within the syna-
gogue compound were neither created nor used with the express goal of identifying 
their users as Jewish, although there were times when the materials were employed for 
such a purpose. Rather, these materials, when taken in total, helped frame and shape 
Jewish activities and practices. It was these practices, both sacred and mundane, that 
united those whom life had dispersed (Sarna 2001:522).

The Material Negotiations of Jewish Life
The English governors felt a constant tension between their desire to tolerate Jews 
because of their economic contributions to the island and their fear that inviting a 
religious and cultural other within their colonial space could prove disruptive if not 
disastrous. The Jews were well aware of this tension as they sought to establish a com-
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munity. This challenge was something Jews throughout the early modern Americas 
faced, as they typically practiced:

‘discretion on the outside by not drawing excessive attention to themselves, while 
glorying in their faith on the inside, where tradition reigned supreme’ (Sarna 
2001:525).

Similarly, other non-Anglican groups, like the Catholics, also found that they were tol-
erated on Barbados only as long as they did not disrupt the status quo of the emerging 
sugar and slavery system (Handler and Reilly 2015). The Jews sought a balance be-
tween public discretion and a private celebration of their Jewish history and traditions. 
The Jews used material culture to strike this balance.

Jews were navigating this tension when they laid the foundations of their commu-
nity. The synagogue compound was situated within the margins of early Bridgetown. 
It is unclear exactly when and how the Jewish community gained the land for the 
compound, but this was not desirable land. The compound was located on the swampy 
margins of Bridgetown, not off of any major roads, and near the powder magazine 
(Figure 10.1). This latter condition was particularly worrisome considering the fre-
quency of fires within early colonial cities (Bowden 2003). It was not a coincidence 
that their closest neighbor would be the Quakers, another religious outsider group 
within Anglican Barbados. The echoes of this spatial marginality were clearly etched in 

Figure 10.1. Layout of the Nidhe Israel Synagogue Compound with an inset of the location of 
the synagogue compound within Bridgetown. The area magnified is indicated in grey.



238 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

the relieved faces of the tourists who finally found the synagogue compound while the 
archaeological work was being completed in 2009 and 2010.

The juxtaposition of the synagogue and burial ground demonstrates the challenges 
of Jewish life on Barbados as it went against Jewish tradition. According to Jewish 
tradition, the burial ground should be constructed on the outskirts of town connect-
ed to the synagogue by a pathway or road (Terrell 2005:58). Religious tenants were 
further broken by the Mikveh’s proximity to the burial ground (Figure 10.2). Such 
compromises to religious ideals were likely forced upon the Jewish community. While 
the Jews were granted unprecedented freedom as compared to any other place within 
the English Atlantic in even having a place of worship because of the important role 
their trade networks provided the English colony, such toleration had limits. Land was 
valuable and the Jewish community on Barbados was only permitted a small space for 
their religion within the undesirable marshy outskirts of the emerging urban center.

Once established, the Jews designed the compound to minimize the visibility of 
the community. Archaeological excavations uncovered the original coral stone path-
way (Figure 10.3). The pathway itself was finely laid with small drainage ditches upon 
both sides (Miller 2010, 2011b). The pathway sat between a wall that demarcated the 
sacred ground of the Beth Haim and the wall that demarcated the boundaries of the 
compound itself. This pathway led to the main historic entrance to the compound, a 
small gate situated at an acute angle to the road known today as Synagogue Alley. This 
was not a grand entrance providing sweeping views of the compound. Rather, this was 
a humble entrance allowing for the subtle ingress and egress to the communal space.

Such subtlety helped minimize the presence of the Jewish community within 
Bridgetown. Throughout the Americas, Jews took steps to downplay their presence 
within their host societies. Englishmen who criticized Jewish settlement within English 
territories often spoke of their fears that the Jews would overtake local businesses and 
eventually dominate all forms of trade. A group of Barbados merchants claimed in 
1655:

‘that the Jews are a people so subtle in manners of trade, and that they and their 
stocks are so settled in other nations that in short time they will not only ingross 
trade among themselves, but will be able to divert the benefit thereof to other 
places’ (Sainsbury 1964a:49).

Within such a social climate, it is not surprising that Jews took steps to hide their 
numbers, which it should be pointed out was always a tiny minority on Barbados, with 
the Jewish community at its max numbering no more than 800 individuals (Watson 
2005:42). The acute angle of the entrance to the compound allowed Jews to enter and 
exit the compound seamlessly with the flow of foot traffic, analogous in purpose to 
an exit/entrance ramp on a highway. Such seamless movement of Jewish bodies was 
necessary as Jews moved through the city with a different rhythm traveling to and from 
the synagogue during the busy market day of Saturday.

Within the walls of the synagogue compound the Jewish community could worship 
freely, but outside these walls the Jews were outsiders and prejudice was not uncom-
mon. The threat of such prejudice was violently actualized in 1739 when an angry mob 
burned the satellite synagogue in Speightstown to the ground. The dispute started at a 
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Figure 10.2. Photograph of the synagogue compound as it looked in 2010. The restored syn-
agogue is in the background and the restored burial ground in the foreground. The restored 
Mikveh is the coral stone building on the left-hand side of the photo (Derek Miller).

Figure 10.3. The original coral stone pathway with drain feature (Derek Miller).
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Jewish wedding when the father seized a wedding guest, Gilbert Burnet, and dragged 
him before the magistrate for stealing. Burnet claimed to be the son of a prominent 
English family. Christians in Speightstown were outraged at the ‘Insolence’ of a Jewish 
man doing this to a ‘Gentlemen.’ In a classic form of prejudice, these Christians be-
lieved it was justified to assault a community for the actions of an individual, thus 
burning down the material heart of the Jewish community. To make matters worse, 
Gilbert Burnet was actually Tom Bell, a notorious confidence man who pulled off nu-
merous scams throughout the colonies and was described as the greatest villain that was 
ever born (Bullock 1998). Ultimately, the actions of the father were justified as it was 
Bell who would be found guilty for his crimes. Unfortunately, the verdict came well 
after the synagogue was destroyed and there is no record of the arsons being charged.

These tensions played out in the material culture that the Jews decided to purchase. 
In 1651, the English passed the first of the Navigation Acts. This series of laws created 
a map for economic activity with the metropole being reserved for the production of 
finished goods and the colonies being dedicated to the production of raw materials and 
consumption of metropole-produced finished goods. Colonies were only supposed to 
ship and trade with English ships (Magnusson 1995). These laws tied the purchasing of 
goods to loyalty to the crown. The materials recovered from the synagogue compound 
suggest the Jews followed these laws. The synagogue compound was littered with the 
goods readily available in the Bridgetown shops with almost no imported materials 
from France, Spain, or Portugal. The Jews, when it came to the material of the every-
day, purchased mostly the same goods as their neighbors.

This was likely a strategic choice as the Jews had access to a wide range of trade 
networks throughout the Atlantic. Historian Jonathan Israel’s detailed exploration of 
Jewish trade records has shown that:

‘the Navigation Acts were observed by Barbados Jews neither in the letter nor the 
spirit, since they continued to import large amounts of Dutch, Westphalian and 
Silesian linens, spices, and manufactures, from Amsterdam, and export sugar and 
tobacco and Holland’ (2002:403).

There is no evidence of these manufactures within the walls of the synagogue compound. 
Jews may have been circumnavigating the Navigation Acts in business, but anybody ob-
serving Jewish everyday public life would see compliance. For every positive word written 
about Jewish trade networks, there were others on Barbados who felt that the presence of 
Jews was inconsistent with the safety of Barbados (Sainsbury 1964b: 69). By purchasing 
the same goods as their neighbors, the Jews ensured that anybody viewing them saw 
someone in compliance with the laws and regulations of England.

The Material Practices of a Community
While the Jews were minimizing their presence on Barbados, they were not totally 
hiding as they did during the Inquisition, and they sought to create and maintain a 
thriving community that celebrated their religion and heritage. The synagogue com-
pound was a space defined by Jewish religion and traditions. The compound as it 
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developed would have been recognizable to any Jew, yet it was also a space that was 
uniquely Barbadian.

The orientations of the compound situated the Jewish community within a larger, 
historical geography that spoke to their heritage. The synagogue, like nearly all Jewish 
synagogues, was designed so that the ark, the cabinet that holds the Torah, would be 
on the eastern wall. As Jews prayed, they would face the ark, key for the people of the 
Book, as well as facing towards their historic homeland, the ancient Kingdom of Israel 
(Baron 1942:75). The name the Jewish community chose included this interlocking of 
geography and identity, Nidhe Israel, meaning ‘the scattered from Israel’.

Moreover, the rhythms of activities within the compound were informed by a his-
torical geography. During the early years, the synagogue compound hosted numerous 
key celebrations as indicated by the presence of artifacts related to feasting. The earliest 
stratigraphic layers dating to the seventeenth century included sizeable amount of fau-
nal material, including evidence of a possible roasting of a cow, alongside numerous 
ceramic plates and serving dishes (Miller 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013). The celebrations 
of these key events corresponded with the Jewish religious calendar, a calendar that was 
established during the times of the Old Testament and within the geography of the 
Middle East. This calendar was created within the climate and agricultural practices 
of this region. For example, Passover occurs in the Spring and is associated with the 
first crops of barley. Religious practices maintained symbolic connections to both of 
these things despite the differences in seasonality and crops on Barbados. When these 
celebrations occurred throughout the year they reflected the historical geography of the 
Kingdom of Israel as opposed the lived geography of the Caribbean.

This temporality was something that the Jews believed was essential as evidenced 
by their tombstones, another archaeological assemblage that provides material corre-
lates to Jewish identity on the island. Ninety-six percent of the surviving tombstones 
include a date of death in the Jewish calendar. Sixty-nine percent of the surviving 
tombstones have both the Hebrew and Christian calendar. These two calendars were 
placed side by side but were not interchangeable. This was true for the 27 tombstones 
with only English inscriptions, as 20 of these stones included the date of death in 
both the Hebrew and Christian calendar. Of the seven stones that only included the 
Christian calendar, five of them date after the 1850s when the Jewish community’s 
numbers had greatly decreased. Before 1775, only three stones had the date of death in 
only the Christian calendar, and no stone before 1725 had just the Christian calendar. 
The Christian and Hebrew calendars were not simply two-sides of the same coin but 
spoke of two different cultural registries. The lunar Hebrew calendar contained within 
its very structure the geographies of Jewish identity and history. The two calendars were 
not, and are not, different words for the same thing, and thus for the Jews on Barbados 
they could exist side-by-side but never one for the other.

Jewishness was not just an identity based upon genealogy but one that was af-
firmed through ritual practice. The community on Barbados sought to follow many 
of the key practices of purity dictated by their religion. Archaeologist Michael Stoner 
in 2008 uncovered the foundations of the ritual bath, or Mikveh. This ritual bath was 
extravagantly made with imported slate and tiles leading down to the bath itself. The 
bath was constructed on top of a natural spring and the builders laid the stone so that 
the water from the spring could flow into the bath. Even today, the water level of the 



242 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

bath fluctuates with the changing water table. The Mikveh played an essential role for 
the reproduction of the community within the purity laws of the Jewish religion as a 
woman could not return to the marital bed after menstruation until she had bathed in 
the Mikveh (Leibman 2009). This meant that the Mikveh was essential for the spiritual 
and physical reproduction of the Jewish community.

This purity and sacredness of the synagogue compound was strictly controlled by 
the Mahamad, the council of community leaders. It was these leaders who would have 
gathered and invested the funds for the Mikveh. In 1792, the sacredness of this space 
was challenged when Lunah Arrobas passed away. Lunah was part of a Jewish family, 
but her own Jewishness, in terms of religion, was questioned by the Jewish leaders. Her 
will stands in sharp contrast to other Jewish wills from Barbados as she only includ-
ed Christians as benefactors and witnesses (Will, 4 September, 1792, Arrobas Family 
Wills, Barbados, West Indies, 1733-1792, 1910/SC-520, American Jewish Archives, 
Cincinnati, Ohio). Nearly every other surviving will of a Jewish individual during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is replete with other Jewish names indicating the 
tightly bound Jewish community. The noticeable absence of Jews from Lunah’s will 
hints at a disconnection from the Jewish community. Yet while there is evidence of 
isolation, Lunah self-identified as Jewish within her last will and testament. Her will 
was a legal document notarized by the colonial government, and thus the colonial 
government considered Lunah Jewish. Therefore, the colonial government mandated 
that the Jewish community bury her within their burial ground. This was an order 
that the Jewish community originally refused to follow. Likely due to the actions 
that led to Lunah’s social isolation, the leaders of the Jewish community believed that 
Lunah’s burial within the sacred space of the burial ground would pollute this space. 
Ultimately, the colonial government overruled the Jewish leaders and forced them into 
a compromise where Lunah’s burial would be within the technical confines of the 
compound but towards the edges and separated by a pathway from sacred ground 
(Shilstone 1988:xi-xii).

While the Jewish community took many material steps to construct a space that 
was distinctively Jewish, this was also a place of cultural innovation that was uniquely 
Barbadian. While the material forms of the synagogue and Mikveh may have been 
traditionally Jewish, the building materials were mostly local limestone. Moreover, 
the small stones placed on Jewish tombstones per Jewish tradition were indigenous 
to Barbados. The first pathway was constructed out of coral rubble (Figure 10.3). In 
the ensuing years as the pathway became overgrown with weeds and refuse, the Jews 
turned to a local technological innovation, marl, to re-pave this area creating the de-
sired clean surface (Figure 10.4). While the forms were extracted from Jewish tradition, 
the technologies and materials needed for construction were local to the island creating 
a compound that was both Jewish and Barbadian.

The quotidian materials found within the compound also took on a local flavor. 
The ceramics, pipes, and glassware would have been seen within the homes of many 
of their non-Jewish neighbors (Figure 10.5). As consumers, the Jews bought and used 
many of the same items available in the shops in Bridgetown keeping up with the 
changing ceramic styles of the English switching from the tin-enamel wares and mid-
lands slipwares of the seventeenth century to the popular white salt-glazed stoneware 
ceramics of the early eighteenth century. Additionally, there were the remains of local 
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Barbadian redwares found in the compound indicating that the Jews were not just 
buying imported materials but also were participating in the emerging local markets. 
Several sherds from sugar molds provide material evidence of Jewish involvement with-
in the sugar economy.

But it is perhaps the tombstones that most clearly indicate that the Jews on 
Barbados were creating a new hybrid culture. These tombstones were made exclu-
sively for a Jewish audience as entrance into the compound was strictly controlled. 
Yet, the Jews did not limit the languages on their tombstones to just the languages of 
their forefathers, Portuguese and Spanish, or their religious language, Hebrew; many 
tombstones also included English (Table 10.1). During the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, English was not used as a substitute for other languages but rather included 
side-by-side a heritage language and a religious language. This may have been inspired 
by some of the first leaders of the Jewish community. Joseph Jessurun Mendez, who 
went by Lewis Dias when engaging with the English, was one of the central figures of 
the early Jewish community. Included within the Portuguese portion of his epitaph 
was ‘FUNDOU A EZNOGA DA NIDHE ISRAEL’ meaning ‘to lay the foundation or 
ground-work of the Synagogue Nidhe Israel.’ Mendez did not just include an epitaph 
in Portuguese, but also included epitaphs in Hebrew and English. That Mendez chose 
to embrace English may have helped set the standard for English to be incorporated 
within the sacred space of the burial grounds. Noticeably, this linguistic choice stands 
in contrast to the largest Jewish community in the Americas, the Jodensavanne in 
Suriname, where Jews did not begin to include languages besides Spanish, Portuguese, 
or Hebrew until the nineteenth century (Ben-Ur and Frankel 2009). The tombstones 
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Figure 10.5. Artifacts found during the excavations including a wine glass (a); clay pipe (b), 
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suggest that as the Jewish community grew on Barbados they began to incorporate 
aspects of the developing Barbadian society into their lives. The inclusion of all three 
languages on Barbados encapsulates the hybrid nature of Jewish life on Barbados with 
its roots in Iberia, Judaism, and Barbados.

Jews and Enslaved Individuals
A discussion of the early modern Jewish community on Barbados must also consider 
the Jewish relationship with enslaved individuals. Jews were owners of enslaved indi-
viduals. The 1680 census listed 54 Jewish households in Bridgetown. These house-
holds owned 163 enslaved individuals, or approximately three enslaved individuals per 
household (Dunn 1969). Nearly every household (91%) owned at least one enslaved 
individual. For those Jews who owned plantations, these numbers were likely higher. A 
survey of 88 wills showed that Jews typically bequeathed enslaved individuals to their 
children with manumission being relatively rare.1 Only four of the wills included a 
request for manumission of an enslaved individual and one of those wills belonged to 
the ostracized Lunah Arrobas.

1 The wills surveyed are copies of wills from Barbados that are housed at the American Jewish Archives 
in Cincinnati.

Table 10.1. Distribution of languages used on Jewish epitaphs.
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Jewish slave ownership was partially contested within the laws of Barbados. While 
Jews were always permitted to own enslaved individuals, how many enslaved individu-
als a Jew could own was debated. In 1688, the Barbados Colonial Government passed 
a lengthy Act for the governing of Negroes amending a similarly titled 1661 act in which 
the seventeenth clause focused on Jewish ownership of enslaved individuals. Using the 
justification of security, the law stated that ‘no person of the Hebrew nation residing 
in any Sea-port Town’ shall own more than a single enslaved individual, unless said 
member of the Nation ‘are denizened by His Majesty’s Letter Patent’ in which case they 
can own ‘no more than for their own use’ (Hall 1764:119). This final clause points to 
the underlying logic behind this law, as it sought to curb the urban Jewish population 
from increasing their wealth by renting enslaved individuals to others for a profit, a 
common practice of urban slavery throughout the Atlantic world. This law did not last 
long as the Jews through petitions had this clause repealed in 1706.

The colonial elites saw Jews as key allies when it came to monitoring, controlling, 
and disciplining the enslaved population. For while there were fears concerning Jewish 
economic activity and loyalties to the crown, these quelled in comparison to the fears of 
a slave rebellion. Seeking all allies that they could after a recent slave revolt, Governor 
Willoughby dropped the general restrictions from Jews providing testimony in courts 
outside of cases dealing with other Jews or trade stating:

‘that in the time of the late Usurpation, their Testimonies were then admitted in 
all Courts, and in all cases whatsoever’ (Davis 1909:131-132).

In general, Jewish testimony in court was considered not permissible since Jews would 
not swear on the Holy Bible, something that went against the Jewish faith. But in the 
case of a slave revolt, any information from any source that could prevent the upturn-
ing of the slave system was desired. Such transactional shifts in policies, illuminate the 
importance of Jews being allies against the enslaved population and helped affirm Jews 
as part of the slave owning part of colonial Barbadian society.

Within the materials found during the archaeological excavations, there is no single 
object that can be directly tied to an enslaved individual. Nevertheless, the synagogue 
compound must be interpreted within the framework of enslaved people. The funding 
of the synagogue compound largely came from Jewish involvement in the slave econo-
my, either directly from such activities as renting out enslaved individuals or indirectly 
from the shipment of sugar. The Mahamad used enslaved individuals to conduct a 
number of tasks within the compound. It was likely that the walls of the synagogue, the 
Mikveh, the schoolhouse, the pathway, and the layers of marl were all the products of 
enslaved Africans and Afro-Barbadians knowledge, expertise, and labor. As remains the 
case today, we often know the designers and owners of buildings but rarely know the 
laborers who are responsible for that building’s physical construction. The synagogue 
compound is no different. This was a place that was literally built by enslaved workers 
and to not acknowledge this is to erase these individuals from the history of this space.
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Conclusions – Wrapping up the Tensions
The original Jewish community in Barbados would reach its population peak around 
the 1750s and then begin a slow decline. It was during this population decline that 
Jews gained more legal rights. In 1786, Jews were granted the right to give testimo-
nies in all courts of law (Lucas 1946/47:88-90). In 1831, white Jews were given the 
same rights as white Christians (John Carter Brown Library, Providence, RI, 1832 
West Indies-Toleration Laws). Yet, despite the greater legal rights, the Jewish community 
from the mid-eighteenth century onwards began to slowly dwindle in population. In 
1928, Isaac Baeza would close the synagogue doors, sell the compound into private 
hands, and send the Torah scroll to the Bevis Marks community in London (Shilstone 
1988:xxii). It would not be until the 1970s that a small group of Jewish refugees from 
World War II, their descendants, and the Barbados National Trust would purchase the 
synagogue. Since then the synagogue compound has been largely restored and opened 
to the public as a museum and heritage site.

In this chapter, I focused just on the establishment of the first Jewish community 
on Barbados. I argued that this community sought to construct a place that celebrated 
their heritage and tradition – reflected in the awe on the tourists’ faces. This celebration 
was conducted within a social environment where Jews were outsiders and a frequent 
source of a fear. The Jewish community, always conscious of their marginal social po-
sition, constructed a place that downplayed the community’s presence. Jews used ma-
terial culture to navigate their social world, ultimately creating a uniquely Barbadian 
Jewish community.

While this chapter only discusses the formation of this community, archaeological 
materials recovered date all the way into the twentieth century. In the spirit of further 
exploration, the report written from the field seasons alongside the doctoral disserta-
tion on these materials have been placed for public access on the Digital Library of 
the Caribbean (Miller 2011b; 2013). All the artifacts recovered from these excavations 
have been catalogued and are stored in the Nidhe Israel Museum. Hopefully, future 
researchers can use this material to expand on what is written here as well as question 
the conclusions drawn. The study of the material culture of the Jewish community on 
Barbados not only provides new insights into the Jewish Diaspora, but also helps us 
better understand Bridgetown and Barbados. It helps illuminate how a group of peo-
ple dispersed from their homeland, and largely outside the structures of power, albeit 
still free, were able to construct a community and a culture that could both honor its 
heritage beyond the island and also be Barbadian. Moreover, as a community on the 
margins, Jews frequently complicated cultural notions concerning race, class, and reli-
gion. It was often within these challenges, and the intersections of these various forces, 
that Barbadian society was defined.
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‘Are they local or foreign?’
An examination of some Barbadian potteries and 

market networks

Kevin Farmer, Jeffrey R. Ferguson & Michael D. Glascock

Abstract
Historic ceramics on the island of Barbados have been manufactured since the mid-sev-
enteenth century. This paper examines the manufacture and distribution of historic ce-
ramics from a sampling of ceramics held in the collection of the Barbados Museum and 
Historical Society, to ascertain their point of manufacture and distribution on island. 
The research seeks to provide new insight into the pottery manufacturing industry of 
Barbados and provide a new methodology for identifying historic Barbadian Ceramics.

Keywords: Historic ceramics, Provenance, Petrography, Trade networks, Compositional analysis.

‘The clay, mixed more or less with siliceous material were formerly extensively 
used for the preparation of earthenware. The potteries were very numerous during 
the last century, when it was customary to manufacture forms for making clayed 
sugars. Goglets, pitcher, and some other coarse articles of pottery and ware, are still 
manufactured in the Scotland district’ Schomburgk (1848: 571).

Introduction
Robert Schomburgk, in his mid-nineteenth-century history of the island, informs us of 
the use of the clay resources of Barbados, their extensive use in the sugar industry and 
changes that occurred a century later when the industry started to produce domestic 
wares, presumably for local consumption. His observations, though cursory, allow a 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 253-267.
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glimpse into the extent of use of the local clays on the island. Unfortunately, he does 
not describe for us the manner in which the ceramics were formed, though he provides 
us with the names of some of the forms created. This chapter examines manufactory 
locales and networks to market revealed through the use of neutron activation analysis 
(NAA) at the University of Missouri Research Reactor (MURR) Archaeometry Lab. 
The comparative analysis against other locally produced ceramics in the region allowed 
for categorization of the staples from Barbados. Its implication for ceramic research on 
island will also be discussed.

Contemporary research into pottery manufacture in the region has been taken up 
with the search for Africanisms and locating such low-fired ceramics within a tradition 
of cultural retention, resistance and economic marronage and cabotage (Bueze 1990; 
Ebanks 1995; Heath 1991,1999; Petersen et al. 1999). These low-fired ceramics were 
made primarily by women in small household craft shops. Such cottage industries 
could be both local and regional in relation to where the pottery was traded (Hauser 
2009). In this cottage industry, notions of identity were assumed to rest with hand-
built low-fired ceramics (Ebanks 1984; England 1994; Hauser 2008; Mathewson 
1972). As such, little attention has been given to wheel-thrown, kiln-fired industrial, 
domestic and other forms, manufactured during the pre- and post-emancipation eras 
in the West Indies. Previous scholarship in this area has sought to examine evidence 
of creolization in Barbados (Loftfield 2001), trade networks and interaction areas 
in Martinique and Guadeloupe (Kelly et al. 2008), and trade areas in St. Eustatius 
(Gilmore 2005). Wheel-thrown industrial ceramics are a potentially extensive and an 
important subset of low-fired earthenware production in the region (Kelly et al. 2008). 
As such, these ceramics can no longer be ignored when discussing ceramics production 
in the region during the historic period.

These products were created by enslaved Africans, who utilized access to this tech-
nology to fashion forms for themselves, initially for subsistence and then later on for 
trade purposes. Such agency is worthy of recognition and study. One must move the 
discussion away from function into the avenues of trade and distribution networks to 
tease out and answer questions of interaction and social networks at play (Handler 
1963a; Hauser 2008; Kelly et al. 2008; Loftfield 2001). Research into Barbadian ce-
ramics has noted its limited temporality and knowledge of vessel forms and trade net-
works (Loftfield 2001), but has acknowledged an industry at work since the mid-sev-
enteenth century, given the petrological analysis of ceramics excavated at the failed 
Barbadian-led settlement on the Cape Fear River (Thomas Loftfield pers. comm.). This 
tradition will be addressed in this chapter as we examine the manufacture and distri-
bution networks by exploring the compositional nature of the manufactured ceramic.

Sites sampled
Evidence of locally fired ceramics had been observed at plantation sites and ploughed 
fields across the island from the late nineteenth century until the present time period. 
Their ubiquity was in fact taken for granted. Ceramic sherds present at sites lacked 
datable diagnostic features, which rendered the ability to interpret their presence moot. 
As such, their use as indicators of agency was also minimized. Based on data presented 
here, however, such ceramics serve as indicators of a robust trade network, demonstrat-
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ing human interaction in both the formal and informal market system where they were 
consumed by enslaved and free peoples. Accessing such trade networks relies upon 
compositional analysis.

The specimens analyzed, taken from the excavated material held at the Barbados 
Museum and Historical Society, include samples from one well-known and historical-
ly-documented manufacturing site, surface collections from historic sites, two produc-
tion sites with standing remains, and two excavated urban habitation sites, one a syn-
agogue, the other an urban dwelling. Both the sampling of sites and finds from those 
sites were chosen randomly from collections of the Museum. The decision to sample 
traditional early-twentieth-century sites of production was to allow for a comparison 
between manufactory techniques over four centuries, as well as to compare whether 
paste recipes might have changed over time and space.

Of these, Codrington College, a seventeenth-century plantation complex with a 
well-documented manufactory plant and sugar works, is located in the southeast of 
the island. Its kiln site revealed a sizeable waster heap; unfortunately, the waster pile 
was not excavated to reveal the kiln structure. The other manufactory sites include 
Pothouse, with its remains of three beehive up-draft kilns, and Mr. Green’s kiln site, 
located within the traditional post-emancipation locus of Barbadian pottery – Chalky 
Mount. The samples predominantly comprised of industrial sherds, including architec-
tural components like tile and brick, though some domestic wares were also included. 
Along with these wares, the specimens included five clay samples taken from tradi-
tional source areas in the Scotland District of Barbados. These samples were subjected 
to optical thin section petrography and NAA to identify mineral, physical and chem-
ical compositions. Compositional study was undertaken to discern any homogeneity 
within the sample group, thereby identifying linkages between production sites and 
consumption areas and allowing for a discussion of trade and interaction spheres.

Ceramics in the post-emancipation period
Documentary evidence indicates a developed ceramic industry in operation from the 
late seventeenth century to the mid-nineteenth century, producing primarily industri-
al wares for sugar production along with architectural elements and perhaps limited 
domestic wares (Handler 1963a; 1963b). Following the introduction of steam and the 
changeover to mechanized sugar production, the market for industrial wares dimin-
ished and was replaced by domestic production conducted at the household level. This 
domestic production allowed for creation of utilitarian household items along with 
decorative homewares such as flowerpots and ashtrays, especially as the nineteenth 
century drew to a close. The transition clearly indicates that market forces significantly 
influenced production development. Many of these wares were increasingly sold by 
middlemen – who were in fact mostly women. These itinerant traders, called hawkers 
in Barbados, acted as conduits through which the potters’ creations flowed to a pur-
chasing market.

Although scholarship in the region has engaged the history and existence of lo-
cally produced earthenwares (Ebanks 1995; England 1994; Gillmore 2005; Handler 
1963a; Hauser 2008; Kelly 2008; Loftfield 2001) few have examined systematically 
the compositional nature of these ceramics. Regional compositional studies have been 
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primarily focused on handmade pottery (Crane 1993; Hauser 2008; Peterson and 
Watters 1999; Watters 2001), with some analysis done on wheel-thrown wares (Kelly 
2008; Loftfield 1992; Scheid 2007; Stoner 2000) with Kelly being the only person 
undertaking research on interaction between two different islands. Gilmore’s focus 
though on the Dutch island of St Eustatius included compositional analysis to verify 
the origin of ceramic vessels traded to St Eustatius, given its lack of clay resources. No 
systematic compositional work of Barbadian wheel-thrown ceramics has been under-
taken to discern trade routes, production sites and clay sources until now.

Historic site excavation in Barbados since the 1970s noted this ubiquitous ware in 
the fields surrounding the plantation. In the 1990s Loftfield’s work at Codrington not-
ed their presence at the sugar factory site and subsequently at the Kiln site, which was 
later excavated by Scheid. Loftfield and Scheid also excavated the Pothouse site, located 
less than two miles north-west of the Codrington Estate. Earthenwares were surface 
collected by Watson from the Stewart Hill site and curated at the Barbados Museum, 
while Stoner and Smith noted earthenwares in urban Bridgetown at the Synagogue, 
Mason Hall and Jubilee Garden sites.

The wares sampled are predominantly industrial. These include sugar cones, drip 
jars, tiles and bricks as well as some utilitarian wares. The sample from the Codrington 
and Pothouse manufactories includes two types of sugar wares – sugar cones and drip 
jars (also referred to as ‘drips and jars’). These thick-walled industrial sugar wares are 
wheel-thrown earthenware, normatively called ‘Redwares’ in Barbados owing to their 
general color. The paste is fine to medium with little inclusions and, where evident, 
consists of detrital inclusions and some grog. The surface is untreated, a practice that 
continued in the late historic period. Some utilitarian ware is perhaps existent in the 
sample but is diagnostically indistinguishable from the industrial wares. The cores of 
all five wares are indicative of a reducing environment that over time becomes fully 
oxidized. There is little variation in paste based on visual, petrographic and chemical 
analysis, perhaps indicating a sustained level of standardization. Some wasters were 
recovered from the manufactory sites. Collections from the other rural and urban sites 
mimic the characteristics of the ceramics excavated at the pottery manufactories. No 
handmade vessels were evident in the obtained sample.

Contemporary accounts and documentary data indicate the systematic training 
of and the production of ceramics by descendants of the enslaved. The records of the 
Codrington Estate conclusively document the apprenticeship system instituted by the 
plantation to instruct chosen enslaved men to create and replicate European forms 
for the express purpose of use in the production of sugar. Further documentary evi-
dence highlights the change from industrial to domestic manufacture a century after 
the end of enslavement. Such evidence also notes the sale of manufactured vessels to 
neighbors and the sale of vessels in urban and rural markets. In such records it is clear 
that the manufacture of wares underwent devolution from an industrial type within a 
centralized production zone before mechanization of the sugar industry, to a localized 
manufacture within family size units for sale to a market. Both were local to the point 
of manufacture and distant from the point of manufacture for a regional market.

In focusing on pottery samples from the late-seventeenth century through to the 
nineteenth century, compositional analysis was employed to discern the extent of the 
trade and distribution of locally produced earthenwares on the island. Analysis identi-
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fied paste recipes utilized in the manufacture of ceramics; comparative analysis of paste 
recipes allowed for identification of similar recipes that, dependent on their location, 
allowed for discussion of shared knowledge and trade of ceramics across the island. 
Conversely, differing paste recipes allowed for exploration of the possibility of mul-
tiple clay sources being utilized in the manufactory process, as well as indicating the 
presence of differing paste recipes and potters engaged in ceramic production on the 
island. Altogether, chemical analysis provided the foundation upon which diagnostic 
characteristics of pottery produced in Barbados are identified.

Both petrographic and NAA testing enabled the heterogeneity and homogeneity of 
paste recipes to be identified and characterized and this allows for a greater understand-
ing of what, if any, similarities can be discerned between production and distribution 
sites. It simultaneously provides information of any changes over time that occurred 
at the pottery manufactory related to paste recipe and raw material locations. Finally, 
compositional analysis of five clay samples allows for comparative study between pro-
duction sites and raw clay sources to pinpoint provenance. Petrographic analysis pro-
vides opportunities for comparisons between the results of the two techniques to allow 
for a discussion of shared paste recipes and raw materials, sources of clay and temper 
across the island. More importantly, such tests allow for the identification of distinctly 
Barbadian ceramics amongst the assemblages excavated, and in so doing establish a 
benchmark against which future ceramics on the island can be distinguished compar-
atively from other coarse wares manufactured in the region.

Barbadian Redwares are characterized by a dark core present in the center of the 
wall, surrounded by exterior and interior surfaces, which are lightly colored (reddish 
brown to fawn). Such observations are in keeping with organic matter present in the 
clay which did not undergo full oxidation during firing; as such it was possibly fired at 
a temperature around 800°C (Rice 1987: 335). At present this is mere supposition, as 
no experimental archaeology has been undertaken to verify this temperature, though it 
is in keeping with known firing temperatures that would produce such a reduced core.

In some instances, vessels are fully oxidised with no reduced core, indicating that 
at some point in time the technique of firing, type of kiln, or paste recipe changed so 
as to ensure a more consistent firing temperature. Such color variation in the fired clay 
highlights the ability to sustain and maintain a firing environment up to 900-950°C, 
the temperature at which full color development of iron in an oxidising environment 
takes place (Rice 1987: 335). With full color development reached, one is able to spec-
ulate on the percentage of iron compounds present in the clay. Given the hues of light 
brown through red observed in the sample, one may estimate ferrous compounds of 
between 1.5-3 per cent and above present in the clays used to fire the ceramics sampled 
from the pottery manufactories in Barbados (Rice 1987: 335; also see 1996a; 1996b.).

In discussing the distribution of ceramics utilizing compositional analysis, there 
is oftentimes the misuse of the terms ‘provenance’ and ‘provenience’ as interchangea-
ble nouns in the discussion of the spatial location of ceramics. We suggest, similar to 
Hauser, that there is a need to differentiate between the two terms: provenance as the 
ability to identify the geological source from which the ceramic recipe is derived; whilst 
provenience is concerned with the identification of the place in which the ceramic is 
manufactured (Hauser 2008).
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The technique of provenance studies seeks to identify minerals, elements and 
constituents identified from the ceramic, and correlate them with known geological 
formations so as to locate the source origins of the clays used in the manufacturing 
process. The knowledge gained from both provenance and provenience allows for an 
in-depth and informed discussion of the commodification, consumption and distribu-
tion networks utilized to provide access to markets of both the producer and consumer. 
In so doing, it provides an alternative narrative for ceramics vessels, not as mere con-
veyers of cultural traits (Handler 1963; Loftfield 2001; Nicholson 1990; Watters 2001) 
but as active symbols of enslaved agency. As a manufactured and consumed item, the 
ceramics vessel is an object of trade, a utilitarian implement created by market forces 
and enslaved hands (Hauser 2008).

Petrography
A sample of 56 sherds from the collection of excavated archaeological material and field 
surface collections of early twentieth-century ethnographic kiln sites was examined, 
along with five clay samples from traditional historic source areas. The sampling strat-
egy included untreated wares, both of an industrial and domestic type, with emphasis 
on pottery manufactory sites Pothouse (n=19), and Codrington (n=11); concentration, 
along with ethnographic sites of production: Mr Green’s Kiln (n=4) and the Chalky 
Mount Kiln (n=6). A control sample of prehistoric sherds from Silver Sands, Barbados 
was included (n=5), as well as contemporary traditional coarse earthenware from the 
neighboring island of Saint Lucia (n=11). After thin sectioning and examination under 
plain and polarizing light, the sizes of inclusions and minerals were measured accord-
ing to accepted standards. Further, the sizes of the isolated mineral grains and rock 
fragments were measured using a graduated reticule built into one of the microscope’s 
optics and compared with standardized charts. The percentages of inclusions observed 
in the paste of the two sherds were estimated using comparative charts.

The petrographic analysis of the sherds has resulted in some similarity being ob-
served amongst the various samples, namely the presence of coral, quartz and sand-
stone found in those historic earthenwares. The higher incidence of sand found in the 
prehistoric Silver Sands (SS) samples as opposed to those of the historic earthenwares 
can best be explained by one action. During historic pottery manufacture, the greater 
preparation of the clay results in impurities being extracted, as better processing is re-
quired for wares that are to be wheel thrown. Such a production process is unwarranted 
in prehistoric pottery, which is hand built and where sand acts as a temper during 
the firing process. Such an observation remains to be tested in relation to hand-built 
ceramics in the region to confirm if indeed such pottery contains a greater proportion 
of sand in the recipe.

Sandstone evidenced in the historic pottery is perhaps as a result of the Tertiary 
period sandstone which underlays the coralline cap of the island and is found in the 
clay deposits located in the island’s central parishes. Further, residue of the coralline cap 
would be expected within the clays of the island, both as a naturally occurring element 
as well as added as temper by some potters during the recipe preparation. The selection 
of clays during the historic period was judicious as potters opted to use clay with fewer 
sand grains in its matrix. The sandstone noted in the ceramics analysed seems to be as 
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a result of its procurement. Those five clay samples that underwent petrography were 
fired so as to not chemically alter the mineral structure. Samples could also be exam-
ined to ascertain if salt was a natural element, as well as provide evidence of the textural 
and compositional nature of the clays on the island.

Clay samples BDS 116, 117, 118 have bi-refringent pastes, which contain frag-
ments of poorly wedged clay and rounded soil pizolites. Pizolites are rounded opaque 
inclusions that form in soils that are repeatedly wetted. Inclusions of poorly wedged 
clay were commonly observed in the ceramic thin sections (Hill 2010). The samples 
BDS-118 and BDS-119 contain 10% and 15% grains of sand respectively. Sand was 
almost completely absent from the other three samples of clay. The sand was likely 
weathered from the Tertiary sandstone. The presence or absence of sand grains ap-
pears to vary based on the locations from where the clay was derived (Hill 2010). The 
presence of sand in some of the thin-sectioned ceramics indicates that ceramics were 
manufactured from various clay sources on the island, and that such sources are not 
homogenous. It is therefore possible to locate clay sources if one was to sample all the 
clay deposits on the island. Such a study was not undertaken for this work but per-
haps can be explored in the future, especially if completing research to comparatively 
examine and determine the distribution patterns of locally-made earthenware vessels 
in the region.

In the case of the Chalky Mount pot sherd samples, none of the sherds contain 
greater than 5% inclusions of sand. The sand concentrations in the samples derived 
from the Pot house 1BJ15 were much more variable, ranging as high as 15%. The 
variability in the amount of sands observed in the Pot house 1BJ15 sample indicate 
that more than a single location may have been used to procure clay for potting. The 
presence or absence of fragments of coal sands in the ceramics from this provenance is 
also likely to be an indication that multiple sources of clay were used by the potter or 
potters at this location (Hill 2010).

Variable amounts of sand were present in all of the pottery that was believed to 
have originated on Barbados, including ceramics from known potters’ craft shops. Clay 
resources vary in the percentage of sands that they contain. The sand in the paste of 
the sherds was likely a natural inclusion in the source of the ceramic clay rather than 
an added tempering agent. The variation in the percentage of sand observed in the 
ceramics reflects the variation in the source of the pottery clay.

Given the simple geology of Barbados, potters had multiple sources of acceptable 
clay from which to choose. Some of the choices in resources may have been governed 
by the forming technology used by the potters. The identification of constituent min-
erals and temper included quartz, feldspar (potassium and plagioclase), mica, and 
opaque, with tempers of grog, shell and carbonate rocks. The Barbadian ceramics, 
once the control samples from Silver Sands and Castries are discarded, are primarily 
composed of quartz, plagioclase feldspar, potassium feldspar, mica, opaque minerals, 
fossil fragments (coralline nature), grog, and sandstone. Mica was identified as either 
muscovite or biotite, with quartz fragments showing either a monocrystalline or poly-
crystalline texture.
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Neutron Activation Analysis (NAA)
Some 120 sherd samples and five clay samples were analysed using both petrographic 
analysis and NAA. Petrographic analysis revealed ceramic recipes, clay sources, and 
any compositional similarities so as to discuss possible distribution routes. The NAA, 
conducted by the University of Missouri, identified chemical compositions not evi-
denced by petrographic analysis. Taken together, both techniques provide evidence 
which speaks to the homogeneity and heterogeneity of both the ceramic assemblage 
and clay samples, thereby allowing for an informed discussion of the location of clay 
sources versus paste recipes, and the possible networks of distribution from production 
sites to markets and places of use and refuse. Analysis of the samples was undertaken to 
compare them to historic pottery samples from around the region previously analysed 
at MURR. The comparative analysis resulted in a reclassification of some of the groups 
into tighter more controlled groups, as well as identification of previously unknown 
outliers (Table 11.1; Figure 11.1).

Comparative Analysis
Overall, the reclassification illustrated the unique characteristics of Barbadian clay ce-
ramics. This is a direct result of the divergent geologic foundation. Most of the islands 
near Barbados are volcanic in origin; however, Barbados is located on the other side of 
the boundary between the Caribbean and Atlantic plates and is primarily composed 
of seafloor sediments. While this unique geology is expected, the compositional uni-
formity of the samples from Barbados is remarkable for the Caribbean. The reinterpre-
tation of the data by MURR illustrates the divergent nature of the composition of the 
Barbadian ceramics, pointing to a need for further research to better understand the 
nature of the Barbadian manufactory output, its clay sources and its trade in relation 
to other islands in the region. The clay and pottery samples in this study are limited 
to four of the eight groups so far established in the small dataset from the eastern 
Caribbean. Each group is described below.

The first group is comprised of ceramics from the islands of Saint Lucia, Martinique 
and Guadeloupe, referred to as Group 3. This group includes the eight Saint Lucian 
samples in this study, along with 41 other samples, mostly from the other islands that 
are geologically volcanic. They correspond to Gillmore’s findings of the comparative 
analysis undertaken of the ceramics from St Eustatius and its neighboring volcanic 
islands. Compared to the main Barbados group (Group 6), Group 3 is very diverse. 
This group is considered preliminary as it is based on a reinterpretation of the entire 
Caribbean dataset that includes new samples from Dominica. Many of the samples in 
Group 3 are very recent samples submitted by Dr Hauser and are thus not yet pub-
licly available. The eight samples submitted for this project that have been assigned to 
Group 3 are statistically very good members of the larger group, but they do seem to 
form a tight cluster, as is apparent in both bivariate plots and in a hierarchical cluster 
analysis. Though the compositional consistency implies a related origin for the samples 
of Group 3, unfortunately the numerous samples in the group do not allow for a spe-
cific production location to be known at this time.

Group 6 comprises the majority of the Barbados ceramic sample (79%) and is 
clearly the tightest cluster in all the Caribbean data. The majority of the unassigned 
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Figure 11.1. Map indicat-
ing source clays, pot house 
groups and distribution 
Points.

  Compositional Group

Date 3 6 7 8 Unas. Outlier Total

1666 1 1 1   3

1700‑1800 61 2 5 2 70

1800‑1900 9 2   11

1800‑early 20 14 1 5   20

1940‑1970 3   3

Total 0 85 3 1 16 2 107

Table 11.1. Distribution of compositional group by site following regional analysis.

Table 11.2. Distribution of compositional groups by site.

Site Compositional Group

3 6 7 8 Unas. Outlier Total

Barbados Synagogue 2 1 3 6

Codrington Pottery Kiln 38 7 45

Mason Hall 2 1 3

Mr. Green Kiln 3 3

Pot House 10 10

Stewart Hill 8 1 1 10

IBJ6 27 2 1 30

St. Lucia (Castries Market) 8 8

Total 8 85 3 1 16 2 115
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samples also show a close relationship with Group 6. Such a relationship is possi-
ble owing to the island’s unique geology or limited use of raw materials. The tight 
clustering and lack of internal patterning for Group 6 suggests either biased ceramic 
sampling strategy throughout the region or secondly, little or no movement of ceramics 
produced on Barbados using local materials. The first comment might be probable, 
considering the limited nature of compositional analysis conducted on historic earth-
enware ceramics in the region. The second assertion concerning the limited movement 
and production of ceramics in Barbados utilising local materials is speculative at best, 
given the limited sample size. In addition, it does not take into account the results of 
the chemical composition of the clay samples from the island, which were taken from 
traditional clay producing beds utilized during the post-emancipation period and into 
the mid- to late-twentieth century and contemporary period.

Group 7 is comprised of three sherds and one clay sample, all from Barbados. Even 
so, such an assertion does not necessarily confirm the manufacture of these sherds 
using the clay source of the island, given the difficulty in statistically evaluating such 
samples. Confirmation would entail analysis of a much larger sample to validate its 
authenticity as Barbadian. A hierarchical cluster analysis of this group shows the clay 
sample to be the most distant member of the group. It must be noted that the sherds 
in this group were taken from the Synagogue site in Bridgetown and dated to approx-
imately 1666, given the dateable European ceramics found in the context from which 
they were excavated (Stoner personal communication 2011). As such, it is the earliest 
date for a compositional analysis of pottery from Barbados. Whether the pottery is in 
fact Barbadian is debatable; however, this group includes one of the clay samples ana-
lysed from the Mount Al site located in the northern Barbadian parish of St Andrew. 
This clay deposit lies within the Scotland District of Barbados. Based on the limited 
evidence, the possibility of it being Barbadian cannot be overlooked.

Group 8 is also highly suspect, largely due to the small number of members. Only 
one sample from this project is included in this group. The group includes four in-
dustrial tile samples from Dominica. However, not much is known about this sample, 
and inference at this time would be speculative. Membership of the one sample from 
Barbados is questionable, as the hierarchical cluster reveals it is the most distant mem-
ber of the group. At this point a definitive answer is not possible. It is possible that 
the samples from Dominica might have originated from Barbados, notwithstanding 
the evidence of Group 6 and its limited sample of the entirety of Barbadian pottery 
manufacture.

Unassigned Samples
Small number of samples remain unassigned, however, notwithstanding the strict cri-
teria for being identified within a group, the samples indicated strong similarity with 
Group 6, enough so that their compositional relationship to that group cannot be 
ignored. There are many samples that form a very tight cluster for Group 6, and this 
can statistically force out samples that only vary slightly from the group. As such, given 
the total compositional spread of all members of Group 6 and the unassigned samples, 
their relationship to each other is still tighter than all of the other large groups so far 
identified for the Caribbean. There were only two samples that did not meet these 
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limited criteria, and they have been assigned as outliers within the sample. Altogether, 
it is highly likely that the unassigned samples were manufactured on Barbados.

NAA Clay Samples
The five clay samples are from only two locations on the island. One clay sample is 
assigned to Group 7 and the remaining four are among the unassigned samples that 
are clearly related to Group 6 (Ferguson 2011). The clay sample areas correspond to 
known and active contemporary and historic source areas, including areas ethnograph-
ically identified by Handler in the Chalky Mount region of the Scotland District. 
Whereas one may question the diversified nature of the sample, its limitations for study 
were attributed to access to known clay sources owing to lack of informants. Ceramic 
samples were taken from known manufactory points and included wasters as well as 
sherds. The lack of compositional diversity might highlight a growing standardization 
of the paste recipes at the known pottery manufactories and sites of refuse.

Such standardization presumably occurs early in this industry, given the nature 
of its products: manufactured ceramics for industrial and architectural purposes. 
Compositional Group 6 dominates the ceramics grouping. Such dominance calls into 
question the bias of the sample but also illustrates a consistency of production over 
time. The collection sites of the admittedly small sample are varied both spatially and 
temporally. Historic pottery manufactory sites, rural and urban discard sites, an early 
twentieth-century kiln site and a non-assigned historic site all shared a strong correla-
tion in the compositional nature of ceramics examined.

This is nowhere more apparent than when one notes that the sherds from Codrington 
and Pothouse and those from the early twentieth-century kiln of Mr Green form part 
of the same compositional Group 6. Such consistency of production and uniformity 
of raw materials ranging over three centuries reflects the changes of an industry created 
to supply ceramic forms for industrial use and adapted to changes in taste when such 
forms were no longer needed. The industry devolved into a cottage industry informed 
by a market wanting domestic pottery, throughout which its consistent production 
of vessels and clay preparation remained constant (Table 11.2). Notwithstanding the 
small sample size, it is quite remarkable that compositional Group 6 dominates in 
frequency across the period. Though one must account for some bias in the sample, 
the inference that can be made is of the procurement of raw materials with a similar 
chemical composition over time as well as a consistent paste recipe over time. The 
ceramic production in Barbados over time and space accessed its raw materials from 
the deposits of the Scotland District, while continuing to utilize a paste recipe that was 
more than likely passed down from one generation to the next.

The NAA of the Barbadian sample has revealed a unique signature for the pro-
duction of Barbadian ceramics. This unique signature should in theory allow for easy 
identification of Barbadian ceramics amongst ceramic assemblages in the region. At 
this time, there is no evidence of Barbadian ceramics in assemblages of other islands. 
This dearth of evidence is perhaps due to the limited and biased sample of ceram-
ic assemblages in the region (Table 11.2). Some ceramics may have their origins or 
trade networks outside of their source island, but that is mere speculation at this time. 
Further research is needed into ceramic assemblages, clay sources and tempers to assert 



264 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

a definitive statement of the manufactory sites and inter-island networks. At this time 
the evidence indicates a unique ceramic product signature identifiable to one island, 
Barbados.

Conclusion
The petrographic and NAA of the Barbadian samples highlights their unique nature. 
Both petrographically and chemically, the ceramics and clay samples indicate similar-
ities between groups across a wide spatial and temporal range, indicative of a selective 
technological choice by potters who procured clay from a source with wide petro-
graphical range but limited chemical range Production and product are Barbadian, 
inclusions of sand are naturally occurring and not added as temper, and any variance 
is dependent exclusively on procurement area. Barbadian Redware contains a unique 
characteristic that allows it to be identified amongst historic ceramics produced in the 
region. The scope of this research did not allow for a wide-ranging comparative analysis 
to be undertaken, but such work is clearly warranted in the future to better understand 
if indeed this product was traded and where. Its intra-island trade was made apparent 
by the sample results; the consistency of its production and paste recipe highlights 
standardization that was heretofore not apparent. Historians and archaeologists have 
anecdotally answered the question in relation to the movement and distribution of 
ceramics in Barbados during the historic period. They point to the many broken shards 
visible in field walks of the ploughed sugar cane fields as evidence of the ubiquity of 
production and refuse of pottery vessels on the island. However, they have not an-
swered why or even how such movement took place.

We posit that persons moved and carried with them possessions, goods for sale, and 
gifts for friends, family, and loved ones to pay respect or debt. These vessels were both 
units of production, as well as currency for barter and exchange. Their presence on 
the ground is a culmination of legal and surreptitious work, beginning with legitimate 
plantation production during the pre-emancipation period, and continued by artisanal 
work for a domestic market in the post-emancipation years. However, the presence of 
such vessels was a result of local production contiguous with external importation that 
served a market for industrial, architectural and domestic wares. One has located sites 
of manufacture and places of use and gained a better understanding of the chemical 
composition so as to highlight place of origin. More work is needed to recover further 
networks both internal and external to Barbados.
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Health and life histories of 
enslaved sugar producers

Bioarchaeology of the Newton Plantation, 
Barbados
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Abstract
The Newton Plantation, Barbados (ca. AD 1660‑1820) has been central to the devel‑
opment of African Diaspora bioarchaeology and provides rare insight into undocu‑
mented aspects of the lives of Africans who were enslaved on a British sugar‑produc‑
ing plantation. Excavations at an unmarked cemetery that accidentally discovered in 
the 1970s led to two decades of craniodental studies (n=101) by Robert Corruccini, 
Jerome Handler and colleagues who reported evidence of extremely poor nutrition 
and health but discrepancies between skeletal and historical life expectancy, which may 
have been due to limitations of the sample. Subsequently, 49 individuals and an MNI 
of 24 commingled individuals were excavated in the 1990s, building upon the earlier 
work and offering new insight into issues of systemic health, migration and identity. 
Life expectancy in the more complete sample falls closer to historic predictions and 
strengthens previous dental studies of rampant poor nutrition. Evidence of generalized 
infection is predictably high as is the relatively low mean stature in both males and fe‑
males, but with a surprising lack of severe infection, including historically‑documented 
diseases (e.g. syphilis, TB, leprosy), and traumatic injuries. Work‑related stressors are 
severe, as expected, but with complex patterns in comparison to other labor systems. 
Finally, geochemical analyses of isotopes (δ13C, δ15N, δ18O and 87/86Sr) have provided 
the first clear evidence of Barbadian (n=18) versus African birth (n=7) while elemental 
lead in teeth of children, like the adult skeletons studied earlier, demonstrate high skel‑
etal lead burden that was, arguably, tied to contaminated rum. At least one individual 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 269‑286.
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from the site displays skeletal defects consistent with early childhood exposure to alco‑
hol, presumably from maternal consumption of rum. Here, we synthesize more nearly 
50 years of bioarchaeological data from Newton to discuss quality of life and identities 
for enslaved sugar producers within a burgeoning global industry.

Keywords: slavery, health, identity, African Diaspora, bioarchaeology.

Introduction
Much has been written about the African Diaspora and institutionalized slavery in the 
New World (Eltis 2000), but far less is known about the direct biological consequences 
of those who were forcibly enslaved and relocated throughout the New World between 
the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries (Shuler 2011). For the colonial sugar industry 
in the Caribbean, which has been documented as the harshest form of enslavement 
(Dunn 1973; Higman 1984), archival data attest to high mortality, suppressed fertility, 
and low stature relative to laborers engaged in other modes of production (Eltis 1982; 
Higman 1984; Kiple 1984; Postell 1951; Sheridan 1985; Steckel 1994). Nevertheless, 
even for this highest impacted region, medical biohistories remain quite rare (e.g. 
Handler 2006a; 2006b; Higman 1979; 1984; Kiple 1984; Kiple and Higgins 1992; 
Postell 1951; Savitt 1978; Sheridan 1985). The available biohistories (Eltis 1982; 
Higman 1979; Steckel 1994) and demographic profiles (Higman 1984; Steckel 1986, 
1988, 1994) of enslaved individuals rely almost exclusively on sources such as letters 
written by those in positions of power (e.g. owners, overseers, physicians, etc.), slave 
ship manifests and accounting records from the transport and sale of humans treated as 
chattel, and census data: sources that promise a potential for bias when reconstructing 
quality of life (Ubelaker 1995). Moreover, health histories from pre‑twentieth century 
medical texts can be challenging in their own right, as morbidity and mortality are 
often attributed to supernatural and/or humoral etiologies (Handler 2006a; 2006b; 
Shuler and Schroeder 2013) or merely described through vague symptomatic descrip‑
tions (e.g.: teething, fits, or fever) (Ubelaker 1995).

By combining the investigative insight of forensic anthropology with popula‑
tion‑wide epidemiological approaches, bioarchaeology offers another avenue to un‑
derstanding health and life experiences in the past (Buikstra 1977; Buikstra and Beck 
2006; Larsen 1999; Martin et al. 2012). Demography (e.g. age, sex, and ancestry), 
growth and nutritional stress, as well as diseases, traumatic injuries, and a lifetime of 
activities all leave their indelible signatures on the skeleton. For individuals and groups 
who may remain historically invisible, textual biohistories can be supplemented, and 
in some cases contested, through biological data from archaeological sites (Tiesler et al. 
2010: 70). In this chapter, we briefly summarize the results of nearly 50 years of pub‑
lished bioarchaeological research and graduate theses that have aimed at better under‑
standing health, identities, and life histories of the enslaved laborers of the Newton 
Plantation in Barbados.

Newton Plantation (ca.1660‑1820) in Christ Church Parish, Barbados is one 
of the earliest and largest archaeological sites that has been associated with colo‑
nial‑period Africans and Afro‑Barbadians in the new world (Handler et al. 1989) 
(see Figure 12.1). At its height, the plantation averaged about 420 acres of land 
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and nearly 200 enslaved men, women, and children, although numbers fluctuated 
over time (Handler and Lange 1978). Archaeological research at Newton Plantation 
began in 1971 when J. Handler and coworkers sought to study living quarters at 14 
Barbadian plantations (Handler and Lange 1978; Handler et al. 1989), and Newton 
was selected for investigations based on the inadvertent discovery of an unmarked 
potential ‘slave cemetery’ and an abundance of archival documents. Site excavations 
were conducted during two weeks in 1971 and six weeks in 1973, exposing 104 skel‑
etons from a relatively small area (Figure 12.1; cf. Handler and Lange 1978). With 
the permission of the Barbados Museum, dentition and some relatively complete 
remains were studied at Southern Illinois University at Carbondale (SIUC) in the 
United States, where they were extensively analyzed and reported by R. Corruccini 
and his students throughout the 1980s. These early studies contributed to the emer‑
gence of plantation archaeology and African bioarchaeology, though the 1970s ex‑
cavations did not provide sufficient data for exploring many questions pertaining to 
systemic health. With the support of the Barbados Museum, subsequent excavations 
in 1997‑1998 has ushered in a new generation of collaborative scholarship on the 
history of health and identities on Barbados. Previous and ongoing bioarchaeological 
research at Newton Plantation spans several key areas of inquiry that are summarized 
in the following sections: (1) paleodemography, (2) nutrition (3) infectious disease, 
(4) labor, and (6) identities, migration, and cultural practice.

Figure 12.1. Map 
showing the location 
of Newton Plantation 
cemetery, Barbados.
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Paleodemography
Archival data show that Barbados experienced significant demographic shifts as nearly 
45,000 African individuals were forcibly brought to the colony by the 1670s (Kiple 
and Higgins 1992). Imports tapered off during the late seventeenth century and into 
the eighteenth century primarily due to increased sugar production on other British 
islands but did not halt until the end of the legalized slave trade in 1807. High mortal‑
ity and low birth rates did not begin to improve until the late‑eighteenth century, with 
legislative efforts to ‘ameliorate’ conditions of British slavery (Newman 2013; Sheridan 
1985). Higman (1984) demonstrated historically very low fertility for the Caribbean 
(including Barbados) and low fertility at Newton has been documented ethnohis‑
torically and skeletally (Corruccini et al. 1982; Corruccini et al. 1989; Handler and 
Corruccini 1983; Shuler 2005a, 2011). At Newton Plantation, average life expectancy 
at birth has been documented archivally to have been approximately 20 years of age, 
and high infant mortality and a crude birth rate at .0370 is too low to have sustained 
natural population growth (Corruccini et al. 1989; Shuler 2011: 74). Comparisons of 
age at death and life expectancy between the Newton cemetery and sites with colonial 
and historic Africans and descendant groups in the U.S. generally concur with archival 
data to show that individuals on the Newton Plantation died at relatively younger ages 
(cf. Shuler 2005a; 2011). Moreover, the osteological remains from Newton indicate 
a bias toward adult males, with infants and young children considerably under‑rep‑
resented (Corruccini et al. 1989; Shuler 2005a; 2011). Though underrepresentation 
of ages 5‑15 emphasizes problematic use of cemeteries for life tables and estimation 
of fertility, it is expected that few infants and youths would have been sought as labor 
and/or transported or survived the Middle Passage (Shuler 2011: 74) unlike other 
age categories, regardless of death rate. Thus, the pattern at Newton suggests a highly 
unstable demographic profile (Shuler 2011: 74). Differential burial practices may be 
partially responsible (Handler and Lange 1978) but, more likely, was the result of 
extremely high in‑migration, with low fertility culminating from poor/inadequate nu‑
trition, high pathogen load, environmental toxins (e.g.: lead), and devastating physical 
and psychosocial stresses (Handler 2006a; 2006b; Shuler 2005a; 2011).

Nutrition
Increased sugar production during the colonial period, along with in‑migration and 
rapid population growth, resulted in decreased available lands for plantation laborers 
to produce food and other essential resources. This was especially true during the early 
days of sugar production when food provisions were scarce, as planters utilized all avail‑
able lands for the production of cane. Poorly fed, hungry, and undernourished enslaved 
laborers are well documented historically on sugar producing islands such as Barbados. 
In addition to general malnutrition, enslaved populations suffered a variety of vitamin/
mineral deficiency diseases (Kiple 1984; Sheridan 1985). Archaeological evidence of 
dental health at Newton generally concurs with these expectations. Evidence of ex‑
cessive deposits of dental cementum (89.4%) on most tooth roots is associated with 
high rates of periodontal disease and suggests episodic starvation (Corruccini et al. 
1987a), which appears to have been age progressive and with less severity in women 
than in men based on a subsample studied in the 1990s (Shuler 2005b). Historically, 
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men were subjected to great nutritional stress working in the ‘Great Gang’ and were 
disadvantaged calorically, expending greater energy for work effort than received from 
the sparse diet of sorghum and salt fish (Kiple 1984). Handler and Corruccini (1986) 
state that lactating women may have been given incentives but, in general, women 
(like children) were not given preferential access to foods over primary field workers; 
adult males generally received the most food. Moderate rates of clearly palpable growth 
arrest lines in the dentition were highly consistent across studies of various groups 
from the Newton Plantation site (20% Corruccini et al. 1985; 19% Ritter 1991; and 
17% Shuler 2005b). Metabolic skeletal diseases were rarely observed from Newton 
Plantation. Only one case of rickets (vitamin D deficiency) was observed and, unlike 
many colonial skeletal populations, typical evidence of anemias is absent (vault lesions) 
or low (orbital lesions 13%).

However, for individuals showing these lesions, the rate is similar in adult males 
(17%) and females (18%). Such lesions have been commonly linked in the literature 
to inadequate dietary iron (Stuart‑Macadam 1987) but more recently attributed to in‑
sufficient B12 and inadequate sanitation (Walker et al. 2009). Handler and Corruccini 
(1983; also, Handler 2006b: 85) suggest that the practice of ‘pica’ (intentional soil 
consumption) may have provided sufficient iron and minerals, yet soils contaminated 
with hookworm and other parasites could have caused, rather than prevented, anemia 
(Layrisse and Roche 1964). A common source of dietary iron and calcium would have 
been black strap molasses made from a third boiling of cane (Shuler 2005b). Lentils, 
pigeon peas, and cookware provided other sources of iron (Kiple 1984), while fish, sea‑
food, and salted meats contributed protein and B12. Together, this could account for 
the lower than expected rates of vault and orbital lesions. Nutritional data at Newton 
are supplemented by measures of adult height where preservation allowed. Mean (cor‑
rected) stature estimates are reported for nine individuals with an average height in 
females of 159.3 cm (s.d.1.06) and males of 169.73 cm (s.d. 4.61), which falls within 
the Barbadian historically documented range for the colonial creole population (cf. 
Shuler 2005b). Skeletal heights of international comparative samples conform to the 
well‑documented pattern of highest stress among Caribbean populations, due to poor 
treatment and lack of access to resources (Shuler 2005a; 2005b; 2011).

Infectious Disease
Skeletal and dental lesions due to infection typically involve complex physiological 
processes that result from chronic stress. Multiple health stressors can co‑occur si‑
multaneously, with patterns of lesions (form, distribution and severity) throughout 
the body offering clues for differential diagnoses of various disease processes. Dental 
caries (cavities) are a commonly‑occurring infectious disease that is initiated by mi‑
crobial activity and acid secretion on the surface of the tooth, which progressively 
destroys the tooth structure (Ortner 2003). Diets containing large amounts of sug‑
ars, specifically sticky carbohydrates (Hillson 1979; 1986; 1996), tend to result in 
high rates of caries, particularly on the chewing surface of the teeth where foods 
become trapped in fissures. Dental decay (cavities, abscesses, and tooth loss) was 
ubiquitous at Newton Plantation. Corruccini et al. (1982), Handler (2006b), and 
Handler and Corruccini (1983), report that 20% (n=19/94) of individuals affected 
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by caries (cavities) of the chewing surface, while 57.4% (n=54/94) of individuals 
displayed caries between the teeth.

A study of another subsample by Shuler (2005b) showed that 75% of individuals 
were affected with adults displaying more episodes of dental decay and an expected 
age‑progressive pattern. Most cavities were typically mild, however, and the rate per 
mouth was fairly low (mean=1.09 per mouth). Both males and females expressed fairly 
even rates (1.7 and 1.8, respectively), but men display severe caries and more often 
than women. Furthermore, antemortem tooth loss is high (7.35; s.d. 6.79) for both fe‑
males (7.17; s.d. 9.24) and males (8.8; s.d. 6.2), supporting high rates (51%) of dental 
loss reported from the initial sample from the site (Corruccini et al. 1982: 451; Shuler 
2005a; 2005b). According to Handler (2006b: 190; Handler and Corruccini 1983), 
this evidence of high and nonrandom tooth loss at Newton (often seen in molars and 
bilaterally) suggests that dentistry relieved some of the dental maladies, though to our 
knowledge this has not been revealed in the ethnohistoric accounts from the site.

Infectious diseases including small pox, cholera, yellow fever, yaws, tetanus, leprosy, 
syphilis, and tuberculosis have been reported for the slave period in the West Indies, 
including Barbados (Alden and Miller 1988; Handler 2006a; Handler and Corruccini 
1983; Higman 1984; Kiple 1984; 1985; Kiple and Higgins 1992; Savitt 1978; Sheridan 
1985). Though we did not find direct evidence in the skeleton for most of these types 
of infection, Jacobi et al. (1992) identified three individuals from the Newton site 
with dental stigmata indicating congenital syphilis. While venereal disease is not well 
documented archivally in Barbados or the Caribbean (Handler 2006a: 12‑13), the pro‑
jected rate of 10% from the skeletons at the site is comparable to that reported for the 
Freedman Cemetery in Dallas (Condon et al. 1996). Enslaved Africans at the cotton 
plantation of Waterloo in Suriname displayed high rates of treponemal infection, with 
26% affected. Of individuals with treponemas, 56% of cases are congenital. Blakey 
and Rankin‑Hill (2004) report rates at the ABG of approximately 16%, observed in 
individuals over age 15, with more males than females affected. They argue that the 
occurrence of saber shins without stellate scars in this sample suggest yaws, but that 
congenital syphilis was also observed. Congenital syphilis in enslaved populations was 
related to venereal infection in mothers, and Blakey and Rankin‑Hill (2004: 86) argue 
that sexual abuse and concubinage of domestic servants by white owners as well as sex‑
ual practices among the enslaved may have served to spread venereal syphilis quickly, 
especially in the Caribbean.

Periosteal reaction, which is indicative of generalized infection and bone inflamma‑
tion, occurred in many individuals at the Newton Plantation site (41%; n=49 individ‑
uals), primarily affecting the lower limbs (tibiae and femora) and with males displaying 
more frequent lesions with greater severity than observed in females or adolescents 
(Shuler 2011). Through direct comparisons of generalized inflammatory responses is 
not possible due to methodological variability, the overall rates from Newton are lower 
than from the African Burial Ground in New York, where 55.9% of individuals were 
affected, including many adults and subadults (Null et al. 2004), and comparable rates 
of infection were reported for sharecroppers who lived at Cedar Grove in Arkansas 
(Rose 1985). Rural African laborers at one rice plantation in South Carolina (Remley) 
showed an even higher prevalence of 69% (Rathbun and Steckel 2002). Females from 
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the African Burial Ground and Cedar Gove cemetery display high rates of infection at 
71% in comparison to the Newton sample.

Nevertheless, Shuler (2011) argues that enslaved laborers from the Newton 
Plantation would have been particularly vulnerable to stress as indicated both by his‑
toric reporting of infectious illness and low relative mean age at death for all. While it 
may seem surprising that many documented chronic diseases, such as tuberculosis and 
leprosy, were not clearly evident skeletally at Newton, bony involvement is generally 
fewer than 5% of cases in clinical literature (Shuler 2005a; 2005b; 2011). Thus, under 
extremely adverse living conditions, it is reasonable to assume that individuals would 
have succumbed to acute stressors before such diseases would have manifest in the 
skeleton (Shuler 2011). The pattern of high mortality (especially for females), low 
relative stature, and frequent bouts of generalized infection and growth arrest early in 
life attests to overall challenges faced by the enslaved community who were living on 
this sugar plantation (Shuler 2011: 78).

Labor
Sugar plantations like Newton were particularly labor intensive year‑round since labor‑
ers were planting, harvesting and processing cane and byproducts (Handler and Lange 
1978; Mintz 1985). Laborers in fields and factories were subject to many dangers 
and accidental injuries; deaths probably occurred even more frequently when indi‑
viduals were overworked, undernourished, or working in high heat and humidity, all 
of which may have diminished the ability to focus (cf. Handler 2006b). At Newton, 
the skeletal infections noted previous were often minor but ubiquitous, particularly 
occurring as localized lower limbs inflammation on the anterior tibiae or shin. Such 
lesions would be quite consistent with frequent field injuries experienced during plant‑
ing and harvesting. Gross evidence of traumatic injury, however, is surprisingly rare 
at Newton compared to urban enslaved laborers at American sites such as the African 
Burial Ground and Catoctin Iron Works (Wilczak et al. 2004). At Newton, a fracture 
is evident in the left ulna of one adult male (NP‑47) and in two adult females, one of 
whom showed malalignment of the healed bone. Ongoing investigations by a Ph.D. 
candidate seek to better understand underlying questions of trauma at Newton (e.g.: 
healing may be evident through X‑rays).

Evidence of pulling and tearing of muscle attachments were very common at 
Newton, occurring in 76% of adults. Among adults, upper limbs exhibited more 
cresting and tearing of bone than did the lower limbs, but most bodies showed signs 
of heavy stress. Herniations of vertebral bodies were less common than muscle dam‑
age among individuals from Newton, but they still occur with fairly high frequency 
in 25% of adults (Shuler 2005a: 248‑302). One adult male (NP‑22) displayed an 
enlarged lesion of the anterior tibia with associated periosteal inflammation of the 
surrounding bones that probably resulted from traumatic injury to the periosteum 
of the bone, though surprisingly he had no evidence of an associated fracture (Shuler 
2011). It is difficult to discern if such trauma resulted from intensive physical labor, or 
perhaps from interpersonal violence and/or physical abuse. Men and women living on 
plantations were affected by labor and the life stresses of enslavement in varying ways, 
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but women at Newton appear to have experienced slightly more stress in terms of 
decreased longevity and activity‑related effects to the body (Shuler 2005a: 320; 2011).

Stevens (2016) recently investigated historical conceptions about the nature of en‑
slaved labor by quantifying and comparing the physical demands of labor between 
Newton sugar plantation and Hagley Plantation, a South Carolina rice plantation, 
using biomechanical properties derived from CT images of long bones from both sam‑
ples. The study employed established cross‑sectional geometric (CSG) measures of rel‑
ative bone strength which have been used by other researchers to compare the lifestyle 
and habitual behavior of past populations based on the response of the human skeleton 
to stress and load‑bearing (Carlson et al. 2007; Larsen 2002; Ogilvie and Hilton 2011; 
Ruff 1992; Shackelford 2007; Sladek et al. 2006). Historical accounts suggest that 
sugar production gang labor was among the most severe regimes of slavery, placing 
extreme demands upon the enslaved, under some of the most depraved environmental, 
biological, and social conditions: an economy in which slaves were ‘worked to death’ 
(Dunn 1973; Fogel 1989; Higman 1979; Mintz 1985). Historians have viewed rice 
production by ‘task’ labor within the South Carolina lowcountry as a more benign 
system that afforded considerably more autonomy and better lifestyle to the enslaved 
(Fogel 1989; Joyner 1984; Morgan 1982). The herculean toil of rice plantation labor 
and its biological consequences have only more recently been appreciated (Carney 
1996; Dusinberre 2000; Young 1993).

Comparison of bone strength between these two populations faced challenges due 
to preservation and completeness of the skeletal remains, but CSG measures such as 
cortical area (CA) of the bone, bending rigidity (I), and torsional strength (J) were in‑
formative, especially between the male portions of each sample. Relative bone strength 
measures for the upper limbs for the sugar laborers of Newton Plantation exceeded 
those of the rice workers on average, supporting historical evidence for the role of 
planter selection of enslaved laborers by body type and the intense physical demands 
of sugar production. For the femur, greater relative strength measures among the rice 
workers compared to Newton’s sample, suggested possible increased bone strength 
brought on by the demands of aquaculture (rice labor in flooded fields and work on 
embankments) compared to the lower limb strength requirements for terrestrial la‑
bor. CSG measures for the tibia, often used to assess degree of mobility, however, 
demonstrated greater strength measures and elongation in the anterior‑posterior plane 
among Newton Plantation’s workers compared to those of Hagley Plantation, suggest‑
ing possible bone response to the effects of more varied terrain, increased mobility, or 
load‑carrying.

Identities, migration, and cultural practice
The Newton Plantation cemetery was both unmarked and undocumented archivally. 
Thus, the earliest information on the identities of the deceased was based on docu‑
mented practices related to positioning of the body and associations with material 
culture (Handler and Lange 1978). Handler et al. (1982) examined the remains for 
evidence of intentional dental modification (filing and chipping) as evidence of the 
retention of African cultural practices. Five of the Newton deceased individuals had 
dental modification  – more than all previously studied Caribbean sites combined. 
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Handler and coworkers did not suggest that this was practiced in Barbados, but 
rather that such dental changes were likely performed in Africa (cf. Schroeder et al. 
2014). In addition to the intentional dental filing at Newton (n=5/55; 9% reported by 
Handler et al. 1982), pipe wear on occlusal tooth surfaces was commonly observed at 
Newton (Corruccini et al. 1982; Handler et al 1982; Handler and Lange 1978; Shuler 
2005a). Both males and females frequently smoked pipes, which were given as rewards 
(Handler and Corruccini 1983). Corruccini et al. (1987b) identified a unique suite of 
traits including co‑occurrence of dental modification, low skeletal lead content, slight 
hypercementosis (relative to age), east and north‑headed burial orientation, and ab‑
sence of coffins, which they argued were indicative of African rather than creole origins 
(Corruccini et al. 1987b; also see Schroeder et al. 2009).

Recent approaches to identity in archaeology have shifted away from a focus on 
the retention of African cultural traits to explore complex biocultural patterns that 
include evidence of genetic signatures, isotopes, and other biomarkers. Such data offer 
new perspectives on identities and birthplace for the individuals who lived at Newton. 
Genetic distance has been assessed in the 1990s‑excavated collection through studies 
focused on dental non‑metric traits, odontometrics, and osteometrics. Munson (2012) 
examined degree of genetic population admixture based on maximum mesiodistal and 
buccolingual tooth measurements and compared Newton individuals to 19 other skel‑
etal groups of African, European, African American, and European American descent 
that date from the time of British colonization to the twentieth century. Comparative 
samples included African populations from North America, North American Colonial 
Europeans, and seventeenth‑nineteenth‑century English populations as well as more 
modern urban North American African American and European American popula‑
tions in order to compare the Newton odontometrics to ancestral populations through 
time. European admixture estimations in studies by Corruccini et al. (1982) and Ritter 
(1991) were 5‑10%. Munson reports similar rates (5.38‑10.25%), suggesting that low 
genetic admixture.

The most comprehensive and sophisticated analyses of geographical origins, iden‑
tities, and health at Newton have employed isotopic approaches. Schroeder and col‑
leagues (2009) assessed carbon and nitrogen ratios from collagen in bone and dentin 
and oxygen and strontium ratios from enamel, which provided clear signatures for 
Afro‑Barbadian (n=18) and African (n=7) born individuals to suggest that the majority 
of individuals from the site were born on the island, perhaps on the Newton Plantation. 
Archival evidence supports reduced life expectancy and lower reproductive rates with 
an enslaved population maintained through new imports from Africa (Corruccini et al. 
1982; Shuler 2011). Based on the isotopic data, nearly 30% (7/24) of the individuals 
sampled from Newton were African‑born. Although we might expect to find more 
first‑generation/African‑born individuals in the cemetery, it is important to note that 
cemeteries, particularly in archaeological contexts, are not a representative cross‑section 
of a living population. The oxygen and strontium ratios in seven individuals are more 
consistent with expectations for first generation captive individuals who were brought 
from West Africa, which is further supported by marked variation between their teeth 
and bones for carbon and nitrogen stable isotope values that probably reflect changes 
in diet associated with enslavement and the forced migration from Africa to Barbados. 
While the isotope data do not allow specific origins to be determined, they do suggest 
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that the African‑born individuals originated from at least three different areas in Africa, 
possibly including the Gold Coast and Senegambia regions.

Bone chemistry in conjunction with historical research on the Newton Plantation 
also revealed an epidemic of lead poisoning that impacted large parts of the island’s 
population (Corruccini et al. 1987b; Handler et al. 1986). Average skeletal lead con‑
tent (n=48; 117.6 +/‑ 94.9 ppm or μg lead/g bone ash) was nearly four times greater 
in Newton skeletal remains than reported for colonial African‑American skeletons 
(Aufderheide et al. 1985; Corruccini et al. 1987a; Handler 2006b; Handler et al. 
1986). Rum was arguably the most available source of lead to the island’s enslaved 
(Handler 2006b; Handler et al. 1986). Corruccini et al. (1987b) further reported low‑
er rates (44.7 ppm) for individuals displaying dental modifications than those without 
intentional modification (126.2 ppm) (Corruccini et al. 1987b; Handler et al. 1982; 
1986). Schroeder and colleagues (2013) argue that chronic lead accumulation at 
Newton began at, and even before, birth as evidenced through elevated dental enam‑
el lead values in only Barbadian‑born individuals. Skeletons excavated in 1997‑1998 
(n=45) were recently examined by Shuler and Schroeder (2013) for any congenital 
anomalies, with clinical/experimental descriptions used to diagnose possible Alcohol 
Related Birth Defects (ARBD). Enamel lead data served as a proxy for developmental 
exposure to tainted‑rum in a subsample (n=26). Elevated enamel lead (3.8 μg/g), ver‑
tebral synostosis, and micrognathism in one subadult fit the expectations for exposure. 
An adult male with low enamel lead (0.3 μg/g) had congenital anomalies, but not those 
described with ethanol or lead exposures. Although ARBD were not common skeletal‑
ly, such patterns as timing of exposures and colonial medical practices (e.g.: hot/cold 
humoral medicine and documented post‑partum consumption of tainted‑rum, which 
would have exposed infants to ethanol and lead through lactation) may have affected 
skeletal patterns. Such studies at Newton have not only shed light on undocumented 
and under‑documented aspects of the lives of enslaved sugar producers but allow us to 
begin exploring the ways in which ancient health can reveal insight into the longstand‑
ing effects of alcohol use.

Current and Future Directions
As this brief overview of the published bioarchaeological studies and theses on Newton 
Plantation demonstrates, multidisciplinary approaches are essential to unraveling the 
complexities of identity and health over time. Skeletal data from Newton support ar‑
chival accounts of high lifetime stress for colonial sugar producers and provide ad‑
ditional information that was previously unknown, including evidence of biological 
relationships, birthplace, childhood and maternal health, and lifetime activities (e.g.: 
pipe use, filing, dentistry, and work‑ related stress). By continuing to combine these 
data with broader archaeological, archival and contemporary public health data, we 
can gain a better understanding of complex social identities, population health, and 
labor throughout the Caribbean and Americas.

Ongoing projects at Auburn University are currently trying to reconstruct the re‑
lationships between unassociated skeletal elements that were recovered from the site 
using traditional approaches and new techniques. Recent studies have demonstrated 
the utility of such technology as portable X‑ray fluorescence analysis as a method 
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for sorting commingled osteological assemblages (Gonzales‑Rodriguez and Fowler 
2013; Perrone et al. 2014). This equipment provides a non‑destructive means of 
determining chemical composition of materials and, when applied to human bone, 
can potentially aid reassociation of isolated and commingled remains based on the 
detection of individual differences in elemental content of the bone. A multiple 
method approach to sorting mixed human remains including elemental analysis by 
pXRF, developed by Stevens (2016), was used on Hagley Plantation remains from 
South Carolina in order to permit comparative study with Newton’s remains. Our 
goal is to apply these methods to the unassociated portion of Newton’s skeletal re‑
mains with the hope of increasing their interpretive potential via increased sample 
size and more complete individuals.

A comprehensive visual database that combines biological and archaeological in‑
formation from Newton is combined through ESRI’s ArcGIS software to gain better 
insight into overall patterns from the cemetery (Figure 12.2). To date, this has facil‑
itated probable realignment of seven individuals originally excavated in 1971‑1973, 
and some preliminary health patterns across the site. For example, congenital traits 
identified by Shuler and Schroeder (2013) occur only in the 1998‑excavated inter‑
ments from the northeastern region of the site (Figure 12.2). Comparing isotopic data 
on origins from Schroeder et al. (2009), we observed no significant differences by lo‑

Figure 12.2. Map 
showing the loca-
tion of excavation 
areas at Newton 
Plantation.
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cation within the cemetery, isotopic signatures of birthplace, hypercementosis relative 
to age, infection, or coffin hardware as argued by Corruccini et al. (1987a: 183). Yet, 
Barbadian‑born individuals from the 1997 non‑mound excavations displayed higher 
infection and, unlike African‑born individuals, a higher prevalence of bone lesions that 
were active (indicating healing) at the time of death. The fact that many health indi‑
cators occur in individuals throughout the cemetery attests to the severely oppressive 
and stressful lives experienced by this population in general. Labor roles and markers 
of identity are currently being explored through assessment 3D technologies (Next 
Engine 3D scanner and a Makerbot 3D printer) and compared within the site (e.g.: 
by birthplace, location within the cemetery, and other markers of social status and 
identities) and with other colonial populations in the Caribbean (e.g.: the 16th‑century 
Maya from the site of Tipu in west‑central Belize). Other studies have the potential 
to provide information on identities and site use over time (e.g.: fluorine dating, lead 
isotope studies, and ancient DNA analyses).
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Are they Barbadian? 
Inferring Identity and Ethnic Affiliation for the 

Pierhead and Fontabelle Burial Grounds: the 
Bioarchaeological and Biohistorical Evidence

Christopher Crain & Kevin Farmer

Abstract
The determination of the social identity or ethnic identity of an archaeological pop-
ulation is a difficult one. While it is possible to identify a population’s ancestral affil-
iation from discrete traits that one can observe among its member’s skeletal remains, 
ethnicity, because of its socio-cultural and historical nature, is much more difficult. 
It requires the combination of biological, archaeological, and historical evidence to 
accomplish such a task. In the case of historically marginalized populations, such a 
process becomes even more important. The human skeletal remains recovered from 
the Pierhead and Fontabelle sections of Bridgetown during the late 1990s were just 
such a case. While originally there was some confusion regarding the identity of the 
remains, nine years of both macro and micro osteological analyses along with artifact 
and historical research, the conclusion is the individuals represent the enslaved and 
freedman populations of historical Bridgetown.

Keywords: Bioarchaeology, DNA, ethnic identity.

Introduction 
The proper identification of an archaeological population is a multi-faceted task. 
While the determination of physical attributes occurs through bioarchaeological 
analysis, social identity, or perhaps more importantly ethnic affiliation, requires mul-
tiple sources of information. While the attribute of ancestry or population affiliation 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 287-302.
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is phenotypically and genetically based, ethnicity is much more fluid and is related 
to specific social and historical contexts. It is through these multiple sources of in-
formation that previously unknown archaeological populations get returned to the 
larger historical narrative.

When developers working on the expansion of the Dacosta Manning’s store in the 
Pierhead district during 1996 and the construction of the Small Business Development 
Center in Fontabelle in 1999 uncovered skeletal remains during their work, they acted 
responsibly and notified the Barbados Museum and Historical Society about their dis-
coveries. In both cases, managers and contractors from both projects graciously altered 
their work schedules to give archaeologists an opportunity to investigate the sites and 
conduct emergency excavations to recover the skeletal and archaeological materials 
found (Crain et al. 2004; Farmer 2004).

The emergency excavations of the sites recovered the skeletal material of at least 
thirty-two (MNI=32) individuals as well as many grave goods. While there were ar-
tifacts present from the historical period, there was continuing speculation as to the 
identities of the individuals interred within these sites. During the summers of 2004, 
2005, and 2008 the macro-osteological analyses of the skeletal material were conducted 
with the intent to answer these questions. Furthermore, a preliminary mitochondrial 
analysis was conducted from 2009-2013 to determine if ancient DNA was obtainable 
from the skeletal material. From the demographic information, mitochondrial DNA 
evidence, archaeological context of the interments, and historical evidence from the 
period, it was determined that the individuals were of African ancestry and represented 
part of the enslaved and freedman populations of historical Bridgetown (Crain et al. 
2004; Farmer 2004).

Methodological Framework
The archaeological investigation of human skeletal remains and the conditions of their 
interment have been significant in the studies of past populations. Graveyards and 
the human remains they contain are invaluable sources of information about both 
individuals and communities that may not be in accepted historical accounts. A major 
component of such investigations is osteological analysis. Such an analysis can provide 
information that is relevant to the understanding of the general health, occupational 
stress, mortality rates, and identities of the past populations such archaeological sam-
ples represent (Jurmain 1999; Kelly 1989, 1991; Kelly and Micozzi 1984; Kennedy 
1984, 1989; Larsen 1995, 1997; Lovell 2000). Though such information may be some-
what subjective and unrepresentative of the overall population (Wood et al. 1992), it 
provides hard evidence of the interaction between the individuals and their environ-
ments. Understandably, when used in conjunction, both macroscopic and microscopic 
methods can provide a reservoir of biological information about archaeologically based 
populations and their surrounding worlds.

But such evidence is only half of the picture. Due to the lack of historical anamnesis 
associated with marginalized populations from the past, bioarchaeological informa-
tion needs a larger historical and social context. In this case, research of St. Michael’s 
vestry records, period maps, as well as other historical sources located at the Barbados 
National Archives and the library of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society 
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allowed for a clearer picture of colonial Bridgetown and its larger world. Information 
from such sources shed light on labor activities, dietary practices, and the social hi-
erarchy of the time. It is because of this information that the social identity/ethnic 
affiliation of these people was identified (Martin et al. 2013).

This multi-faceted approach shed new light on the biological and social lives of 
these people and clarified their socially bound status as members of the early enslaved 
and freedman populations of Bridgetown, Barbados.

Pierhead: The Bioarchaeological Evidence
During the emergency excavation of the Pierhead graveyard, one rather complete skel-
eton, in addition to numerous skeletal fragments, was recovered. Based upon a count 
of the skeletal elements, the minimum number of individuals present in this sample is 
six (MNI= 6), with the high probability of there being more since there are some sub-
adult elements, including a portion of a juvenile pubis, among the remains. In addition 
to the one articulated individual, the other elements consist of various fragments of 
long bones, crania, meta-carpals, and metatarsals. Only one skeleton was complete 
enough to proceed with the analysis necessary for the development of a biological 
profile (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004).

The morphology of the cranium and mandible indicated that the individual was 
female. Such a determination is due to the overall gracility of the skull, as well as the 
morphological indicators which included: the lack of a developed nuchal area, small 
mastoid processes, the undeveloped supra-orbital margins and glabella, undefined 
temporal lines, and the individual’s non-projecting mental eminence. The innominate 
bones were complete except for the pubic regions. Determination of sex utilized the 
innominate bones and their wider greater sciatic notches as well as the presence of a de-
fined preauricular sulcus upon the ilia, both characteristics indicate that this individual 
was female (Bass 1995; Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994; Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004).

The determination of age was from the observations of several skeletal elements. 
First, following Ubelaker’s data for dental development, the eruption and full occlu-
sion of the third molars suggest someone between the ages of 21 to 35 years (Buikstra 
and Ubelaker 1994). Also, except for the observed destructive dental carries located 
upon the right second mandibular molar and the left maxillary first and second molar, 
the dentition was in very good condition with little attrition. Second, there was a 
visual inspection of the cranial sutures. While there was notable damage to individual 
sutures, most likely from taphonomic changes, it was still possible to make a general 
observation about their stages of fusion. All the sutures that appeared to be undamaged 
were scored a minimal closure value, again indicating this was a younger adult (Crain 
2005; Crain et al. 2004).

Postcranial elements that were available for the assessment of age include some 
sternal rib ends, portions of the auricular surfaces of the ilia, and the various epiphyses. 
Of the sternal rib ends found, their morphological appearance fell between Iscan et al.’s 
(1985) phase two and phase three, indicating an individual somewhere between 15 to 
25 years old. As for the innominate bones because of the noted absence of the pubis 
regions the auricular surfaces of the ilia were used (Lovejoy et al. 1985). The right 
auricular surface appeared to be in transition between phase two and three of the age-
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chart, and the left was evaluated to be between phase three and four, thus representing 
someone between the ages of 24 to 39 years old, though most likely between 25 to 
34 years of age. The last item of note relating to age is that all epiphyses were fused 
including the medial end of the clavicle, a characteristic of someone most likely older 
than 24 years of age. From these observations, the determination was this individual 
was between 24 to 39 years old when she died (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004).

The next step in developing a biological profile for any skeleton is determining the 
ancestral affiliation of the individual (Bass 1995; Byers 2002). Some of the traits used 
to assess ancestry include rectangular eye orbits, receding zygomatic bones, a rectangu-
lar dental arcade, spatula-like incisors, simple cranial sutures, s-shaped zygomaxillary 
sutures, a post-bregmatic depression, a wide nasal opening, nasal guttering, notable 
facial prognathism, and a rounded auditory meatus. Also, measurements for both the 
cranial and nasal indexes of this individual, place the cranial index (72.19) into the 
Dolichocranic category and the nasal aperture shape (56.25) within the Platyrrhini 
category (Giles and Elliot 1962). These values along with the observed morphological 
characteristics noted above indicate this female was of African ancestry (Crain 2005; 
Crain et al. 2004). Stature can be estimated when there are elements available for its 
calculation. The measurement of the femur was 45.5 centimeters (or 455 mm). Using 
Trotter’s data, as presented by Byers (2002) for the reconstruction of the stature for 
women of African ancestry, it was calculated this woman stood between 5’3’ to 5’6’ tall 
(Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004).

Pierhead: Observations of Pathological Lesions
The Pierhead skeletal material exhibits several observable pathological lesions involving 
both the cranial and post-cranial skeleton. The right frontal bone of the individual 
skeleton has a small portion of bone missing, approximately one to two centimeters 
long and a millimeter wide, running perpendicular to her eye orbit with little or no re-
modeling. There are also pathological conditions involving her dentition. While there 
is some noticeable loss of alveolar bone around some of her dentition, one of the most 
destructive lesions is upon the mandible’s right first molar that is missing its crown 
and body. This molar’s roots are also exposed due to the missing adjacent alveolar bone 
most likely a result of abscesses. The first and second molars of the left maxilla are also 
missing their crowns and bodies, with their roots exposed as well. Also, the correspond-
ing second premolar has been chipped along the adjacent edge and has an apparent 
discoloration at that point (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004).

While some of the loss of alveolar bone is most likely due to periodontal disease 
(Larsen 1997), the destruction of the molars and the abscessing of the surrounding 
alveolar bone is due to dental carries. Another point of interest is the apparent lack 
of the mandibular third molar on the right side. There is no evidence of eruption or 
alveolar remodeling, suggesting that its absence may be congenital. Among the other 
remains collected from Pierhead, two other recovered mandibular fragments also ex-
hibit antemortem tooth loss, alveolar resorption, and many observable enamel hypo-
plasias (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004). The female from Pierhead also exhibits other 
notable stress markers both pathological and non-pathological on her postcranial skel-
eton. Various levels of osteophytic lipping are present on all three types of vertebrae. 
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Following Stewart’s (1979) guidelines, the lumbar vertebrae exhibited anywhere from 
phase zero (none) to phase two (moderate) lipping, and all her cervical and thoracic 
vertebrae exhibited phase one to phase two.

Further effects of osteoarthritis are apparent upon the superior edge of the lesser 
tubercle of her right humerus, where a bone spur had formed. Analysis of her long 
bones also revealed the obvious symmetrical development of the muscle attachment 
points on her humeri, ulnae, and radii. All indicators that this woman suffered hard 
physical labor involving her upper body. No evidence of extreme trauma or pathologi-
cal infection was among her remains. A situation that is not uncommon in the case of 
disease because it takes a chronic condition to leave skeletal evidence and most of these 
conditions kill their victims long before they leave such traces (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 
2004; Larsen 1997; Muno 2005).

Pierhead: Profile Summary
From the skeletal information, we can conclude that the nearly complete skeleton 
excavated at Pierhead is that of a female, 22 to 39-years-old, of African ancestry who 
was approximately 5’3” to 5’6” tall. Further analysis of the skeleton revealed obvious 
symmetrical muscle development of the upper and lower arm bones denoting someone 
engaging in hard physical labor involving the upper body. Also, there was some devel-
oping osteoarthritis associated with the right humeral head, as well as some slight to 
moderate osteophytic lipping of the cervical and thoracic vertebrae.

Fontabelle: The Bioarchaeological Evidence
As with the Pierhead remains, the skeletal material from the Fontabelle graveyard was 
discovered in 1999 by construction workers and excavated rapidly to secure and pre-
serve as much of the material as possible. These excavations recovered three articulated 
individuals along with the disarticulated remains of many others (Farmer 2004). The 
preservation of this material ranges from a few elements that are complete to those 
that are highly fragmented. Again, a count of skeletal elements places the minimum 
number of individuals within this sample at twenty-six (MNI=26), though, like the 
Pierhead sample, this number should be considered conservative since there were many 
sub-adult elements observed among the remains (Crain 2005; Farmer 2004).

From the locus 30 bu 85 a skull was practically intact as well as most of the in-
nominate bones. All traits fell easily into the female spectrum, which reinforced the 
overall gracile impression of the skeleton. The partial skull recovered from locus 30 bu 
72, on the other hand, had traits that fell well within the male spectrum of scoring. 
The skull especially had highly developed mastoid processes, supra-orbital margins, 
and supra-orbital ridges. Remains gathered from both loci 30 bu 154 and 30 bu 54 
are representatives of the fact that much of this material is highly fragmented and 
commingled. The remains associated with 30 bu 154 contain fragmented cranial pieces 
that contain traits that represent a female, and in turn, also has a right innominate 
portion that most likely belongs to an immature male. The skull recovered from 30 bu 
54 while expressing traits that are indeterminate, distinctly has a mandible with a very 



292 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

pronounced perpendicular ascending ramus (a male attribute). From this evidence, the 
conclusion is that Fontabelle contains individuals of both sexes (Crain 2005).

Fontabelle: Observations of the Variations in Age
Again, due to the fragmentary nature of this sample, many traits for individuals 
that were related became part of the estimations. The complete skeleton found 
at locus 30 bu 85 had the most morphological traits for such an assessment. The 
dentition was the first area to be observed, which with all third molars erupted and 
expressed indicates someone between the ages of 21 to 35. Second, the sternal rib 
ends that survived represented ages of development for a person between the ages 
of 15 to 31 years of age. The auricular surfaces of the pelvis were representative of 
a person between 25-34 years of age. The medial end of an existing clavicle was 
fused thus indicating someone at least 24 years or older, and all the cranial sutures 
were not fused. These different age-related changes then suggest someone that was 
between the ages of 24 to 39 years at their time of death.

Other attempts to age some of the other material was not as easy due to the mixed 
and fragmentary nature of the remains. The partial skull from the 30 bu 72 was missing 
its dentition, and only a portion of cranial sutures are present. Of those observable, 
they were either completely fused or nearly completely fused. These characteristics 
indicate that this skull is from an individual who was most likely 45 years or older. 
The fragmented cranial remains from 30 bu 54 revealed open sutures with no closing, 
indicating someone of a younger age category (22-48 years). Also, there are sub-adult 
cranial fragments and sub-adult vertebrae present in the sample (Crain 2005).

Observed Traits of Ancestry
The only reliable portion of the skeleton in the assessment of ancestry is the skull (Bass 
1995). While there is variation within all populations, there are certain phenotypical 
traits, when observed in conjunction, can allow one to estimate the ancestry of skeletal 
specimens accurately. For example, the nearly complete skull found at the locus 30 
bu 85 has many traits that indicate its ancestry. These traits include rectangular eye 
orbits, a rectangular dental arcade, simple cranial sutures, nasal guttering, and rounded 
auditory meatus. These traits in conjunction with measurements taken for the cranial 
index and nasal index indicate that this person was of African ancestry. Some other 
examples of fragmented skulls located in the loci, 30 bu 72 and 30 bu 94, also have 
phenotypical traits that reflect African ancestries such as post-bregmatic depression, 
round auditory meatus, simple sutures, nasal guttering, and a mandible with a rounded 
chin. A portion of the left maxilla and nasal aperture found within the locus 30 bu 44 
exhibited the nasal guttering often associated with those of African ancestry. Because 
of the traits observed with the cranial skeletal material noted here, the determination 
is that the individuals excavated from this site are of African ancestry (Crain 2005).
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Observed Indicators of Stress
Specific pathological conditions noted among the cranial elements include evidence of 
possible trauma, anemia, and a case involving lytic lesions. The cranial element from 30 
bu 54 has an edged depression on the left side of the frontal bone 1-2 centimeters long 
and a quarter of a centimeter wide running almost parallel to the coronal suture. While 
the cause of this trauma avoids identification, there have been many such traits asso-
ciated with interpersonal violence upon the cranial elements from Newton Plantation 
(Corruccini et al. 1982; Crain 2005). A second pathological condition observed upon 
various cranial material was the manifestation of cribra orbitalia and porotic hyperos-
tosis. A large portion of the cranial material present (78.6%) exhibited either condition 
(Crain 2005). These lesions are the direct result of the increased production of red 
blood cells in response to some form of anemia (Kelly 1989; Ortner and Putschar 
1981). Anemia can have a genetic origin, or it can be induced by environmental con-
ditions involving nutritional inadequacies, bacterial infections, or parasitic diseases, 
though often it is most likely a combination of all three (Martin et al. 1985; Ortner 
and Putschar 1981; Stuart-Macadam 1989; White 2000). While a genetic explanation 
may be accurate, there are environmental considerations. First, while enslaved Africans 
had some access to protein-based foods, such access was limited in both quantity and 
quality throughout this period (Handler and Lange 1978; Sheridan 1976). Second, 
during this historical period, Bridgetown was identified by many as being the least 
healthy place in Barbados (Dunn 1969).

The last specific pathological condition observed on the cranial material is on 
an occipital bone among the materials from locus 30 bu 147. This bone exhibited 
several lytic lesions on its endocranial side near the nuchal area. These lesions, two of 
which are at least a centimeter in size, may be the result of secondary osteomyelitis 
due to such infections as meningitis (Crain 2005; Ortner and Putschar 1981) or 
caused by the development of certain cancers (Jonsdottir et al. 2003; Ortner and 
Putschar 1981; White 2000).

Of the pathological lesions found upon the dentition, antemortem tooth loss, 
enamel hypoplasias, and alveolar resorption are the most prevalent in all samples (Crain 
2005). Of the mandibles identified 88% exhibit ATML, with 51% involving the loss 
of multiple teeth. This condition is often the result of the development of dental caries. 
Such caries may well be the result of the monocrop agriculture practiced upon the 
island that required the importation of large amounts of cereals and grains from other 
British colonies (Handler and Lange 1978; Sheridan 1976). Evidence of non-specific 
pathological conditions is observable on several long bones in this population (Crain 
2005). Evidence of periostitis is observable upon various humeri, femora, and tibiae. 
While the individual cases range in activity levels, the prevalence indicates that these 
populations suffered from exposure to biological assault (White 2000).

Various postcranial elements from the samples also exhibit various lesions associ-
ated with primary osteoarthritis or Degenerative Joint Disease (DJD). Two separate 
humeri, from two individuals, exhibited osteological growths, or spurs around points 
of articulation. Forty-five percent of all the adult vertebrae, including 36% of all the 
thoracic, exhibited minor to moderate osteophytic lipping, though there was no fusion 
of any osteophytes. While DJD can occur with the vertebral column due to bipedal 
locomotion (Jurmain 1999), such conditions are often the result of numerous factors 



294 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

including the age, sex, mechanical stress, and genetic predisposition of the individuals 
involved (Kent et al. 1979; White 2000). Consequently, when one compares the as-
sessed ages of these individuals with the amount of DJD occurring upon the observed 
vertebrae, mechanical stress due to heavy labor would appear to be a major contribut-
ing factor to this pathological condition (Crain 2005). Such manifestations of osteoar-
thritis were also among other samples of slave populations from this period (Kelly and 
Angel 1987; Owsley et al. 1987; Rathburn 1987).

Another indicator that the members of this population were involved with 
heavy labor is the observation of specific muscle attachment points. Wolff’s Law of 
Biomechanics explains that bone deposition increases to areas of the skeleton that re-
quire additional structural support (Hawkey and Merbs 1995; Kennedy 1989). All the 
long adult bones associated with the upper body in this population exhibit such hy-
pertrophic symmetrical development. The attachment points observed include those of 
the: deltoid process, greater tubercle, and lesser tubercle of the humerus, the olecranon 
process of the ulna, and the radial tuberosity (Crain 2005; Mckinley and O’Loughlin 
2006; Muno 2005). These anchor points relate to muscles used during long-term and 
intense heavy lifting. Such enhanced muscle attachment points, again, have been ob-
served in various skeletal samples of enslaved African populations based in both urban 
and rural areas of colonial North America (Blakey and Rankin-Hill 2009; Kelly and 
Angel 1987; Owsley et al. 1987; Rathburn 1987).

In summation, the osteological evidence indicates that these two samples represent 
a group of individuals of various ages, both sexes, and of African ancestry. It also gives 
us ample evidence that these people were involved in a long-term intense physical 
activity involving the upper body. In addition to these workloads, they suffered from 
the hardships of urban life common in early historical Bridgetown including poor diet 
and infectious disease (Crain 2005; Dunn 1969; Sheridan 1976).

Mitochondrial DNA Analysis
The analysis of ancient DNA is an important tool in archaeological research for es-
tablishing the molecular origins of human populations. Because of its maternal in-
heritance, mtDNA is used to establish lineages across generations. Certain mutations 
in the mtDNA are more likely to be found in certain ancestral/ethnic groups (hap-
logroups), to the extent that identification of certain lineages is possible (Allison et al. 
2014; Van Oven and Kayser 2009). Eight samples of human skeletal material from 
the Fontabelle burial grounds (loci 30bu-45, 30bu-54, 30bu-61, 30bu-62, 30bu-72, 
30bu-141, 30bu-147, and 30bu-157) were chosen for the genetic analysis. While most 
extractions did not yield DNA, mtDNA sequences from three loci (30bu61, 30bu62, 
30bu141) occurred, with only one reproducible in separate extractions (30bu141). 
This sample (30bu141, molar) belonged to haplogroup C1, a Native American hap-
logroup of North and South America, which points to the intriguing possibility that 
this individual may be a descendant of Amerindian heritage. The other two sample’s 
mutations (30bu61, long bone; 30bu62, molar), showed the highest match probabili-
ties with Kenyan and other African populations, suggesting the samples belong to the 
remains of individuals of African ancestry (Allison et al. 2014; Hoptay 2013).
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Archaeological Evidence
The female recovered from Pierhead had both a small coin or medallion and a long-
stemmed white kaolin clay English tobacco pipe buried with her person. The coin/
medallion was perforated and found in the chest area. It was of copper or some copper 
alloy, and the edge was roulette (Crain et al. 2004). There were some distinguishing 
marks on the surface of the coin/medallion, but corrosion has made the marks unread-
able. The excavations in Fontabelle recovered many similar coin/medallions (Farmer 
2004). However, no such coin/medallions were in the more than one hundred burials 
at Newton (Handler and Corruccini 1983). If these are in fact coins, then perhaps they 
represent the greater economic opportunities open to Bridgetown’s enslaved popula-
tion and, thus, their greater access to coinage.

The bowl of the tobacco pipe in Pierhead was in the right hand, and the stem lay 
between the arm and torso (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004). The highly burnished 
tobacco pipe’s shape and bowl configuration are consistent with clay tobacco pipes 
produced in the early to a mid-eighteenth century (Noel Hume 1991). The bowl of 
the tobacco pipe had a makers’ mark consisting of two Roman-numeral ones side by 
side within a horseshoe-shape. Again, an identical clay pipe was among the Fontabelle 
grave goods (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004; Farmer 2004).

Tobacco pipes were prevalent in the Newton Plantation slave cemetery. Handler 
and Lange (1978) recovered twenty-one whole tobacco pipes with seventeen individual 
burials. The use of tobacco pipes as grave goods reflects West African beliefs about the 
afterlife. Handler and Lange (1978) argue that clay tobacco pipes were placed in graves 
as gifts to the ancestors and to aid the deceased’s journey to the spirit world. They also 
emphasize that planters gave items such as tobacco pipes to the enslaved as part of a 
reward and incentive system aimed at eliciting a favorable disposition from their labor 
force. The presence of clay tobacco pipes in burials for the enslaved may be, therefore, a 
reflection of that system. The presence of various clay tobacco pipes in the urban cem-
eteries like Pierhead and Fontabelle suggests that such a reward and incentive system 
was not just operative on the rural sugar estates.

The Historical Geography of Bridgetown
The location of the cemeteries in the Pierhead and Fontabelle sections of Bridgetown 
placed them near the historic coastline (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004). In the sev-
enteenth century, both areas were undeveloped beachhead and swampland. Fort 
Willoughby, constructed in 1656, on the western tip of the Pierhead shoreline was the 
only major architectural feature in this area of Bridgetown. Samuel Copen’s 1695 sketch 
‘A Prospect of Bridgetown’ shows that the Pierhead area south of the Constitution 
River was relatively unsettled and used mainly for careening ships. In Copen’s sketch, 
the location of the cemetery is open pasture, though a small two-story structure stands 
nearby. In 1700, the West Bridge, near the site of the present-day Swing Bridge, was 
destroyed in heavy floods and was not rebuilt, thus hindering the future development 
of the Pierhead area. William Mayo’s map of Bridgetown, for example, shows that there 
were still only a handful of structures, probably storehouses, in the Pierhead area by the 
year 1722 (Alleyne 1978).
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In the mid-eighteenth century, the Pierhead area began to see some urban expan-
sion (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004). In 1760, the rebuilt West Bridge, although a small 
wooden structure, made the Pierhead accessible to pedestrian traffic, and thus, urban 
development. Consequently, the Great Fire of 1766 devastated Bridgetown, which 
led to changes in the urban landscape that brought the Pierhead under Bridgetown’s 
jurisdiction. The planners reshaped Pierhead and encouraged suburban and residential 
development to help meet the housing needs of Bridgetown’s growing population. It 
may have been during this time that the Pierhead burial ground ceased to function as a 
cemetery. The Hurricane of 1780 severely damaged the Pierhead area, which lay in ruin 
until the early nineteenth century (Alleyne 1978). Maps of the Pierhead reconstructed 
by historical geographer Martyn Bowden (2003) show that, although residential devel-
opment was expanding in the Pierhead area, the cemetery location remained an open 
space until the early nineteenth century and was most likely forgotten.

Documentary reports, however, mention the presence of African burial grounds 
in the environs of Bridgetown (Crain 2005; Crain et al. 2004). In 1748, for example, 
English physician Robert Poole visited Barbados and recorded the events surrounding 
a slave funeral in the Fontabelle section. Poole wrote of the burial ground being near 
the sea (Watson 2000).

This description of the Fontabelle burial parallels observations at the Pierhead 
burial ground, which was also located close to the sea and just beyond the beach 
(Farmer 2004). Thus, there may be a pattern to the placement of slave burial grounds 
in Bridgetown. Both the Pierhead and Fontabelle burial grounds locations on the mar-
ginal coastal lands of historical Bridgetown is important. It is perhaps possible officials 
in Bridgetown allowed the enslaved to use these areas as burial grounds because the use 
of these spaces did not impede urban growth or affect sugarcane agriculture.

The Socio-Historical context of Colonial Bridgetown
By the end of the seventeenth century, Barbados was the leading producer of sugar 
in the Caribbean. Because of this, and the economic benefits it provided, its capital, 
Bridgetown, became the busiest port in the Western hemisphere. For the short period 
in which it reigned as such, its growing population of enslaved people (13,000 by 
1715) provided a workforce that provided all the services a large port town required 
(Welch 2002). Due to the emigration of some of the white indentured workforce, 
various service industries were open to exploitation (Beckles 1990). Many of these 
positions included various skilled trades such as blacksmith, carpenters, fishers, stock 
keepers, guards, and nurses (Welch 2002; 2003).

Because of such labor needs, many skilled and unskilled enslaved individuals were 
‘hired out’ by their enslavers for work in the city. For these duties, they received wages 
in which they portioned to their enslavers, personal housing, and food. In addition to 
these enslaved individuals, there were also many freemen and women who lived and 
worked in the city, creating an economic base that allowed them to prosper in the 
expanding maritime environment of the time. Many mulatto women such as Rachel 
Pringles, owned many businesses including some of the more fashionable hotels and 
‘tipling and crimping’ houses in the city (Beckles 2002; Welch 2003). These conditions 
allowed enslaved individuals to have a greater potential for economic gain, and because 
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of this, freedom, either by purchasing it themselves or through a beneficial alliance 
with someone else.

Such an environment created a situation where the dominant ideology and the 
society it defined were constantly being altered by the very activities that supported 
both. Because there was a lack of necessary European skilled tradesmen, someone had 
to fill the void. The enslaved and freemen individuals that did fill this economic need 
gained a certain amount of autonomy that allowed them to affect their environment 
in several ways. They became an economic force that could not be denied or ignored, 
and which created new forms of meaning and operation under which new strategies 
of identification formed (Bhabha 1994). But such social conditions did not go un-
challenged by those who dominated the social hierarchy. For example, the legislation 
against huckstering passed during 1774 was passed to control:

’huckster Negroes… [from visiting] vessels arriving here and purchase from thence 
livestock to revend [sell]’ (Welch 2002:188)

inhibiting a system of exchange that created competition for white merchants in the 
city; a competition they saw, as being contrary to the natural order of things.

The tipling and crimpling houses owned by predominantly mulatto women were 
also a problem for the mercantile class. In 1801, a group of merchants approached the 
assembly to report that many such establishments were causing white seamen to leave 
the docks before their work was complete – a situation that caused the merchants to 
have to discharge cargos by ‘hiring out negroes’ at an additional expense (Welch 2002, 
2003). Such an issue must have felt twofold since it not only affected the importers but 
those who were also investors in other operations in the hospitality industry.

While such expansive economic activities made it very difficult, if not impossible, 
for the legal and systematic segregation between the classes of the enslaver and en-
slaved, it still existed. In fact, due to the competition, it created for European trades-
man in the labor market and their negative opinion of self-initiated manumission, 
various methods were used to reinforce the racialized social ideology (Beckles 2002). As 
described by Giddens (1979), a spatial component was present even in the confining 
urban environment of Bridgetown. The class-based character of the society had an 
internal mechanism to maintain the spatial differentiation of the center and periph-
ery. For example, various wealthy merchants had domestic servants around the clock 
within their households, but such a situation did not mean any level of integration. 
Many tax records often noted a place on the grounds, often near the stables identified 
as the ‘negro house’, an area of habitation one can correlate with the ‘negro yards’ of the 
plantation (Menard 2006). Another example of this need to separate or exclude them-
selves from the enslaved and freeman of Bridgetown, merchants who had their homes 
on Cheapside petitioned for the removal of a cage that held captured runaways. They 
complained that strangers were astonished to seeing so great an evil exist in so populous 
and respectable a place as Bridgetown (Welch 2003). Their primary argument was not 
towards the disposition of the prisoners, but the fact that its location was near their 
homes. These are but two examples where the social elite reinforced a spatial dimension 
between the center, a representation of themselves, and the marginalized, or enslaved. 
Even the dead, like their counterparts on the plantation, did not escape this ideology. 
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Even though members of the enslaved and free communities in Bridgetown may have 
had economic opportunities beyond those laboring on plantations, they suffered the 
same control mechanisms when interring their dead.

Conclusion
While biological evidence from the skeletal remains tells us that the individuals from 
Pierhead and Fontabelle were of African ancestry and exposed to severe forms of oc-
cupational and pathological stress, it provides only half of the story. It is the archaeo-
logical and historical documentation from this period that allows us to have a greater 
understanding of the world in which they lived. These sources allow for us to place the 
biological information into the actual social, economic, and political contexts which 
they navigated daily. It is because of this multi-faceted approach and the information 
it revealed that we could determine with a high degree of certainty that the individuals 
interred at these sites are of African ancestry and represent part of the enslaved and 
freedman populations of historical Bridgetown.
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Sourcing Domestic and 
Industrial Ceramics from Trents 
Plantation, Barbados using LA-
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Mass Spectrometry)
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Abstract
A wide variety of ceramics are recovered in plantation contexts in Barbados, from hand-
built coarse earthenwares to refined tablewares, as well as industrial forms for sugar 
production. However, the origins for these ceramics are often uncertain. While many 
ceramics were imported from production centers in Great Britain and elsewhere in the 
Americas, planters in Barbados also brought in European potters to establish domestic 
pottery workshops. Made in the same tradition and in the same forms in Barbados as 
in Europe, it is difficult to visually identify the source of these earthenware products. 
To better understand the origins of coarse earthenwares found at Trents Plantation 
on the west coast of Barbados, 117 samples were analyzed via LA-ICP-MS, and their 
elemental values compared with those from known British and American earthenware 
sources. The results show significant evidence for Barbadian production of domestic 
and industrial wares. In particular, the shift from imported coarse earthenwares to 
locally produced wares may be linked to the intensification of sugar production around 
the mid-seventeenth century. This evidence for local ceramic production in Barbados 
illuminates the economic strategies of colonial Barbados in the British Atlantic world.

Keywords: Pottery, sourcing, compositional analysis.
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Introduction
This paper presents an elemental analysis of earthenware recovered from Trents 
Plantation using LA-ICP-MS (Laser Ablation-Inductively Coupled Plasma-Mass 
Spectrometry). The objective was to determine the makeup and source of domestic 
and industrial earthenware recovered from three foci on the plantation. Broadly, there 
were three potential sources for earthenware in Barbados during the historic period: 
1) local production; 2) European imports, mainly English; and 3) imports from other 
English or European colonies in the Americas. Which of these potential sources for 
coarse earthenwares contributed to the ceramic assemblages on Barbados plantations? 
Were domestic wares and industrial wares from the same source(s), and did the sources 
used change over time? To address these questions, I carried out LA-ICP-MS analy-
sis on 117 earthenware ceramics, including 114 samples from Trents plantation. This 
assemblage was selected by Douglas Armstrong and Sara McNamara from a collec-
tion of 6881 earthenwares excavated from Trents Plantation (Armstrong this volume; 
Armstrong and Reilly 2014; McNamara 2016).

Given the dramatic expansion of the plantation system in the 1640s on Barbados, 
access to all forms of material goods and supplies, including pottery, was critical. 
In 1670, Samuel Newton, stated a need for potters (quoted in Spavold and Brown 
2005:82):

‘send over artificers and tradesmen such as may be fit for our plantation by the 
first especially Taylers and Smiths and when you are at leasure in Derbyshire goe 
to Tickner and procure a potter and allow him wages. Pray send over one that is 
a workman.’

Newton himself was from Derbyshire in the East Midlands of England. With a long 
history of pottery production in the region, he knew that his agent could find an 
experienced potter there who was capable of making the types of vessels he desired 
in Barbados. Documentary and archaeological evidence show that colonial planters 
in Barbados were endeavoring to establish domestic production of necessities such as 
pottery on their plantations. More so than in many other English (and later British) 
colonies, Barbados plantations required large quantities of ceramics. In addition to 
everyday household needs for food storage, preparation, and serving, the early adop-
tion of sugar production necessitated large quantities of industrial earthenwares in-
cluding sugar molds and drip jars.

Although seeking self-sufficiency, at the same time Barbados planters maintained 
strong economic relationships with merchants in England and Scotland. They also 
had firm social and economic ties with Dutch and English traders and mariners 
(Armstrong 2019). These connections to the broader Atlantic world provided the col-
ony with access to goods from the Far East, Africa, South America, North America, 
and Europe. Though initially limited by finance, once the sugar plantation system was 
set in motion, planters were able to obtain a wide variety of imported everyday and 
luxury goods to supplement food and materials grown and made in Barbados. It also 
led to the replacement of what had been small numbers of primarily European laborers 
working under short-term contracts, to large numbers of African laborers transported 
to Barbados from Africa as chattel slaves (Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Beckles 2006).
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Trents Plantation is located in Saint James Parish on the west coast of Barbados. 
This plantation was occupied from the initial colonial settlement of Barbados in 1627 
through emancipation (Armstrong and Reilly 2014). The site has yielded information 
on early pre-sugar era and sugar plantation contexts. From 1627 until the late 1640s 
the property was operated as a relatively small-scale farm with planters and laborers 
living in close proximity in and around the planter’s house (Locus 1). The shift to sugar 
involved a dramatic shift in scale and social relations, with formerly small numbers of 
indentured laborers replaced by large numbers of enslaved African laborers.

The earthenware samples derive from three areas on the site. Data for the pre-sugar 
era derives from the combined planter and laborer context at Locus 1. This area con-
tinued on as the planter’s residence. However, with the shift to sugar in the late 1640s, 
a new enslaved laborer village was constructed and occupied until the end of slavery 
(Locus 2). With emancipation in 1838, the planter household (Locus 1) continued to 
be used, but the enslaved laborer quarters were removed to a free laborer tenantry at 
the edge of the plantation (Armstrong this volume; Armstrong 2015a). The third locus 
from which samples derive is Trents Cave and rock shelter (Locus 3). The cave and 
shelter were hidden in a gully situated between the village and the planter’s mansion. 
The cave and associated rock shelter were clandestinely used recurrently over a period 
of more than 100 years from the 1750s until the 1850s (Armstrong 2015b). The cave 
contained quantities of iron and steel, including weapons, but the deposits had no 
pottery or glass. However, the shelter area had a wide array of domestic wares related 
to recurrent use tied to practices and rituals performed in the cave. Together, the three 
loci at Trents provide a comprehensive sample of material associated with pre-sugar era 
(1620s – 1640s) as well as sugar plantation era planter and enslaved laborer contexts 
that spanned the shift to sugar (late-1640s) to emancipation (1838).

The earthenware from excavations at Trents offered the opportunity to investigate 
temporal changes in earthenware procurement, in particular the effects of plantation 
intensification. The sample of 117 sherds that was tested using LA-ICP-MS included 
domestic wares and industrial sugar production wares. Some sherds clearly exhibited 
characteristics of hand-built Caribbean pottery. Other samples were consistent with 
known British production regions; yet, the majority of sherds were visually ambiguous 
as to production origin. Barbadian earthenwares have been described as soft and poorly 
fired (Loftfield 2001:225), but this description could apply equally to many earthen-
wares made across the Atlantic world at this time. Lead glazed coarse earthenwares 
were produced throughout the post-medieval European world in similar forms and 
using common methods such as wheel throwing (Gibble 2001:258). Coupled with the 
limited range of variation in surface treatment, it can be challenging to ascertain the 
origin of an earthenware vessel, especially at the sherd level. For this reason, elemental 
analysis was conducted to recover information about the origin of these artifacts, in 
concert with macroscopic analysis.

The samples were analyzed via laser ablation-inductively coupled plasma-mass 
spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS) in order to obtain their elemental concentrations. These 
values were then compared with each other and with reference materials from identi-
fied earthenware production sources outside of the Caribbean. The results demonstrate 
the importance of local production of earthenware for industrial and domestic purpos-
es during the sugar era in Barbados.
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History
The production of earthenware in Barbados differed in many respects from that of oth-
er colonial Caribbean contexts. This is in part because the island was abandoned when 
first visited by English mariners in 1625 (Handler 1977; Harlow 1925). Archaeological 
investigations have found pre-Columbian pottery dating from the Saladoid through 
Suazan Troumassoid phases in Barbados (500 BC-1400 AD) (Drewett 2000). 
Elemental and descriptive analyses indicate that indigenous ceramics found at sites 
across the island, including a site near the shore at Holetown, and an extensively ex-
cavated site at Heywoods, a few kilometers to the north, were likely produced on 
the island (Drewett 2000; 2002; 2007; Fitzpatrick 1996; Lawrence et al. 2016). This 
indicates that local clay sources were readily accessible. Given the lack of indigenous 
inhabitants present in Barbados at the time of English colonization, there was no ac-
tive, local on-island tradition affected by the arrival of Europeans and enslaved Africans 
(Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Handler 1977; Harlow 1925). However, upon arriv-
al the pioneering colonists travelled to Guiana and brought back 30-40 Indigenous 
‘Arawaks’ who played a significant role in the early life of the colony, particularly in 
relation to food production and consumption (Armstrong this volume; Armstrong 
2019; Handler 1977; Harlow 1925).

In other British colonies, notably Jamaica, there was a strong cottage industry 
of earthenware production by enslaved households, utilizing creolized methods of 
manufacture such as coil building and open firing (Hauser 2008). In Barbados, there 
is little evidence of such a tradition. Instead, the vast majority of historic earthen-
wares found in Barbados, many of which were likely locally produced in plantation 
pothouses, were wheel-thrown and kiln-fired forms using European-style methods 
(Handler 1963a; Loftfield 2001).

A number of researchers have investigated this historic pottery tradition in Barbados, 
including its transformation into a cottage industry in the present day (Farmer 2011; 
Handler 1963b, 1963a; Loftfield 2001; Scheid 2015; Stoner 2000). By bringing over 
English potters, such as the one requested by Samuel Newton, English planters in 
Barbados established pottery workshops to produce industrial sugarwares and domes-
tic goods. Working as indentured servants or wage laborers, English potters trained 
enslaved workers on the plantations, who then took over production (Finch 2013; 
Handler 1963b). Whereas it is known that around 20 kilns were operating in the eight-
eenth century (Finch 2013:122; Handler 1963b:135), only two historical potteries in 
Barbados have been archaeologically tested: Codrington and Colleton (Loftfield 2001; 
Scheid 2015; Stoner 2000). The archaeological evidence suggests that production of 
domestic wares at these plantation pothouses was far outweighed by architectural and 
industrial wares. At Codrington during the eighteenth century, domestic goods made 
up only eight percent of the waster assemblage (Scheid 2015:342). Furthermore, with-
in the extensive documentary evidence for Codrington, there is no reference to the sale 
of domestic earthenwares to other plantations on the island (Scheid 2015:212).

Both Codrington and Colleton are located within the Scotland District of 
Barbados. Geologically, Barbados consists of two primary zones: the limestone coral 
reef cap, and the exposed basement material in the Scotland District (Figure 14.1). 
Unlike most of the Lesser Antilles, Barbados is non-volcanic in origin. The majority 
of the island is covered by the coral cap; a sedimentary limestone deposit extending to 
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a depth of several hundred feet in places. Small clay outcrops have been noted within 
this cap, including at Trents plantation (McNamara 2016:37), but large deposits of 
clay suitable for ceramic production are not known. The analysis of pre-Columbian 
pottery suggests that these isolated deposits, many occurring in marshes, were utilized 
for pottery production by past people (Drewett 2000; Fitzpatrick 1996). To date, the 
evidence for historic use has been lacking.

On the eastern side of the island is the Scotland District, making up approximately 
15 percent of the exposed landmass of Barbados. A rugged, rocky landscape of sand-
stone and other mixed deposits of terrestrial and marine origin characterizes this zone. 
Extensive clay deposits are common in this region, and the vast majority of historic 
potteries were recorded in or directly adjacent to the Scotland District (Scheid 2015). 
It was anticipated that Scotland District potteries would have been among the most 
likely sources for locally made earthenware for Trents plantation in the seventeenth to 
nineteenth centuries.

Samples
The site now known as Trents Plantation was established in 1627, with occupation contin-
uing through emancipation in 1838. Excavation by Douglas Armstrong began at Trents in 
2012 and to date has focused on three main loci (Armstrong, this volume). The earthen-
ware samples from Trents were selected by Doug Armstrong and were recovered from six 
distinct contexts within these loci, as described below (Table 14.1; Armstrong this volume).

Figure 14.1. 
Topographic map of 
Barbados showing 
the Scotland District 
and location of Trents 
Plantation and Chalky 
Mount Pottery.
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The earliest occupation investigated at Trents Plantation, which included the early 
mansion house and plantation core, was identified as Locus 1. This initial occupation, 
beginning in the 1620s, preceded intensification of sugar production on the planta-
tion. At this time, a small group of indentured servants lived and labored in the planta-
tion core, alongside the planter’s family. Excavation at Locus 1 included a well stratified 
midden deposit adjacent to the extant main house. In the 1640s, sugar took hold in 
Barbados, which led to an expansion of the sugarworks near the Mansion and the move 
of enslaved laborers to a separate village to the east. Locus 1, within the plantation core, 
is closest to the sugarworks, which likely explains why there were so many industrial 
earthenwares present at this location.

The enslaved laborer village, Locus 2, was occupied from the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury until emancipation. Within Locus 2, five distinct house assemblages have been 
excavated. Each house area consisted of one or more buildings and associated yard 
space. Additionally, there are several earthenware samples from the rock shelter that is 
linked to Trents Cave (Locus 3).

The samples from Trents represent the range of coarse earthenwares recovered with-
in these domestic loci. The majority were domestic earthenwares such as cooking pots, 
bowls, and storage jars. Sugarwares found in these domestic spaces, including drip jars 
and sugar cones or molds, were also sampled. These industrial wares were far more 
common at the planter’s midden, which was located in close proximity to the sugar 
works and factory. While less frequent in the village (Locus 2) they are present, and 
some are in forms in that appear to have been used in water storage.

Type Country Location Context Count

Unknowns (n= 117)1

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 1 Early Mansion 52

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 2 House 1 13

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 2 House 2 8

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 2 House 3 24

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 2 House 4 13

Barbados Trents (St. James) Locus 3 4

Barbados Chalky Mount (St. Andrews) 3

Knowns (n=214)2

Great Britain Buckley (Coal Measures) 22

Great Britain Liverpool (Coal Measures) 49

Great Britain Staffordshire (Coal Measures) 18

Great Britain Surrey-Hampshire 18

Great Britain London 45

United States Philadelphia-Baltimore-Alexandria 62

1 For further information on Barbados samples, see McNamara 2016.

2 For further information on reference samples, see Bloch 2015.

Table 14.1. Earthenwares sampled.
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Methods
Following the provenience postulate (Weigand et al. 1977), ceramic sourcing studies 
rely upon the principle that clays from different sources have distinct compositional 
signatures, and that these signatures remain within the fired ceramic bodies. These 
markers reflect the geological origins of the clay, which in most cases will map geo-
graphically onto the locations where the ceramics were produced. Due to the world-
wide prevalence of clay suitable for earthenware manufacture, before the twentieth 
century most earthenware potters dug clay in the immediate vicinity of their potworks 
(Arnold 1985). In Barbados, evidence shows that this was true both prehistorically 
(Fitzpatrick 1996) and in the twentieth century (Handler 1963a:315).

Given the trade history of colonial Barbados, there were three potential prima-
ry sources for earthenwares: 1. local production in Barbados; 2. European, especially 
English, sources; and 3. production in other Caribbean and American colonies. Sourcing 
studies may identify the origins of artifacts in several ways: by comparing the unknowns 
to known raw materials or known products, or developing compositional groups within 
unknowns that can be used with additional lines of evidence to infer origin. For example, 
in prehistoric studies, the ‘criterion of abundance’ may be used to conclude that the most 
abundant ware type in a particular assemblage is a local product (Bishop et al. 1982:301). 
However, in the historic period, when ceramics were routinely traveling in large quanti-
ties through the Atlantic world, this criterion must be considered more critically. Instead, 
this study emphasized the use of known reference material from British and American 
production zones, alongside a few samples of unfired earthenware from Barbados. With 
this dataset, it was possible to begin to establish the universe of potential origins of these 
earthenwares. While not encompassing all possible production regions, the reference 
material established some of the primary compositional differences among earthenwares 
produced in Great Britain, the mainland American colonies, and Barbados.

To map chemical variation onto discrete sources, this study incorporated reference 
materials from a number of known historic kiln sites from Great Britain and main-
land America (Table 14.1). The goal was not to tie vessels recovered in Barbados to 
individual pottery workshops, but to identify broader geographic and cultural regions 
known as production zones (Monette et al. 2007). Wasters, sherds of vessels that broke 
before leaving the production site, were analyzed to develop chemical ‘fingerprints’ for 
distinct production zones. For this project, the defined zones included four in Great 
Britain and one in North America. For a more detailed description of the production 
zones and samples, see Bloch (2015).

The Coal Measures macrogroup comprises products from three major earthenware 
industries in England and Wales, including Buckley, Liverpool, and Staffordshire. 
Coarse earthenwares from the Coal Measures geological region share a number of 
visual characteristics due to the shared geology and pottery technology. These wares are 
typically high-fired, may have marbled pastes mixing red and buff clays, and contain 
abundant quartz and ferruginous inclusions.

Two sites from Buckley in Northern Wales were sampled: Brookhill pottery, and 
Pinfold Lane. From the town of Burslem in Staffordshire, one of the six towns of 
Stoke-on-Trent, Swan Bank pottery was sampled. In the greater Liverpool area, domes-
tic samples were taken from Prescot and Rainford. Over the course of the eighteenth 
century, Liverpool took on prominence as a port for the British colonies to trade their 
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goods, including sugar products. Potters there began producing sugar-refining wares 
for this industry. To capture potential variation in the earthenware recipe for industrial 
vessels in contrast to domestic vessels, 23 sherds of sugar cones and drip jars identi-
fied as Liverpool products were obtained from various assemblages at the Museum of 
Liverpool and were analyzed alongside the Barbados samples. Visually, these sherds 
fell into two categories. The first (n=14) were similar in appearance to ‘Buckley-type’ 
domestic wares from the Coal Measures, being highly fired, with marbled paste and 
abundant inclusions (Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory 2011). 
Elementally, these industrial wares fit within the broad Coal Measures group. The sec-
ond type of Liverpool sugarwares (n=9) had a softer body and fewer inclusions than 
typically seen in coarse earthenware from the Coal Measures, but the inclusions in at 
least one sample incorporated grog produced from a ‘Buckley-type’ vessel. These sam-
ples were elementally very different from the bulk of Coal Measures material, and seem 
to represent a distinct clay source or clay recipe used to produce sugar-refining wares in 
the Liverpool area. This subset of Coal Measures pottery was separated in this analysis 
into the ‘Liverpool’ production zone.

The London area also contributed to the colonial trade of coarse earthenwares. 
Earthenwares produced within the geological zone of the London Basin have a fine 
sandy texture, and have been called ‘Red Sandy Ware’ or ‘London-Area Post-Medieval 
Redware,’ among other names (Bloch 2015:100). They often have a dark firing core 
and brightly oxidized exterior surfaces. This study included reference material from 
three production sites in Harlow, Essex, and several sites from Woolwich in south 
London including the Teardrop pottery. London potters also produced sugar-refining 
wares, which have been found in British colonial contexts such as eighteenth-century 
Philadelphia (Bloch 2015:137). Samples were also selected from the Farnborough Hills 
kiln site as reference material for Surrey-Hampshire Border ware. This sixteenth and 
seventeenth century product is regularly found on early English colonial sites in the 
New World. It is typically buff in color with very few inclusions or no inclusions, and 
copper green or yellowish lead glazes (Pearce 1992).

In North America, reference materials from three prominent Mid-Atlantic towns 
were included: Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Alexandria. These towns were known to 
conduct intercolonial trade along the mainland coast and in the Caribbean (Shepherd 
and Williamson 1972; Steen 1999). Although I have previously demonstrated that 
Philadelphia can be reliably differentiated from the other Mid-Atlantic sources (Bloch 
2016), as the goal of this initial study was to establish broad source attributions, com-
bining them was advantageous. Overall, these production zones, representing the po-
tential non-local origins of earthenwares in Barbados, are not exhaustive but offer a 
valuable starting position for characterizing and identifying these artifacts.

With only three samples from Chalky Mount, a contemporary pottery production 
site in Barbados, there was not enough reference material to define a Barbados produc-
tion zone. It is possible to say that certain groups within the Trents Plantation samples 
are non-European, and ‘Barbados-like,’ but they cannot be absolutely identified as 
Barbados products. Samples from known historic production sites in Barbados such as 
Codrington and Colleton pothouses will be incorporated into future analyses in order 
to confirm the assignments of these vessels to Barbadian production.
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Elemental analyses of the Barbados earthenwares were conducted by the author 
in the Mass Spectrometry lab at UNC-Chapel Hill in 2016. With the exception of 
the industrial Liverpool samples, all reference material had been previously analyzed, 
using the same methods, in 2014 (Bloch 2015, 2016). After being cataloged and pho-
tographed, a small fragment of each sherd was removed and smoothed with a tungsten 
carbide bit to present an even surface for analysis. Samples were then rinsed in deion-
ized water, dried, and mounted on microscope slides.

An Excite 193 ultra short pulse excimer laser and ablation system (Teledyne/
Photon Machines, Bozeman, MT), was coupled to an Element XR double-focusing 
magnetic sector field inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometer (Thermo Fisher 
Scientific, Bremen, Germany) for analyzing each sample. During laser ablation, a laser 
beam vaporizes part of the solid sample and suspends it in a carrier gas to the plasma 
torch. The high heat of the plasma torch (7-10,000 Kelvin) atomizes the sample. These 
charged atoms are then sorted by mass-to-charge ratio. This analysis focused on the 
clay matrix. The laser ablation technique is especially effective for ceramics analysis 
because it can be used to individually sample the component parts of pottery, minimiz-
ing the dilution effects of inclusions or surface treatments on the signature of the clay 
matrix. Three ablation lines 600μm long and 110μm wide were placed on each sample 
using the integrated camera. The lines were set to avoid inclusions or voids greater than 
30μm and any surface treatments.

Data were collected on 44 isotopes. The Gratuze method (Gratuze 1999) was used 
to convert elemental intensities to parts-per-million values, and sample replicates were 
averaged. NIST SRM 679 (Brick Clay) and NIST SRM 610 and 612 (Trace Elements 
in Glass) were used as reference standards for quantifying the elemental data. Each was 
analyzed at the beginning and end of each day, and after every 10-15 samples. The 
resulting values for the ceramic samples were then log-transformed and a variety of 
exploratory data analyses were conducted to identify core compositional groups within 
the data. All analyses were conducted in R (version 3.2.3).

Results
To define the patterned variation within the samples from Barbados, it was necessary 
to establish their relationship to the known production zones. Principal components 
analysis was conducted on the full dataset of reference material and unknown sam-
ples (n=331), using a subset of 12 elements that offered the best separation of groups 
(Figure 14.2a). While some Barbados samples overlapped with known production 
zones in the first two principal components, the majority fell outside of these groups 
into distinct clusters. Along principal component one (PC1), the Barbados samples 
appear to cluster into at least four groups. The samples were provisionally sorted into 
these four trial groups according to PC1 scores (Figure 14.2b). Outlying samples and 
those with strong group overlap were provisionally classified as unidentified.

Group membership was then evaluated for the Barbados samples by calculating 
posterior probabilities with Mahalanobis distances on the 12 principal components, 
within the full dataset of five known groups and 4 provisional Barbados groups. 
Jackknifing, a form of leave-one-out cross-validation, was performed as a conserva-
tive measure to calculate probabilities (Speakman et al. 2008:60). Outlying samples 
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were removed and reinserted into the predicted groups until stable membership was 
achieved. Samples that had no probability of membership to any of the groups, and 
samples that could not maintain stable membership within a single group were classi-
fied as unassigned (n=13).

The elemental results confirmed that there were at least four distinct compo-
sitional groups within the Barbados samples that were not consistent with previ-
ously identified non-local groups (Figure 14.3, Table 14.2). For clarity I call these 
Barbados Groups 1-4, but emphasize that while they may well be of Barbadian ori-
gin, further testing is needed to confirm this attribution. Overall, only 11% of sam-
ples (n=13) could be reliably attributed to non-local sources. No Barbados samples 
had a predicted group membership to Surrey-Hampshire or to the Mid-Atlantic 

Figure 14.2a. Biplot of the first two principal components. Ellipses represent 90% confidence 
intervals for the known production zones. 
Figure14.2b. Histogram of the Barbados samples PC1 scores, showing division into four trial 
groups.
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US region, so these reference groups were removed from subsequent analyses. The 
primary European source was London (n=9).

Barbados Group 1 (n=17) was visually and elementally distinctive. These sherds 
were low fired, hand-built, and heavily reduced. All but one were identified as cook-
ing pot fragments and have exterior sooting. The sherds that comprise this composi-
tional group were broadly consistent in production method and overall appearance 
with Afro-Caribbean ware found in other Caribbean locales (Heath 1999). They 
had very high density of inclusions. This is likely due in part to their function. 
Earthenware potters worldwide tend to have heavily tempered vessels for cooking, 
as the presence of inclusions within the clay matrix increases strength under thermal 
shock (Tite et al. 2001).

Chemically, sherds in this group tended to be much higher in elements such as calci-
um, and were depleted in many trace elements. Geological deposits of marine origin are 
typically very high in calcium and associated elements such as strontium. For this reason, 
some research projects have applied correction factors or removed these elements from 

Table 14.2. Summary of Barbados assignments.

Figure 14.3. Principal components analysis biplot showing final group assignments. Ellipses 
represent 90% confidence intervals for the known production zones and Barbados groups.

Assemblage Barbados 
1

Barbados 
2

Barbados 
3

Barbados 
4

Coal 
Measures

Liverpool London Unid Site 
Total

Trents L1EarlyM 15 2 2 25 - 1 5 2 52

Trents L2House1 - - 9 - - - 1 3 13

Trents L2House2 - - 6 - - 1 - 1 8

Trents L2House3 2 1 13 - 2 - 2 4 24

Trents L2House4 - 3 7 - - - 1 2 13

Trents Locus 3 - - - 4 - - - - 4

Chalky Mount - - - 2 - - - 1 3

Group Total 17 6 37 31 2 2 9 13 117



314 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

analysis (e.g.: Descantes et al. 2008). However, in this study, since the concentrations of 
these elements had meaningful variation, they were retained. This notable composition-
al difference may indicate that these vessels were produced from the local marsh clays 
derived from the limestone reef cap covering much of the island, rather than Scotland 
Series clays. Raw clays and prehistoric pottery associated with the Heywoods site, in 
the NW of Barbados near Trents Plantation, and the Silver Sands site in the south were 
found to be significantly higher in calcium than Scotland District clay deposits such 
as Chalky Mount (Fitzpatrick 1996). Mineralogy also confirmed that clays from Silver 
Sands were distinct from Scotland District clay deposits (Drewett 2000). Alternately, 
the compositional difference could be related to the inclusions. Though larger inclusions 
were avoided in the LA-ICP-MS analysis (those >30um), finely crushed limestone may 
still have contributed to the elemental signature of these sherds. It is also possible that 
these vessels came from another Caribbean location away from Barbados.

Barbados Group 2, 3, and 4 shared many visual similarities. They were wheel thrown, 
and most domestic vessels in these groups were lead glazed on one or more surfaces. 
The domestic sherds from these groups were also similar in thickness, averaging around 
7mm. This is in contrast to the thicker Barbados 1 samples, which averaged over 9mm 
(Figure 14.4). Group 2, composed entirely of domestic sherds, was higher in potassium 
than Groups 3 and 4, but otherwise consistent. Groups 3 and 4 were the most elemen-
tally similar, although Group 4 samples were generally higher than other groups in major 
elements such as iron and sodium, as well as trace elements such as uranium and cerium. 
Whereas Groups 2 and 3 were almost entirely domestic wares, Group 4 consisted of 
half domestic wares and half industrial sugarwares. Notably, the two modern prepared 
samples of Barbadian clay from Chalky Mount Pottery had a predicted assignment to 
Barbados 4. The assignment of these samples to Group 4 was a strong indicator that 
Group 4 was a local Barbadian production group. By extension, because of the elemental 
similarities of Groups 2, 3, and 4, this lends evidence to the idea that these three groups 
are all Barbadian. The town of Chalky Mount is located within the Scotland District, 
and the potter Mr. John Springer, who provided the samples, obtains his clay locally 
(McNamara 2016:xiii). Given their elemental composition, it is likely than many of the 
unidentified sherds were local Barbadian products. It is also possible that there are few 
latent English sherds among these samples, from production zones that were not repre-
sented in this analysis, such as Bristol and North Devon. In particular, it is documented 
that the port of Bristol was active in the Barbados sugar trade (Handler 1963b), though 
no Bristol earthenware products have been identified on the island.

When comparing the samples by locus and house, several trends emerged that 
added a clear temporal dimension to the data (Table 14.2). The sherds within the 
Barbados 1 core group, which were hand-built cooking pots, were predominantly from 
the earliest context, the Mansion House. Barbados 4 samples were also found only in 
early contexts: Locus 1 Mansion House and the rock shelter. The absence of this group 
in Locus 2 contexts indicated a shift in local procurement of earthenware among Trents 
households away from this source during intensification. When slave housing moved 
from the plantation core to the periphery, the available earthenware also changed. This 
was a shift not only in source, but in form, as hand-built cooking pots were also lacking 
in Locus 2 (except for a single sherd at House 3).
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Figure 14.4. Boxplots of domestic sherd thickness by compositional group.

Figure 14.5. Principal components analysis plot of Barbados samples by vessel type. Ellipses 
represent 90% confidence intervals for compositional groups.
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Barbados 2 was comprised of domestic samples across Locus 1 and 2, as was 
Barbados 3. As discussed above, these two groups were very similar and may merely be 
examples of slightly different recipes from nearby potteries or even the same pottery in 
the Scotland District. Given that they overlap at the same house sites, the difference 
between these groups was likely not temporal. Thus, Barbados 1 and 4 may be charac-
terized as early groups, and Barbados 2 and 3 as later production groups. It was notable 
that the modern clay from Chalky Mount was most similar to the earliest historic pot-
tery at Trents, rather than the nineteenth century wares. This suggests ongoing extrac-
tion of the Chalky Mount clay source over the historic period, but also marks distinct 
production sources available to Trents plantation residents at different points in time.

When the samples were coded by vessel type, it was evident that the sources for indus-
trial wares in Barbados were different from those for domestic wares (Figure 14.5). London 
and Barbados 4 were the only identified groups for industrial wares. Industrial wares were 
found in far fewer quantities at Locus 2 than Locus 1, so it was difficult to make a direct 
temporal comparison. However, it appeared that the early sugar industry at Trents utilized 
London cones and drip jars as well as locally produced ones, from the Barbados 4 produc-
tion zone. A single Locus 2 House 1 drip cone fragment was also sourced to London, but 
the remaining Locus 2 industrial samples (n=4) were unidentifiable.

Discussion
As hypothesized, the elemental results indicated that the majority of coarse earthen-
wares found at Trents Plantation in Barbados were most likely local to Barbados. It 
had been thought that the production of domestic earthenwares was ancillary to the 
production of industrial sugarwares for plantation use. Instead, this evidence showed 
that domestic earthenwares were extensively used by plantation residents, and thus 
likely were commonly made and marketed across the island.

The distinct qualities of handmade versus wheel thrown vessels are evidence that 
these products are the result of two disparate systems, with indications that Barbados 
Type 1 was a small-scale, perhaps household-made product, manufactured with 
different materials than those utilized for European-style products. These vessels, 
produced without the use of a pottery wheel or kiln, may represent local produc-
tion of domestic necessities prior to the inception of English pottery workshops in 
Barbados. Before the late seventeenth century, sugar molds were more commonly 
made from wood than ceramic (Handler 1963b), so there was not the same market 
for locally production in the early years of sugar intensification as there would be by 
the turn of the eighteenth century.

Future research will expand the sampling of earthenwares at Trents to better quan-
tify the variation in industrial earthenwares over time. Furthermore, samples from his-
toric production sites in Barbados, along with fired earthenwares from modern Chalky 
Mount pottery will be included to better represent the known production zones on the 
island. Finally, the analysis of earthenwares from plantations across the island should 
be included to determine whether the patterns seen at Trents Plantation are consistent 
with that at other plantations.

The dominance of industrial manufacturing in Great Britain meant that Barbadian 
planters had a ready source for industrial ceramics needed for sugar production as well 
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as domestic wares. Potentially some planters, maintaining close economic relationships 
with Great Britain, may have chosen to rely upon imported earthenwares even though 
locally made ones were available. Documentary evidence shows that some planters in 
the mid-eighteenth century were continuing to order imported sugarwares (Handler 
1963a:136). More research is needed to link British ports and Barbadian plantations to 
better understand the trade network and market pressures for these goods.

Other plantations may have entirely eschewed imported coarse earthenwares. The 
ceramic evidence shows that at Trents, and likely for many plantations in Barbados, 
local European-style products largely supplanted British imports from the start. At 
Trents Plantation, further work needs to be done to firmly establish which compo-
sitional groups are Barbadian, and which are European, but at this stage it seems 
that locally made European-style wares dominated the assemblages. At the same 
time, there are clear temporal shifts in the use of wares from distinct local sources 
in Barbados at Trents. The earliest occupation phase was dominated by hand built 
coarse earthenware vessels and vessels compositionally related to modern Chalky 
Mount Pottery. By the height of occupation in the eighteenth century in the slave 
village (Locus 2), wheel thrown domestic wares from different Barbadian sources 
or recipes were standard. Given these initial patterns, the pressures of local market 
forces should be further investigated, as plantation- and assemblage-specific sources 
show spatial and temporal variation in the local coarse earthenwares being produced 
or marketed on these islands. These ceramics shed light on their enslaved makers 
and users, serving as a proxy for understanding the depth of engagement in home 
production, local markets, and global trade.
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Colonial Foodways in Barbados
A Diachronic Study of Faunal Remains 

from Trents Plantation, Seventeenth-
Nineteenth Centuries

Diane Wallman

Abstract
Zooarchaeological studies offer unique insight into historical foodways when the doc-
umentary record is limited or biased. This chapter presents results from the only zooar-
chaeological research on a colonial period plantation in Barbados, Trent’s Plantation. 
Trent’s Plantation was one of the earliest sugar estates on the island of the Barbados, 
and operated from the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. Faunal remains were 
recovered from middens adjacent to the estate house, and in small trash deposits asso-
ciated with slave quarters. The sample represents a diachronic and spatial study of sub-
sistence throughout the occupation of the plantation. The faunal materials recovered 
include primarily domestic mammals, birds, mollusks and land crab.

Keywords: plantation archaeology, foodways, zooarchaeology.

Introduction
If you ask a Bajan about traditional island cuisine, they might list a variety of dishes 
that you can find in a local shop or on the dinner table. These foods will likely in-
clude flying fish, cou-cou, pudding and souse, fish cakes, pepper pot, salt bread or sea 
egg, amongst many other common meals. Like many Caribbean islands, the people 
of Barbados take pride in their unique foodways. This value placed on food traditions 
is one of the most salient aspects of culture, as anthropologists have repeatedly shown 
how food is ‘a particularly potent symbol of personal and group identity, forming one 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 321-334.
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of the foundations of both individuality and a sense of common membership in a larg-
er, bounded group’ (Wilk 1999:245). In the colonial Caribbean, the origins of modern 
cuisine lie in the complex interactions that occurred between diverse groups of peo-
ple within particular geopolitical and ecological circumstances. Here, I present results 
from the only zooarchaeological analysis of plantation subsistence from Barbados, to 
explore foodways on a seventeenth-nineteenth century sugar plantation. This research 
allows for a greater understanding of social relationships, power structures, economic 
practices and cultural transformation in colonial Barbados.

While the planter class in the Caribbean had control over their subsistence choices, 
the enslaved peoples who labored on plantations were severely constrained by their 
subjugation. Despite living in bondage, however, enslaved individuals on Caribbean 
plantations developed resilient subsistence traditions as a way to survive, maintain 
community cohesion, and subvert the power structure of plantation slavery. Historians 
and anthropologists, for example (Beckles 1991; Benoit 2007; Berlin and Morgan 
1993; Marshall 1991; Mintz and Price 1976; Pulsipher 1990), argue that provision 
grounds and yard gardens on plantations were an important space within enslaved 
communities in the Caribbean that allowed:

‘practices, values and interests to emerge and develop and to assume autonomous 
forms of organization and expression’ (Tomich 2004:234).

The importance of yard gardens and provision grounds to enslaved peoples reflects 
the necessity of food for survival, as well as the symbolic power of foodways within 
these food-insecure communities. Additionally, marketing the products of their pro-
vision grounds and gardens, as well as livestock and other goods, offered enslaved 
peoples some level of economic autonomy (Handler and Wallman 2014). Through 
examining the historical development of subsistence practices on plantations, we 
gain insight into localized experiences, adaptations, and resiliency during the coloni-
al period in the Caribbean.

Reconstructing colonial foodways from the historical record remains a challenge, 
as contemporary accounts of daily practices on plantations are rare, incomplete, and 
often biased. The documentary record provides some insight into the diets of the plant-
er class, with limited references to enslaved laborer provisioning. Zooarchaeological 
research offers a window into colonial period foodways, as it allows us to examine the 
daily lives of enslaved laborers, indentured servants, and also plantation owners/man-
agers. Published studies of faunal remains from plantations in the Caribbean are rare, 
but these studies provide unparalleled perspectives into the past (Armstrong 1990, 
2003; Kelly and Wallman 2014; Klippel 2001; Tomadini et al. 2014; Wallman and 
Grouard 2017; Wilkie and Farnsworth 2005). Further, while archaeological research 
has occurred on plantations in Barbados (e.g.: Armstrong and Reilly 2014; Bergman 
2013; Farmer 2011; Finch 2013; Finch et al. 2013; Handler and Lange 1978; Handler 
et al. 1989; Loftfield 1996/97, 2001; Shuler 2011), there have been no systematic 
analyses of faunal remains until now. This study examines seventeenth through nine-
teenth century foodways at Trent’s plantation in St. James Parish to understand how 
provisioning systems developed over time, and differed between planters and enslaved 
peoples on a mixed-crop farm turned sugar estate on the island of Barbados. Through 
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reconstructing the diverse strategies developed by enslaved laborers, indentured serv-
ants and the proprietors of the estate, this study provides a local context to understand 
the origins of modern food traditions on Barbados.

The island of Barbados is 430 km2 with low-lying topography, and is currently one 
of the most densely populated countries in the world. Barbados is comprised primarily 
of limestone, with a very narrow continental shelf surrounded by deep water, provid-
ing access to hundreds of species of fish, shellfish and marine fauna. The island’s rich, 
fertile soils offered ideal conditions for the sugarcane cultivation. In 1627 the British 
colonized Barbados, and the island was established as one of the first permanent, ag-
ricultural islands in the Caribbean. During the early years of settlement, like many 
Caribbean colonies, the economy in Barbados focused on the small-scale production 
of food crops for local consumption and export crops including tobacco, coffee, and 
indigo. Farms were small, primarily mixed-crop ventures, and European indentured 
servants were a major part of the labor force. Beginning in the 1630s, the population of 
Barbados increased significantly, mostly through an influx of indentured servants hop-
ing to acquire land after the expiration of their term. Others, however, were criminals, 
‘vagrants’ or political activists who were rounded up and sent out of British cities and 
transported to the colonies (Palmié 2013:157). Sugar plantations were first established 
by English settlers in the 1640s, and Barbados became an early and dominant sugar 
producing island in the Caribbean. Due to this early focus on sugar, which relied 

Figure 15.1. ‘A Topographicall Description and Admeasurement of the Yland of Barbados in the West Indyaes : 
With the Mrs. Names of the Seureall Plantacons’ (Ligon 1657:1). Courtesy of the British Library.
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heavily on slave labor, the colony was the first Caribbean island with institutionalized 
slavery as the foundation of its economic system (Beckles 2013:223). The number of 
indentured servants decreased to less than 2,400 by 1680, as the number of enslaved 
increased to over 46,000, with an additional 60,000 African captives brought to the 
island by 1700 (Palmié 2013:157).

Barbados became one of the foremost producers and exporters of sugar in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. The push for sugar production and ensuing de-
velopment of large plantations quickly encompassed most of the island’s landscape, 
and by the end of the seventeenth century, most of the forests in Barbados had been 
replaced with sugar cane fields (Handler and Wallman 2014; Richardson 1997:103). 
With the European settlers came the introduction of non-native flora and fauna, in-
cluding old world sheep, goat, cattle, pig, horses, rabbits, donkeys and camels, as well 
as turkey (see Figure 15.1, Ligon 1657). Due to land clearance for sugar cultivation, 
and the compounding impact of the introduction of large herbivore domesticates 
to the island, only isolated pockets of natural forest remained in Barbados by 1665 
(McGregor 2013:57).

Provisioning on Barbados
From the eighteenth through nineteenth centuries, provisioning varied through-
out the British colonies (Handler and Wallman 2014). Abolitionist James Stephen 
(1824-30, 2, p. 261) distinguished between ‘home-fed’ and ‘foreign-fed colonies’ un-
der the British Crown. According to Stephen, Barbados was of a ‘middle character’, 
where rations were consistently provided, but a portion of foodstuffs were produced 
locally. This situation was similar on many of the Windward Islands, where foods 
were imported and rationed, but enslaved populations were also allotted small plots 
of land by their houses, and larger communal provision grounds. Provision grounds 
were situated in marginal areas on the plantation, where enslaved community worked 
collectively to grow their own food as part of their labor assignments. Some accounts 
of Barbados suggest that in general, as land became increasingly valuable for cane 
agriculture into the eighteenth century, imported foods provided the majority of the 
subsistence for enslaved peoples and planters (Berlin and Morgan 1993:7). Planters 
focused on maximizing profits on sugar plantations, and did not want to sacrifice 
any suitable land for sugar cane production. The diet of the enslaved in Barbados, 
according to the historical record, was primarily vegetable, consisting of root crops 
(‘ground provisions’) such as sweet potatoes, yams, and eddoes, as well as ‘Guinea’ 
corn (sorghum), and some maize (‘Indian’ corn) (Handler and Wallman 2014). After 
emancipation, the island remained focused on sugar production and employers were 
expected to continue providing material subsistence for apprentices, which included 
2lbs of salt fish per week (Beckles 2004:31).

A sampling of several accounts of the island from different periods offer some detail 
on the provisioning system on Barbados throughout the plantation era. Ligon’s (1657) 
account of his two years on Barbados from 1648-1650 describes early subsistence on 
the island. He notes that manioc (typically in bread form) and corn were the primary 
dietary staples on the island. He observed that ‘hogges flesh is the most general meat’ 
(Ligon 1657:175), and that beef was rare during this time. Common fauna consumed 
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by planters, according to Ligon, included Muscovy ducks, chicken (and chicken eggs), 
pigeon, rabbits, green turtle, and fish for those who lived along the coast. Salted beef, 
pork, salt fish (‘ling, haberdine, poor-john, pickeled mackerel and herring’), and pick-
led turtle were staple imports for the colony. He observed that typically enslaved people 
were rationed two ‘maquerels’ per week (allotted on Sundays), plantains, and the lefto-
ver portions of any horses, cattle or other animals that had died naturally.

Visiting the island in 1796, Pinckard (1806:368) noted:

‘it is common for the slaves to plant fruits and vegetables, and to raise stock. Some 
of them keep a pig, some a goat, some Guinea fowls, ducks, chickens, pigeons, or 
the like.’

The marketing of these products became essential for enslaved peoples. As observed by 
Pinckard (1806:369-370):

‘independent of their own provisions, either raised or purchased, each negro has 
his weekly allowance issued to him, every Sunday, from the estate; and hence they 
are at liberty to take the whole of their own private stock to market, and to procure 
whatever additional comforts they prefer with the money it produces.’

In 1820, Waller (1820:8) visited the island, observing that meat was difficult to get, 
but common protein included mutton, goat, poultry, guinea fowls, turkey, fish and 
turtle. He also noted that plantains substituted for bread, and that, yam, potato, and 
Indian corn were common (the latter among the enslaved population). He makes a 
particular note of land crabs, which he says are a delicacy. When invited for dinner 
by a planter, he was presented with goat, potatoes, suckling pig, mullets, maquerels, 
parrotfish, snappers, cavallos, terbums, crabs, lobsters and conyfish.

Historical records suggest that from the moment of settlement in the seventeenth 
century, Barbadians fished along the coast. During the earlier colonial era, most fishers 
were poor white males, either indentured or free. Over time, however, owners released 
their enslaved laborers to fish, leading to the development of a specialized class of 
fisherman. These fishermen usually worked for the benefit of their owners, and in 
1788, the island’s governor reported there were ‘maybe’ about 500 enslaved fishermen 
(quoted in Handler 1970:55). The flying fish (Hirundichthys affinis) is the species most 
commonly mentioned in historical accounts, and remains a popular and symbolic food 
on the island. As reported by an early visitor to the island,

‘the Negroes take them after the example of the Charaibs [sic] very successfully in 
the dark; they spread . . . their nets before a light, and disturb the water at a small 
distance; the fish rising eagerly fly toward the light, and are intercepted by the nets’ 
(quoted in Handler 1970:58).

Generally, fishing was accomplished by use of poison, or hand trapping with small 
hoop nets; later, fish were procured using large dragnets or seines, or hook and line 
from boats (Handler and Wallman 2014).
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Zooarchaeology of Trent’s Plantation
Trent’s Plantation was one of the earliest sugar estates on the island of the Barbados, 
and operated from the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. The estate was estab-
lished in 1627 in St. James Parish, which was comprised of small 10-20 acre farms be-
fore being transformed into sugar plantations. In 1641, a deed and mortgage indicate 
the farm produced mostly cotton and tobacco, and indentured servants supplied most 
of the labor. In 1643, the farm was under transition, with more of a mix of enslaved 
and indentured laborers. The deed in 1669 shows an established sugar estate with 50 
enslaved laborers, and no indentured servants. The population of enslaved peoples 
on the estate increased to 160 in the eighteenth century, and further to 167 around 
emancipation (1838) (Armstrong and Reilly 2014). During this early and transitional 
period, the planters, indentured servants and enslaved laborers likely lived close quar-
ters around the estate house (Armstrong and Reilly 2014).

Archaeological research at the site investigated this transition from small, mixed 
crop farming to sugar monoculture. Excavations were conducted in areas adjacent to 
the estate house and within the slave village. When the farm was first established, it 
is likely indentured servants and enslaved laborers lived in close quarters. The ma-
terial data indicates that there were close relationships among the enslaved laborers, 
indentured servants and planter during the early period. Testing near the estate house 
located dense midden deposits with good faunal preservation, representing subsistence 
practices of the planter, but also the early-mid seventeenth century diets of the inden-
tured servants and enslaved laborers on the farm. With regard to the faunal samples 
from the areas associated with the estate houses, it is difficult to ascertain the origin 
of the deposits, that is, exactly who on the plantations consumed these resources. The 
food was very likely prepared by enslaved or indentured cooks, and could represent 
the consumption patterns of the planters, indentured servants, the enslaved, or an 
amalgamation of all three. After the introduction of sugar, however, spatial settlement 
shifted at the site, with the development of a distinct enslaved laborer settlement on 
the plantation separate from the estate house (Armstrong and Reilly 2014). Testing in 
the slave village identified small domestic trash deposits associated with house areas, 

Figure 15.2. Relative abundances of identified animal classes by context.
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which included small samples of faunal remains, representing the diets of the enslaved 
peoples during the period of sugar production.

The methods used in faunal analysis involved standard zooarchaeological techniques 
(Reitz and Wing 2008). To ensure reliable interpretations, cultural and non-cultural 
taphonomic processes affecting the deposits were recorded. Skeletal part and symmetry 
were assessed for each specimen and the remains were identified to the lowest taxo-
nomic category possible, using the comparative collection and the aforementioned 
reference materials (Wallman, Armstrong and Miller 2017).

The faunal sample (N=835) discussed here comes from both pre-sugar and sug-
ar period contexts on the plantation (see Figure 15.2, Table 15.1). The majority of 
the faunal remains (70%) were recovered from the midden deposits associated with 
the estate house on the plantation. These sediments were rich in cultural and faunal 
material, and the bone was very well-preserved, with only 17% of the specimens show-
ing patterns of decomposition or weathering. For this study, the remains from the 
estate house midden deposits are partitioned into two periods: the pre-sugar context 
(1620s-1640s), and the sugar context (1640s through emancipation in 1838). The 
faunal sample from the slave village comes from four house areas in the slave village. 
The cultural materials suggest that these quarters were occupied from the late seven-
teenth through mid-nineteenth century. The materials from the slave village were not 
well-preserved, with teeth comprising 86% of the identifiable mammalian specimens, 
and a high incidence of weathering and decomposition (30% of the specimens). Due 
to this taphonomic trend, and to the low rate of identifiability of the non-tooth ver-
tebrate remains from the slave quarters (93% of the remains were too fragmented to 
identify beyond class), the samples from the enslaved laborer contexts are presented 
here as a whole collection, rather than partitioned into household units.

The overall results from the site assemblage indicate that the local husbandry of 
domestic mammals, including cattle, pig, sheep and goat, as well as domestic chicken, 
occurs very early in the plantation’s history, before the establishment of sugar mono-
culture. These species are all present in the earliest deposits, and the presence of skel-
etal elements from the head, bodies and lower limbs of cattle, sheep/goat and pig 
(Table 15.2) suggests that at least some of these animals were raised locally. Invertebrate 
remains, including a variety of crabs and shellfish, were recovered at the site, but vary in 
ubiquity and abundance throughout the deposits. The samples from the slave quarters, 
for example, did not include any terrestrial crabs, of which several species were identi-
fied throughout the estate house midden. Mollusks, however, were more common and 
diverse in the slave village deposits. Only two fish species were identified, both from 
the pre-sugar estate house context. European hare (Lepus europaeus) was also identified 
from the sugar period of the plantation. The data also indicate the very early introduc-
tion of Old World rodents (mice and rats); and, also the importation of both cat and 
dog in the seventeenth century.

Discussion
The archaeological record suggests a very early focus on domesticated ruminants at 
Trent’s Plantation. Historical documents indicate that English settlers imported a vari-
ety of Old World taxa to the island, and the early establishment of local populations of 



328 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

Sl
av

e 
Vi

lla
ge

Pr
e-

Su
ga

r O
cc

up
at

io
n

Su
ga

r P
er

io
d 

Es
ta

te
 H

ou
se

TO
TA

L

Ta
xo

n
Co

m
m

on
 N

am
e

N
IS

P
%

N
IS

P
M

N
I

N
IS

P
%

N
IS

P
M

N
I

N
IS

P
%

N
IS

P
M

N
I

N
IS

P

Ac
an

th
ur

id
ae

Su
rg

eo
nfi

sh
0

0%
1

0%
1

0
0%

1

Sp
hy

ra
en

id
ae

Ba
rr

ac
ud

a
0

0%
1

0%
1

0
0%

1

G
al

lu
s g

al
lu

s
D

om
es

tic
 C

hi
ck

en
2

1%
1

29
12

%
3

9
2%

40

U
N

ID
 A

ve
s

Bi
rd

4
2%

1
0%

2
1%

7

M
us

 sp
.

M
ou

se
0

0%
0

0%
2

1%
1

2

Ra
tt

us
 sp

.
Eu

ro
pe

an
 R

at
3

1%
1

0
0%

2
1%

5

Le
pu

s e
ur

op
ae

us
Eu

ro
pe

an
 R

ab
bi

t
0

0%
0

0%
1

0%
1

1

Bo
s t

au
ru

s
Ca

tt
le

4
2%

2
11

4%
2

39
11

%
3

54

O
vi

s/
Ca

pr
a

Sh
ee

p/
G

oa
t

13
5%

3
7

3%
2

18
5%

3
38

M
ed

iu
m

 B
ov

id
0

0%
0

0%
1

0%
4

1

Su
s s

cr
of

a
Pi

g
30

12
%

5
13

5%
3

34
9%

77

M
ed

iu
m

 u
ng

ul
at

e
Pi

g/
Sh

ee
p

0
0%

1
0%

2
1%

1
3

Fe
lis

 ca
tt

us
D

og
0

0%
2

1%
1

2
1%

2
4

Ca
ni

s f
am

ili
ar

is
Ca

t
1

0%
1

5
2%

2
25

7%
5

31

U
N

ID
 v

er
y 

sm
al

l m
am

m
al

Ra
t-

si
ze

d
1

0%
3

1%
3

1%
7

U
N

ID
 s

m
al

l m
am

m
al

Ca
t-

si
ze

d
2

1%
0

0%
3

1%
5

U
N

ID
 s

m
al

l/m
ed

iu
m

 
m

am
m

al
D

og
-s

iz
ed

0
0%

28
11

%
24

7%
52

U
N

ID
 m

ed
iu

m
 m

am
m

al
Pi

g/
sh

ee
p-

si
ze

d
78

32
%

60
24

%
57

15
%

19
5

Ve
ry

 L
ar

ge
 M

am
m

al
Ca

tt
le

 s
iz

ed
5

2%
23

9%
60

16
%

88

U
N

ID
 M

am
m

al
0

0%
0

0%
3

1%
2

3

Bi
va

lv
e

14
6%

0
0%

3
1%

17

A
rc

id
ae

A
rk

2
1%

3
0

0%
1

0%
2

3

Co
da

ki
a 

or
bi

cu
la

ris
Ti

ge
r L

uc
in

e
5

2%
6

0
0%

2
1%

1
7



329wALLmAN

c.
f. 

Lu
ci

na
 p

en
sy

lv
an

ic
a

Pe
nn

sy
lv

an
ia

 lu
ci

ne
4

2%
9

0
0%

1
0%

5

Lu
ci

ni
da

e
Lu

ci
ne

 C
la

m
10

4%
14

1
0%

1
0

0%
11

Pe
ct

in
id

ae
Sc

al
lo

p
1

0%
1

0
0%

0
0%

1

G
as

tr
op

od
G

as
tr

op
od

37
15

%
3

1%
3

7
2%

47

N
er

iti
na

 sp
.

N
er

ite
2

1%
0

0%
0

0%
2

Fi
ss

ur
el

lid
ae

Li
m

pe
t

2
1%

0
0%

0
0%

2

Ci
tt

ar
iu

m
 p

ic
a

W
es

t I
nd

ia
n 

to
ps

he
ll

8
3%

9
1

0%
1

0
0%

5
9

Lo
ba

tu
s g

ig
as

Q
ue

en
 C

on
ch

6
2%

3
0

0%
11

3%
17

St
ro

m
bi

da
e

Co
nc

h
13

5%
3

1%
4

1%
20

Br
ac

hy
ur

a
Cr

ab
0

0%
0

0%
1

0%
10

1

G
ec

ar
ci

nu
s l

at
er

al
is

Re
d 

La
nd

 C
ra

b
0

0%
17

7%
7

12
3%

6
29

G
er

ca
rc

in
us

 ru
ric

ol
a

Bl
ac

k 
La

nd
 C

ra
b

0
0%

2
1%

1
6

2%
8

G
er

ca
rc

in
us

 sp
p

Te
rr

es
tr

ia
l C

ra
b

0
0%

11
4%

24
7%

1
35

U
ca

 sp
.

Fi
dd

le
r C

ra
b

0
0%

0
0%

1
0%

1
1

Ca
rd

is
om

a 
gu

an
hu

m
i

Bl
ue

 L
an

d 
Cr

ab
0

0%
1

0%
1

1
0%

2

Ca
rd

is
om

a 
sp

.
Te

rr
es

tr
ia

l C
ra

b
0

0%
0

0%
1

0%
1

1

Ca
rp

ili
us

 co
ra

lin
us

Co
ra

l C
ra

b
0

0%
1

0%
1

1
0%

2

To
ta

l
24

7
22

5
91

%
36

3
83

5

Ta
bl
e 
15
.1
. I
de
nt
ifi
ed
 ta
xa
 fr
om
 T
re
nt
s 
Pl
an
ta
tio
n.



330 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

pigs, sheep/goats, dogs and other non-native fauna is reflected in the results of zooar-
chaeological analysis. The enslaved community relied more heavily on pig and sheep/
goat, while beef consumption increased at the great house during the sugar period. 
This pattern of the production and consumption of Old World livestock is a strategy 
that continues today in Barbados, as demonstrated by the preponderance of mod-
ern day husbandry on Barbados, and specifically the production and consumption of 
sheep on Barbados (Singh et al. 2006). In particular, the Barbados Blackbelly sheep is a 
unique breed that remains a national symbol for the island. Imported European woolly 
sheep did not fare well on the island, but West African breeds were more successful, as 
described by Ligon (1657:92):

‘other sheep we have there, which are brought from Guinny and Binny, and those 
have haire growing on them, instead of wool; and liker Goates then sheep, yet their 
flesh is tasted more like mutton then the other.’

The breed’s desirable traits include its adaptability, prolificacy, year-round breeding 
and tolerance to internal parasites (Hosein et al. 2013:4). The annual consumption of 
sheep in Barbados is much higher than that of other Caribbean islands, and Barbados 
is a major exporter of this breed (Singh et al. 2006).

The decrease in the relative importance of chicken from the pre-sugar period to 
the sugar period is a surprising pattern. While preservation is always a potential bi-
asing factor, few bird remains at all were identified in the sugar period occupations, 
despite excellent preservation in the estate house middens. Eggshell was recovered 
in both the slave village and estate middens. These results may reflect a developing 
internal market on the island, where poultry was a lucrative commodity, with eggs 

Enslaved Occupations Pre-Sugar Estate Sugar Period Estate

Bos taurus

Head 2 2 3

Axial 1 5 18

Upper Limb 1 4 16

Lower Limb 2

Ovis/Aries

Head 7 3 4

Axial 3 2 3

Upper Limb 1 2 7

Lower Limb 2 3

Sus scrofa

Head 29 11 22

Axial 1 2

Upper Limb 1

Lower Limb 1 7

MNE 47 30 88

Table 15.2. Skeletal part representation of large domestic mammals from Trents Plantation.
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providing consistent protein, but also valuable market goods (see Handler and 
Wallman 2014 for further discussion).

Surprisingly, few fish remains were identified in the plantation deposits, despite 
the location of the plantation under 1km from the coast. While this pattern might be 
influenced to some extent by preservation issues or recovery methods (especially for 
small species, such as the flying fish, which are often cooked and consumed whole), 
the lack of fish remains is conspicuous. Shellfish are recovered in all enslaved laborer 
household contexts, with no fish or other wild fauna. Mollusks are ubiquitous in the 
enslaved laborer quarters, and increase in relative abundance over time in the locus 
associated with the estate house. Crabs (mostly terrestrial) are consistent throughout 
the estate midden deposits, but absent in the slave quarter samples. While preservation 
bias might influence this pattern, the data suggest differences in the procurement of 
local fauna, and offer some insight into dietary preference between the planters and 
enslaved. These results also support the contention that the intensive focus on sugar 
production in Barbados required much of the food to be imported, and that enslaved 
diets were largely plant-based with supplemental protein, such as local shellfish, poten-
tially imported salted fish, and domestic fauna. Fishing is a lot more time consuming 
than harvesting shellfish or crabs, or raising livestock, and thus we don’t see much 
evidence of this activity in the archaeological record.

This research offers insight into the colonial origins of foodways on Barbados, ex-
amining the acquisition, preparation and consumption of food by the various residents 
of Trent’s Plantation. Subsistence was an important aspect of daily life in the colonial 
Caribbean, and can speak to cultural transformation, resiliency, economic systems and 
power differentials in the past. Zooarchaeological data elucidates localized histories on 
plantations to help explain how the colonial past continues to impact modern food-
ways and practices. In Barbados, many of the traditions we see today began during the 
colonial period, and we see the traces of this past in everyday cuisine.
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Collaborative Archaeology in a 
‘Redleg’ Tenantry

Matthew C. Reilly & Ainsley Norris

Abstract
This chapter represents a collaborative study of a small ‘poor white’ community on the 
margins of a sugar plantation. The authors represent an archaeologist and a member 
of the now-abandoned community under study. While the overwhelming majority of 
archaeological work on the island of Barbados is undertaken by trained professionals 
from overseas, this chapter highlights that community engagement is a critical part 
of the research process that exposes alternative notions of heritage and archaeological 
significance not always prioritized by non-local researchers. Our collaborative research 
on a tenantry community occupied by ‘poor white’ families until the 1960s demon-
strates how memory plays a powerful role in how plantation landscapes are understood 
and experienced. Insights provided by community members, in this case concerning 
everyday life in a marginal plantation community, often offer perspectives irretrievable 
from historical documents or archaeological artifacts. We therefore emphasize the im-
portance of collaborative research perspectives that encourage scholars and community 
members to work together to build more inclusive approaches to Barbadian history 
and heritage.

Keywords: Collaborative archaeology, oral history, heritage, memory, community.

Introduction
As this book attests, Barbados is home to a rich assortment of pre-Columbian and 
colonial-period material heritage that speaks to the cultural diversity of the island’s 
inhabitants over the last several thousand years. For over a century, archaeologists have 
looked to these material traces to provide clues about the lives of those who traversed 
the lush hills, sprawling shorelines, and manicured plantations that compose the is-
land’s natural and cultural landscape (for early examples see the Introduction to the 
volume). While these artifacts are invaluable in attempting to piece together the lives 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 337-352.
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and landscapes of a bygone Barbados, this chapter emphasizes that archaeology is not 
solely about old things, now-deceased Barbadians, or the specialists who interpret ma-
terial culture. Rather, it is through collaborative efforts between archaeologists and 
community members that new insights into the past can be gleaned, critical questions 
about the past can be asked to address our present, and dialogues can emerge to suggest 
new directions for Barbadian heritage in the future.

Using a case-study of archaeological investigations of a ‘poor white’ Barbadian ten-
antry, this chapter will highlight how the unique skill and knowledge sets available 
to archaeologists and community members can provide alternative understandings of 
archaeological sites and materials. Extending beyond the realm of data collection, the 
authors suggest that this collaborative process can extend to all aspects of the archaeo-
logical endeavor, including publication, as demonstrated by the fact that this chapter is 
co-authored by an archaeologist and a community member. To be clear, by community 
member, we refer to an individual who resided in the specific community under ar-
chaeological investigation. Stakeholders and interest groups can be defined in broader 
terms, and this is certainly the case when considering pan-Caribbean heritage, but for 
our purposes, our notion of community member is very specific to the immediate area 
of study. As we attempt to argue below, the insights of community members are often 
necessary to answer crucial questions and provide perspectives not often considered by 
archaeologists. Beyond the scope of knowledge production, such collaborative efforts 
have the potential to bring community members together, forging or rekindling rela-
tionships through an interest in shared histories and collective memory. In highlighting 
the power and potential of collaborative archaeology, we close by imploring archaeolo-
gists to more actively pursue such methods in future archaeological work on the island.

Given that this chapter is co-authored by an archaeologist (Reilly) and a member of 
the community being archaeologically examined (Norris), we have decided to use the 
third person throughout the remainder of the chapter to avoid confusion. Much of the 
discussion concerning collaborative archaeology, while written with an archaeological 
audience in mind, was sparked by conversations between authors and largely compiled 
by Reilly. Materials related to the ‘Redlegs’ of Barbados and the site of Below Cliff, 
however, were written in collaboration, allowing both authors’ words to be included 
as archaeological knowledge. Rather than being information that was relayed from 
source to researcher, these pages reflect the process of conducting research in this for-
mer tenantry community and the dialogue that it sparked. Other publications related 
to the site of Below Cliff are more conventional in terms of the methods outlined and 
interpretations generated (see for instance Reilly 2016a, 2016b, 2019). Recognizing, 
however, that archaeological interpretations do not necessarily represent the views of 
community members, this chapter is an opportunity to present alternatives to how 
archaeological sites and landscapes are approached and what qualifies as archaeology. 
Following Yannis Hamilakis (2008: 276), this chapter adheres to a more inclusive defi-
nition of archaeology as:



339REILLY AND NORRIS

‘something that is practised not only by the official state and scholarly bodies, and 
by the educated and the professionally trained archaeologists, but also by other 
groups and individuals who have created and maintained discourses and interpre-
tations about the material traces of the past, and/or engage with them through a 
series of meaningful practices.’

Archaeological collaboration can be complicated, and caution should always be taken 
to avoid having archaeologists or material evidence speak for local community mem-
bers. The collaborative process, however, can be a powerful mechanism through which 
the past can be meaningful for diverse interest groups in the present. One of the goals 
of this chapter, therefore, is to encourage more research in Barbados and beyond that 
deconstructs the schism between scientific researchers and community informants, 
thereby challenging traditional notions of who qualifies as source and scholar.

Collaborative Archaeology
Historical archaeologists, those analyzing the period during and after European colo-
nization in the Caribbean, have a number of datasets at their disposable; they utilize 
artifacts recovered from sites, the physical landscape, and written records (often left by 
those in positions of social, political, and economic power) to ask and address ques-
tions pertaining to the lives of island residents in the past who were often unable to 
leave their own written records. At the same time, given that it is field of study ground-
ed in specific locales, archaeology is uniquely situated to engage with local community 
members in ways not often afforded to other social scientists. In addition to these 
traditional sources of scholarly inquiry, archaeologists are often able to collaborate with 
community members to provide insights inaccessible through the written or material 
record. The collection of these oral sources, often referred to as oral traditions or oral 
histories, represents one of the most personal ways in which a researcher can engage 
with a source of information, so to speak. As will be outlined below, these sources can 
shed light on genealogies, kinship networks, artifact use and reuse, local interpretations 
of historical events, and general ways of life in years past.

This description showcases the methodological benefits that archaeologists receive 
from engaging with community members for the purposes of collecting data. While no 
doubt important, it should be stressed that community members should not be viewed 
solely as research subjects or sources of information. A rich and ever-growing body of 
literature has heralded the promise and productive results of what is now commonly 
referred to as community or collaborative archaeology. Often associated with North 
American Indigenous archaeology, community-oriented archaeology seeks to engage 
the public not just with the results of archaeology research but in the actual process 
of conducting research (Atalay 2012; Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008; 
Silliman 2008a). Part of this approach also works to destabilize assumptions about 
who is considered an expert and who is considered a source of information.

This type of approach pushes archaeologists to think about what is acceptable as 
credible knowledge, suggesting that through the process of collaborative archaeology 
there is much to be learned by all parties involved that might fall outside the realm of 
objective truth about the past (Wylie 2014). What this suggests is that the process of ar-
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chaeological research can and should be just as important as the products. Emphasizing 
that such an approach does not detract from the products of research, like books, 
articles, or museum exhibitions, Stephen Silliman (2008b: 9) highlights what can be 
gained by collaborators undertaking the practice of archaeology together:

‘Focusing on process underscores the journey, so to speak, of collaborative indige-
nous archaeology as an anthropological, cultural, and social undertaking.’

While the implementation of this approach was only a small component of the larger 
archaeological project described below, it demonstrates that, even on a small scale, col-
laboration allows the past to resonate in the present for those most intimately familiar 
with local contexts.

Despite similarities in terms of histories of colonialism and the dehumanization of 
non-white people, the political and social complexities of the Caribbean differ from 
those of North America. Jay Haviser has articulated how a public-oriented archaeology 
can and should address pressing issues and interests unique to the Caribbean region, 
suggesting that:

‘[a]rchaeology should not represent a stagnant view back to a long-gone past, but 
rather serve as a current self-reflection of the Caribbean people’ (Haviser 2015: 
244).

For Barbados, this means engaging with how local histories and circumstances affect 
how individuals and groups understand their place in island society and on the land-
scape. Given that:

‘[b]y 1800 at least 90 per cent of Whites and Blacks in Barbados were locally born’ 
(Beckles 2002: 184)

there are deep connections between Barbadians and the places and things around 
them. Collaborative archaeology in Barbados makes it possible for archaeologists and 
community members to work together to understand how and why places and things 
from the past are significant in the present.

A long history of published archaeological research concerning Barbados, including 
this volume, illustrates that the overwhelming majority of professional archaeology 
on the island is, and has been, conducted by North American and European visitors. 
This continuing trend deeply affects knowledge production. The increasing number of 
trained archaeologists from the Caribbean is certainly encouraging in terms of build-
ing sustainable archaeological practices in the region, but it may also be productive 
to challenge what qualifies as archaeological knowledge of the past. With a nod to 
the postcolonial shift in archaeology (see Liebmann and Rizvi 2008; Lydon and Rizvi 
2010), this case-study shifts the frame of reference from what a more scientific, pos-
itivistic approach to archaeology can tell us about the past to instead allow human 
stories about the Barbadian landscape to be prioritized. Individual and community 
experiences therefore take the foreground, fostering a more inclusive dialogue about 
what constitutes Caribbean heritage (González-Tennant 2014) and demystifying how 
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archaeological research actually unfolds on and in the ground. Perhaps not taking a 
hardline stance in which:

‘post-colonial archaeology takes positions contrary to archaeology as science’ 
(Gosden 2012: 252)

this chapter nonetheless offers less in the way of explanations about the past than an 
example of an ongoing dialogue between an archaeologist and a community member 
about how the past is experienced and what counts as heritage.

Expanding on the social and political specifics of the Barbadian context, an added 
level of complexity stems from the fact that the island has been home to a substantial 
‘poor white’ population since the seventeenth century. Collaborative archaeology must 
therefore be attuned to the racial and class tensions that developed with the onset of the 
sugar and slavery system and still affect all Barbadians in the present. The case-study 
presented here describes the collaborative archaeological process that was undertaken 
in the analysis of a ‘poor white’ tenantry, Below Cliff, located on the east coast of the 
island in the parish of St. John. In addition to posing more traditional archaeological 
research questions, like those related to the socio-economic status of past residents or 
the consumption patterns observable in the material record, the collaborative pro-
cess reoriented the focus of archaeological work in the tenantry, placing an emphasis 
on what former residents and their descendants determined to be important about 
the space and its history. The connection and attachment between people, place, and 
things is deeply rooted in historical processes, making it essential to explicate how a 
‘poor white’ population came to inhabit Barbados and what terms like ‘poor white’ 
mean to those imposed with that label.

The ‘Poor Whites’ or ‘Redlegs’ of Barbados: A Short History 
and Commentary on Labels
As many of the chapters of this book demonstrate, sugar and slavery had an unparal-
leled effect on the lives of all Barbadians, especially those Africans and Afro-Barbadians 
who suffered the brutalities and inhumanity of enslavement until full emancipation 
in 1838. While the dichotomy of white, plantocractic dominance and black enslave-
ment aptly captures the racialized system of labor exploitation and social stratification 
throughout the island’s history, there is another component to the Barbadian story that 
highlights the socioeconomic complexities in the sugar colony. Prior to and during 
the meteoric rise of sugar production and African chattel slavery in Barbados, much 
of the labor being conducted on the island in the mid-seventeenth century was being 
undertaken by European indentured servants.

Along with enslaved Amerindians and captives from Africa, European indentured 
servants cleared and worked the lands of the island’s earliest towns and small farms. 
Servants from Ireland, England, Scotland, Wales, and elsewhere in Europe who arrived 
on Barbadian shores, coming willingly or unwillingly, found themselves in an exploita-
tive system of bound labor in which their time of servitude was owned and controlled 
by predominantly English masters. The system of indentured servitude generally stip-
ulated that the signer of the contract agreed to work for a master for periods of four to 
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seven years in exchange for passage across the Atlantic, food, shelter, and clothing dur-
ing their period of servitude, and a small parcel of land or an allotment of goods upon 
the completion of their contract (if their master was honest enough to pay it). Others, 
however, were forcibly sent across the Atlantic. These individuals, many coming from 
Ireland, were the victims of kidnapping, prisoners of war, or so-called criminals found 
guilty under vagrancy laws (Handler and Reilly 2017).

Life for any laborer in seventeenth-century Barbados, regardless of origin or race, 
was difficult, demanding, and often short. Evidence suggests that the Irish were sin-
gled out for particularly harsh treatment and violence at the hands of English masters 
(Beckles 1990; Handler and Reilly 2015; Shaw 2013). As Richard Ligon notes in his 
account of the time he spent on the island from 1647 to 1650, the experience of serv-
ants often depended on the demeanor of the master, noting that treatment could be 
‘mercifull or cruell [sic.]’ (2013[1657]: 72). As the seventeenth century progressed, legal 
statutes were put in place to regulate the treatment of servants, marking clear distinc-
tions between servitude and African chattel slavery (Handler and Reilly 2017). These 
social and legal distinctions ensured that Barbadian ‘poor whites’ and Afro-Barbadians 
would have markedly different historical trajectories throughout the period of slavery 
and beyond. The seventeenth century was a formative period, which affects the way in 
which Barbadians recognize their own place in island society in the past and present. 
The system of sugar and slavery that was crystallized in this era was the catalyst for the 
emergence of a ‘poor white’ population.

The term ‘poor white’ begins to enter the historical record in the closing years of the 
seventeenth century. By this time planters and officials no longer placed as much em-
phasis on the national origins of their European populations, instead favoring the racial 
catchall of ‘white’ (see Shaw 2013), emphasizing just one of the many impacts that 
slavery was having on colonial society. As planters began to favor the use of enslaved 
African labor, the island began to witness a decline in its white population, principally 
its non-elites. In a letter to the Agents of Barbados, anonymously penned in 1697, an 
observer noted the ‘languishing’ condition of Barbados, attributing this situation to 
the ‘maladministration’ of justice and the ‘diminution of white men.’ Seeking to bolster 
the white population, he suggests limiting the role the enslaved could play in local 
trades, anticipating that employment would be thrown open to the poor white servants 
(cf. Fortescue 1905: 29). Such an account demonstrates that Barbadian authorities 
were struggling to find solutions to a growing ‘poor white problem’, a consequence 
of the sugar and slavery system that gave birth to what Hilary Beckles referred to as a 
white wage proletariat (1980). As Barbados cemented its status as a full-fledged sugar 
and slavery society in the closing decades of the seventeenth century, ‘poor whites’ or 
‘Redlegs’ faded to the outskirts of the plantation landscape and the historical record.

While the etymology of the term ‘Redleg’ and its exact meanings are ambiguous 
(Lambert 2005: 100; Sheppard 1977: 2-3), the earliest known written appearance of 
the term is found in Dr. John Williamson’s account of his time on the island in 1798:

‘A ridge of hills, in the adjacent country, about the middle of the island, is called 
Scotland, where a few of the descendants of a race of people transported in the time 
of Cromwell still live, called Redlegs’ (1817: 27).
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Williamson’s passing remarks about the ‘Redlegs’ provides a useful shorthand for 
describing the historical processes that led to their precarious place in Barbadian 
society. No longer valuable in terms agricultural production from the perspective 
of planters, many ‘poor whites’ moved to the peripheries of larger sugar plantations 
where they rented small plots of land not in use for cane production (Sheppard 
1977). Seen as being of little economic worth, the ‘Redlegs’ inconsistently appear in 
the historical record throughout much of the eighteenth century, when the planta-
tion system was at its zenith.

The lack of substantive accounts of the ‘poor whites’ or ‘Redlegs’ has meant that 
much of our understanding of the history of this population has been determined by 
select, derogatory accounts that cast the group as idle, dirty, racially arrogant, drunken, 
licentious, inbred, and ignorant (Reilly 2013). These vicious stereotypes have secured 
the status of terms like ‘poor white’, ‘Redleg’, ‘Ecky Beckies’, and ‘Buckra Johnnies’ as 
pejoratives – they are derogatory labels that carry negative connotations. Despite their 
demeaning nature, these epithets, much like ‘redneck’ and ‘white trash’, have survived 
for centuries. The terms are regularly used by Barbadians in informal conversation, 
jokes, folk songs, and in explicitly degrading rhetoric. What is sorely lacking, however, 
is commentary from residents of ‘poor white’ communities in the past and present. 
The majority of residents of Below Cliff, the tenantry under archaeological excavation, 
were referred to as ‘poor whites’. This label extends to many Barbadians who live in the 
immediate area today, including one of the authors of this chapter. This term, along 
with the others mentioned, carries negative stereotypes that are uncritically applied to 
families and communities.

One of the major challenges in thinking about the power of these terms is to de-
velop strategies that avoid the perpetuation of the associated derogatory baggage while 
also giving credence to the rich heritage and resiliency of the ‘poor white’ population. 
There is recognition among those identified as ‘poor white’ that the term does carry 
some accuracy in reflecting economic hardship and the fact that theirs is a racial gene-
alogy that is different from, but often entangled with, that of Afro-Barbadians. While 
racial intermixing can be found in most Barbadian family trees, those with pale skin 
are marked as distinct, and those who bear the visible signs of economic hardship find 
themselves identified as ‘poor whites’ or ‘Redlegs’.

What is most upsetting to those identified with these labels is that only the negative 
implications come across in public sentiment. Conversely, there are points of pride 
associated with the ‘Redleg’ identity that often go unnoticed or become silenced. The 
complicated history of the ‘poor whites’ must therefore be carefully weighed to un-
derstand the intricacies and tensions between ‘poor whites’ and their Afro-Barbadian 
neighbors. For instance, on multiple occasions during the seventeenth century, ‘poor 
white’ indentured servants banded together with enslaved Africans in attempted re-
bellions (Handler 1982). At the same time, many ‘Redlegs’ would later serve in the 
island’s militia, protecting the interests and lives of planters from the threat of slave 
insurrections (Sheppard 1977: 39-40, 57-61). Uncritical and derogatory portrayals of 
the ‘poor whites’ assert that the population is plagued by a perceived racial arrogance 
that precludes ‘poor white’ interaction with Afro-Barbadians (see for instance Browne 
2012: 16; O’Callaghan 2000). On the other hand, the seemingly salient racial line 
dividing poor whites and Afro-Barbadians was regularly contested (see Reilly 2016a).
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These ambiguities and contradictions indicate that the dramatic effects of colonial 
rule and slavery haunt Barbadian lives and landscapes in the present. Despite these 
lingering and palpable tensions, ‘poor white’ Barbadians are an intricate part of the 
island’s social fabric. Their heritage is proclaimed through their persistence and du-
rability in otherwise inhospitable regions of the island, those, like Below Cliff, often 
deemed by planters as unacceptable for agricultural production. With rich family gene-
alogies and centuries-old connections to place, the ‘poor whites’, like most Barbadians, 
celebrate a vibrant heritage. The means through which Barbadians engage with this 
heritage can often be quite different from approaches traditionally taken by archaeolo-
gists. Collaboration can mediate these differences, highlighting the collective potential 
of memory, place-making, and heritage in the archaeological research process.

Archaeology and Memory in Below Cliff
Excavations of an abandoned ‘poor white’ tenantry in the eastern parish of St. John 
began in the fall of 2012. The project was the first archaeological investigation of 
Barbadian ‘poor whites’ or ‘Redlegs’. Excavations sought to address complex questions 
about race and class on the plantation landscape, investigating how the ‘Redlegs’ made 
lives for themselves in an inhospitable environment in a highly-racialized plantation 
society. Building on a dynamic tradition of plantation archaeology in the Caribbean, 
excavations were undertaken at the household level. Unlike previous plantation stud-
ies, however, there was no explicit focus on the village for the enslaved or an extensive 
consideration of the plantation great house. By focusing on the households of ‘poor 
white’ plantation residents in the community of Below Cliff, new insights could be 
gleaned related to how non-elites navigated a dynamic landscape that has so often been 
understood only through the master-slave relationship.

The artifact assemblage from excavations of individual households in Below 
Cliff reflects the daily activities of family members who lived and labored in the 
coastal tenantry. Locally-produced and imported ceramics reflect consumption 
choices made by community members. As Reilly (2016b) has argued elsewhere, 
the presence of locally-produced coarse earthenwares demonstrates that commu-
nity members were active participants in local markets that facilitated interracial 
interaction across the plantation landscape. Other items, such as buttons, clay 
tobacco smoking pipes, and slate pencils speak to the intimacies of everyday life 
in the close-knit community. The banal things that comprise this assemblage can 
be qualitatively and quantitatively assessed in order to generate interpretations 
about the lives of those who called Below Cliff home, providing insights not often 
available through archival sources that privilege the lives of elites. Items like slate 
pencils and boards can even assist in dispelling vicious stereotypes of illiteracy that 
are often used to denigrate the ‘Redleg’ population (see O’Callaghan 2000: 207).

Archaeology, however, can be more than an interpretive exercise undertaken by 
specialists analyzing material culture and the archival record. Many of the things that 
compose the archaeological record were produced, used, reused, and discarded by 
Barbadians who are dead and gone, but the communities in which excavations take 
place are active spaces inhabited by residents who have a vested interest in the ques-
tions being asked, the materials being uncovered, and the interpretations being made. 
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Through the collaboration with community members, seemingly mundane items and 
physical elements of the landscape take on new meaning, revealing how memory plays 
a crucial role in how people engage with things and things act on people. This is of 
course not a novel revelation in the Caribbean, where oral histories and traditions have 
long been gathered as archaeological data. For the purposes of this chapter, however, 
the process itself will be emphasized, rather than data and research conclusions, to 
showcase the multiple ways in which landscapes and artifacts can hold significance.

Group trips through the former Below Cliff tenantry, or the forested region that 
is now locally referred to as ‘the woods’, indicated that the space and the vestiges of 
the community could be read and experienced in a number of ways. Walking surveys 
through the woods were undertaken by the authors in an attempt to compare how 
an archaeologist (Reilly), a former resident (Norris), and other community members 
who prefer to remain anonymous experience and understand the landscape. This is ap-
proach is similar to a research methodology known as ‘bimpling’, where interviews are:

‘conducted in and through a place, to generate a collage of collaborative knowledge 
and give people the opportunity to re-experience their connections with landscape 
and to reminisce’ (Harrison and Schofield 2010: 76; see also Anderson 2004).

Together, the group set out to survey the region that Ainsley Norris called home as a 
child but had not returned to in several decades.

After driving up a narrow dirt road toward the former tenantry now located behind 
a small banana farm, the car pulled to a stop on a small, flat clearing. The spot, with no 
visible signs of past inhabitation, was quickly identified by Norris as Croney Bottom, 
the location where the Croney family had once resided, thus giving a local place-name 
and identity to an otherwise nondescript locale. The proclamation that ‘this is Croney 
Bottom’ marked the now-forested environment an active place, indicated by his use of 
the present tense. In discussing autobiographical memory and recollection, anthropol-
ogist Maurice Bloch makes a similar observation, noting that:

‘topography infused with history is particularly significant in that it facilitates this 
re-experiencing as though one was there’ (Bloch 1998: 120).

The process of re-experiencing, however, confronts substantial obstacles due to the 
passage of time and changing landscapes. The thick vegetation that began growing 
after the tenantry’s formal abandonment in the early 1960s made it challenging to 
envision what the space had once looked like when cleared. A landscape that had been 
so familiar to those who had experienced in decades prior and vividly imagined in one’s 
memory soon presented itself as strange and unfamiliar territory.

Scanning the dense vegetation, Norris was astounded by the size of the breadfruit 
trees that were still producing fruit. The individual trees, however, signaled more than 
the vitality of the forest. After being a bit disoriented by the thick foliage and high can-
opy, Norris pointed to a single breadfruit tree in the distance, exclaiming that we would 
find a house next to or near the trunk. True to his word, the ruins of a limestone foun-
dation were found just a few meters away. Prior surveys by Reilly had identified the 
site, but through more systematic archaeological methods. The breadfruit tree sparked 
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a flood of memories, almost immediately allowing Norris to be attuned to the nuances 
of the landscape, despite its radical change in appearance. In searching the horizon for 
more breadfruit trees and the narrow delineations of pathways, the community of his 
childhood began to take shape.

Memories centered on childhood activities and daily routines. For instance, a dirt 
path, now barely visible through the brush, was used by local children to walk to and 
from school each day. Flat rocks in clearings served as gathering place where the men 
of the community would convene, play cards or dominos, drink, and socialize in the 
late afternoons and evenings. The physical layout of the community and organization 
of households reflected kinship networks, and household sites were therefore named 
according to the surname of the family that had last resided on site. One local commu-
nity member, despite having not grown up in this tenantry, mentioned the locations 
where family members or descendants of former residents now resided in neighboring 
communities. Geographic coordinates of individual households were carefully plotted 
throughout the region, and genealogies and kinship details were carefully noted.

At sites of household excavation, discussions surrounded the archaeological process 
and how excavated material culture could be identified and interpreted. As noted else-
where (Reilly 2016c), community members often had different interpretations of arti-
facts than the archaeologist. Tin cans, buttons, and glass bottles that Reilly had initially 
associated with consumption patterns, gendered household activities, and drinking 
habits were reassessed by former residents who quickly noted the reuse of such goods 
for alternative functions.

One of the most telling examples of these conversations can drastically shift 
interpretations of seemingly mundane material culture came from the analysis of 
a cylindrical, rusted metal pipe (Figure 16.1). Recovered during excavations of a 
well that had been repurposed as a trash pit, the clunky iron was initially given very 
little thought by Reilly. With knowledge that water pipes had once run throughout 
the tenantry to provide water from a nearby spring to Bridgetown, the assumption 
was that the fragment of this utilitarian pipe had simply been cast aside as new 
pipes were being installed. Norris spotted the artifact-tagged pipe next to excava-
tion units, eagerly pointing out that our excavations had uncovered an exciting, 
recognizable artifact from his childhood (though not that exact pipe; Figure 16.1). 
As a child, when coming across a piece of large pipe, Norris and other children 
from the community would bring it home for a very specific, seasonal use. In close 
proximity to many households, a hole would be dug directly into the limestone 
bedrock to produce marl, a white chalky substance made from ground limestone. 
Marl was then filled into buckets and spread across the household yard. It was then 
flattened out by rolling the pipe back and forth across the surface, allowing the 
marl to coat and become imbedded within the short grass and dirt. This was done 
in the weeks leading up to Christmas to give the appearance of snow.

These intimate details of daily life in this ‘poor white’ tenantry were even more 
vivid while surveying the area of Norris’ childhood home. While most of the founda-
tion stones had been removed or covered by vegetation, memory allowed for a precise 
description of the orientation of the home in addition to the surrounding features, 
such as a small garden, animal pens, detached kitchen, and ridge where children would 
take in the picturesque view of the Atlantic. Through an explicit demonstration of em-
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bodied memory, Norris then slowly walked toward what was the rear entrance of the 
house. He sat down on a large, cut stone and explained that he used to sit on that very 
step and wait for his mother to finish cooking supper in the detached kitchen. From 
this spot he described the smell of the one-pot stews, fried fish, and roasted breadfruit 
that his mother used to make. He also explained that when the tenantry had been clear 
of the dense vegetation, he could sit in that very spot and watch the plantation workers 
descend to Below Cliff following their shifts at Clifton Hall Plantation, the estate that 
owned much of the land below the cliff.

As contemporary archaeology has demonstrated, the type of memory work exem-
plified by Norris’ story about the metal pipe is a way in which to:

‘make the familiar unfamiliar’ (Graves-Brown 2000: 1)

to challenge our assumptions about seemingly quotidian items and landscapes. This 
collaborative process bridges past and present, drawing archaeologists and communi-
ty members into conversation about the things and places that hold significance for 
Barbadians. The surveys undertaken proved invaluable for mapping the social and fa-
milial networks that once existed in the tenantry and in reimagining what the tenantry 
had been like when it was teeming with life. At the same time, it also allowed a former 
resident to reconnect with a deeply personal space, making it possible to transmit the 
space’s significance to younger generations. During and after the trip, a member of the 

Figure 16.1. Ferrous metal pipe recovered from household trash pit. The alternative, non-utili-
tarian usage of this artifact was only accessible through collaborative archaeology. The artifact 
was also evocative for Ainsley Norris, demonstrating the power of materials to trigger memo-
ries (Matthew Reilly).
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community of a younger generation felt a new appreciation for his family’s history. The 
historical processes that led to the establishment of a ‘poor white’ tenantry in Below 
Cliff are related to colonialism, capitalism, slavery, etc. As this collaborative archaeo-
logical approach highlights, however, it was the inhabitants of this space that made it 
home and make it a site of Barbadian heritage.

Discussion
Toward the back of the Norris’ property today, along the coastal region of St. John a few 
kilometers from Below Cliff, there is a pathway that leads down to the coast. Members 
of the family and community have used this pathway for generations to reach the 
waters of the Atlantic. It is here that locals fish, hunt for sea eggs (sea urchins), and set 
traps for a variety of shallow-water fish and crustaceans. In the woods along the path-
way, the ground is littered with material culture that indicates that residents of this is-
land have been calling this place home for centuries. Countless sherds of coarse pottery 
and tools made from conch shells provide the evidence that Amerindians once resided 
in this area, subsisting on the same marine resources that are eaten locally today.

The discovery of this site and regular encounters with the associated material cul-
ture has generated a fascination with archaeological finds and artifacts for those in 
the area, including members of the extended Norris family. These objects are found 
in the same soils that are used to grow crops today, and they show how diverse the 
island’s population has been through time. The archaeological project discussed in this 
chapter, however, represents a different way in which connections can be forged be-
tween people, things, and places. It was the personal element of this project that first 
attracted the Norris family to collaborate with Reilly in the first place. The bits and 
pieces of the material culture that comprise the archaeological record are multi-tem-
poral in that they bring the past into contact and conversation with the present. If, as 
Laurent Olivier (2011) asserts, archaeology is about the present due to the fact that 
vestiges from the past impinges on our here-and-now, then a collaborative approach to 
archaeology must be inclined to probe the depths of island and material memory. Such 
an approach means that all Barbadians have a role to play in building a more inclusive 
sense of island heritage.

The affective dimensions of the collaborative process were evident in Ainsley Norris’ 
emotive response to reconnecting with the space, a response that challenged Reilly to 
view the site in new ways. The story of the ‘Redlegs’ is unique within the annals of 
modern Caribbean history, and proper socioeconomic context needs to be carefully 
considered to properly understand the significance of tenantry like Below Cliff, but 
certain experiential elements of island life transcend racial lines. For archaeology, this 
means that structural and historical considerations must be placed in dialogue with 
phenomenological approaches that privilege the individual and experiential dimen-
sions of place (for such an approach see Hall 2000). The race-based system of slavery 
and its aftermaths cannot be disentangled from the realities of daily life in the present. 
There are, however, ways in which archaeology can shed light on how the past can have 
meaning in the present for all Barbadians.

There is unlimited potential for collaborative archaeology in Barbados. This chapter 
has highlighted to just one small instance in which an outsider archaeologist and for-
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mer tenantry resident engaged in substantive dialogue throughout the research process. 
The research journey itself, only a small component of which is discussed here, exposed 
how landscapes can illicit vivid memories, how innocuous objects can have intimate, 
familial meanings, and how collaboration can engender new research directions that 
are productive for all parties involved. Archaeologists working on the island should 
actively pursue collaboration with community members who can be involved on their 
own terms. Rather than serving as informants or sources of historical information, 
community members have much to contribute to the process of archaeological prac-
tice. Additionally, there are also inherent problems when community members are 
only the recipients of research products. The detrimental effects of this approach can 
be seen in the persistence of negative stereotypes associated with the ‘poor whites’. Our 
collaboration has been fruitful in terms of the research undertaken, the information 
gathered, the relationships forged, and the perspectives generated. It is our hope that 
future work on the island will incorporate collaborative approaches so that exploring 
and promoting the island’s heritage can be an inclusive process.

As the authors of this chapter were concluding a survey of Below Cliff, Ainsley 
Norris nostalgically commented that he would move back to this tenantry if he could. 
This affection, in part, stems from a desire for a more secluded, peaceful lifestyle, but 
time spent exploring Below Cliff revealed that memory and heritage engendered a deep 
sense of belonging for the former resident. For the archaeologist, the site became more 
of an active place than a space in which to study to the past. Cut pieces of limestone, 
corroded metal pipes, and lone breadfruit trees were all imbued with memory, acting 
back on those most familiar with their stories and biographies. The past came crashing 
into the present during collaborative surveys through the woods, but the future was 
also considered. Just before departing, Ainsley Norris slowly bent down and, just me-
ters away from his childhood home, he planted a few tamarind seeds.

References
Anderson, J.
2004. Talking whilst walking: a geographical archaeology of knowledge. Area 36/3: 

254-261.

Atalay, S.
2012. Community-Based Archaeology: Research with, by, and for Indigenous and Local 

Communities. University of California Press, Berkeley.

Beckles, H.
1980. Land distribution and class formation in Barbados 1630-1700: the rise of a wage 

proletariat. Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society 36/2: 136-143.
1990. A ‘riotous and unruly lot’: Irish indentured servants and freemen in the English 

West Indies, 1644-1713. The William and Mary Quarterly 47/4: 503-522.
2002. Creolisation in action: the slave labour elite and anti-slavery in Barbados. In 

Questioning Creole: Creolisation Discourses in Caribbean Culture, edited by 
Verene A. Sheperd and Glen L. Richards, pp. 181-201. Ian Randle Publishers, 
Kingston.



350 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

Bloch, M.
1998. How We Think They Think: Anthropological Approaches to Cognition, Memory, 

and Literacy. Westview Press, Boulder.

Browne, D.
2012. Race, Class, Politics and the Struggle for Empowerment in Barbados, 1914-1937. 

Ian Randle Publishers, Kingston.

Colwell-Chanthaphonh, C. and T. Ferguson (editors).
2008. Collaboration in Archaeological Practice: Engaging Descendant Communities. 

AltaMira Press, Lanham.

Fortescue, J. (editor).
1905. Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and West Indies, 27 October, 

1697-31 December, 1698. Mackie and Co., London.

González-Tennant, E.
2014. The ‘color’ of heritage: decolonizing collaborative archaeology in the Caribbean. 

Journal of African Diaspora Archaeology and Heritage 3/1: 26-50.

Gosden, C.
2012. Post-colonial archaeology. In Archaeological Theory Today, Second Edition, edit-

ed by Ian Hodder, pp. 251-266. Polity Press, Malden.

Graves-Brown, P.
2000. Introduction. In Matter, Materiality and Modern Culture, edited by Paul Graves-

Brown, pp. 1-9. Routledge, Abingdon.

Hall, M.
2000. Archaeology and the Modern World: Colonial Transcripts in South Africa and the 

Chesapeake. Routledge Press, Abingdon.

Hamilakis, Y.
2008. Decolonizing Greek archaeology: indigenous archaeologies, modernist archae-

ology and the post-colonial critique. In A Singular Antiquity: Archaeology and 
Hellenic Identity in Twentieth-Century Greece, edited by D. Damaskos and D. 
Plantzos, pp. 273-284. Benaki Museum Press, Athens.

Handler, J.
1982. Slave revolts and conspiracies in seventeenth-Century Barbados. New West 

India Guide 56 1/2: 5-42.

Handler, J. and M. Reilly.
2015. Father Antoine Biet’s account revisited: perspectives on Irish Catholics in 

mid-Seventeenth Century Barbados. In Caribbean Irish Connections, edited by 
A. Donnell, M. McGarrity, and E. O’Callaghan, pp. 33-46. University of the 
West Indies Press, Mona, Jamaica.

2017. Contesting ‘white slavery’ in the Caribbean: enslaved Africans and European 
indentured servants in seventeenth-Century Barbados. New West Indian Guide 
91: 30-55.



351REILLY AND NORRIS

Harrison, R. and J. Schofield.
2010. After Modernity: Archaeological Approaches to the Contemporary Past. Oxford 

University Press, New York.

Haviser, J.
2015. Truth and reconciliation: transforming public archaeology with African de-

scendant voices in the Dutch Caribbean. Journal of African Diaspora Archaeology 
& Heritage 4/3: 243-259.

Lambert, D.
2005. White Creole Culture, Politics and Identity During the Age of Abolition. Cambridge 

University Press, New York.

Liebmann, M. and U. Rizvi (editors).
2008. Archaeology and the Postcolonial Critique. Altamira Press, Lanham.

Ligon, R.
2013[1657]. A True and Exact History of the Island of Barbados, edited by D. Smith. 

E-text, 4th edition.

Lydon, J. and U. Rizvi (editors).
2010. Handbook of Postcolonial Archaeology. Left Coast Press, Walnut Creek.

O’Callaghan, S.
2000. To Hell or Barbados: The Ethnic Cleansing of Ireland. Brandon Books, Dublin.

Olivier, L.
2011. The Dark Abyss of Time: Archaeology and Memory. Rowman & Littlefield, 

Lanham.

Reilly, M.
2013. Archaeological approaches to the ‘poor whites’ of Barbados: tired stereotypes 

and new directions. Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society 54: 
1-27.

2016a. Archaeologies of instability: order and disorder in colonial Barbados. Journal of 
Social Archaeology 16/2: 216-237.

2016b. ‘Poor Whites’ on the peripheries: ‘Poor White’ and Afro-Barbadian interaction 
on the plantation. In Archaeologies of Freedom and Slavery in the Caribbean: 
Exploring the Spaces In Between, edited by L. Bates, J. Delle and J. Chenoweth, 
pp. 49-78. University Press of Florida, Gainesville.

2016c. ‘Poor White’ recollections and artifact reuse in Barbados: considerations for 
archaeologies of poverty. International Journal of Historical Archaeology 20/1: 
318-340.

2019. Archaeology below the Cliff: Race, Class, and Redlegs in Barbadians Sugar Society. 
University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa.

Shaw, J.
2013. Everyday Life in the Early English Caribbean: Irish, Africans, and the Construction 

of Difference. University of Georgia Press, Athens.



352 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

Sheppard, J.
1977. The ‘Redlegs’ of Barbados: Their Origins and History. KTO Press, New York.

Silliman, S. (editor).
2008a. Collaborating at the Trowel’s Edge: Teaching and Learning in Indigenous 

Archaeology. University of Arizona Press, Tucson.
2008b. Collaborative indigenous archaeology: troweling at the edges, eyeing the 

center. In Collaborating at the Trowel’s Edge: Teaching and Learning in Indigenous 
Archaeology, edited by S. Silliman, pp. 1-21. University of Arizona Press, Tucson.

Williamson, J.
1817. Medical and Miscellaneous Observations Relative to the West India Islands. Alex 

Smellie, Edinburgh.

Wylie, A.
2014. Community-based collaborative archaeology. In Philosophy of Social Science: 

A New Introduction, edited by N. Cartwright and E. Montuschi, pp. 68-82. 
Oxford University Press, New York.



353

17

Young Children’s Agency within 
Barbadian Community Heritage

A Children’s Rights and Sustainable 
Development Model

Lucy Willans & Liesje Cole-Pragnell

Abstract
Younger consumers of heritage and history, such as children in early years settings, are 
often ignored within wider frameworks of heritage discourse. This is problematic. We 
should be aiming to enfranchise stakeholders from a very early age, to develop and 
nurture an interest in heritage and the wider context of how heritage operates within 
society as a force for good. Using a perspective developed from early years learning, a 
UK-based and a Barbados-based practitioner offer their own perspectives and experi-
ences on building a sustainable heritage capacity in a Caribbean setting.

Keywords: early years learning; community heritage; sustainability; agency.

Introduction
As new processes of community participation have developed and become increasingly 
integrated into the work of heritage professionals (Smith and Waterton 2012), these 
activities have helped to underpin human rights issues and highlighted the diversity of 
beliefs, human endeavor and suffering that have shaped the past and now inform our 
choices for a fair and sustainable future. There is, however, a voice that is still rarely 
heard within this new dialogic space, that of the young child. A perception of young 
children as active and valued participants within cultural, political and educational in-
novation has slowly been gaining a foothold (Alderson 2008; Dalli and Te One 2012; 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 353-367.
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Mackey 2014) but within the heritage sector, including Barbadian heritage, children 
in pre-primary and early primary education remain largely the recipients of, and not 
participants in, what is for adults and older children becoming an increasingly demo-
cratically negotiated and well researched area.

Involving young children deeply within community heritage policy-making, plan-
ning and activities can be viewed as problematic, especially in the absence of clear 
guidance on this group’s meaning-making processes and capabilities, particularly when 
dealing with a dark or contentious heritage (Kello 2016; Viz et al. 2015). Yet, by con-
tinuing to shy away from the incorporation of young children’s agency within commu-
nity heritage, a valuable natural ability and important critical voice within community 
engagement is lost. In Barbados, a catalytic meeting has prompted the development of 
an engagement model that sets aside a more traditional approach to control, instruc-
tion and protection of young children within heritage engagement and prioritizes, 
instead, children’s intuitive abilities and agency. In exploring genuine, inter-genera-
tional collaboration with children aged two to six years, within an ethos of democratic, 
community-centered pedagogy, an opportunity has emerged for Barbados to take the 
lead in addressing this under-researched aspect of community heritage engagement. 
This case study forms the core of this chapter.

Changing concepts of childhood
Intrinsic within the participation of young children’s engagement with heritage is the 
influence of inter-generational power relations. Mayall (2008) identifies how children’s 
lived experiences are frequently framed by adults’ concepts of childhood, and not by 
children’s own intuitive approaches and capabilities. The right of young children to 
express opinion and belief has been enshrined in UNCRC law since 1989 (United 
Nations General Assembly 1989) with the potential within children’s agency clearly 
identified in a UNICEF publication of the period (Hart 1992). O’Kane (2008) tracks 
a methodological shift, from children being understood from a purely adult perspec-
tive, to being regarded as a distinct social group to be studied, and more recently to be-
coming co-researchers and change-agents in understanding childhood (Alderson 2008; 
Dalli and Te One 2012; Mackey 2014). Within this enlightened approach, Mayall 
(2008) invites us to consider what children bring to the table as being not merely 
perspective or opinion, but valuable, informed understanding. O’Kane’s (2008: 142) 
research tells us that children prioritize being listened to, having their say and being 
supported in this engagement, more than they value getting what they want or needing 
adults to make good decisions.

Multi-faceted approaches to research with young children, as demonstrated in the 
mosaic method (Clark and Moss 2001) are increasingly supplying young children 
with the tools to get their message across, whilst new ethical guidelines on research 
with children (Powell et al. 2013) and children’s rights (Davis 2014) are providing an 
important safety net. These tools are leading to an increased understanding of young 
children’s thought processes, revealing incisive and flexible modes of meaning-making 
and multimodal communicative practices (Hackett 2014). Within this new insight 
has been the identification of the role of sustained shared thinking in meaning making 
(Siraj-Blatchford 2009), leading to a greater appreciation of the need for children’s 
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sustained play and exploration, and the valuable scaffolding that is inherent in effective 
collaborative opportunities for children with both adults and peers. Dann (2013: 560) 
reminds us that at the heart of both learning and teaching is a sense of curiosity that 
needs to be nurtured in teacher and child, and explored through their interaction 
in complex learning environments. Also recognized is a physicality within meaning 
making, as Hackett (2014) observes in children redefining museum space by crossing 
and re-crossing between points of interest as understanding is developed. The way we 
approach heritage engagement therefore needs to reflect the natural aptitude young 
children have for flexible thinking and connectivity, and must also respect a child’s 
right to have agency in shaping new ideas and approaches.

Changing concepts of heritage
As children break free from the confines of restrictive, adult misconceptions of 
their capabilities, so are definitions of heritage breaking free from an authorized 
heritage discourse (Smith 2006: 29; Smith and Waterton 2012: 27) and being 
re-defined within connectivity ontologies (Harrison 2013: 210; 2015). Working 
with indigenous groups in Australia, Rodney Harrison (2015) identifies that the 
science/art, objects/people, nature/culture and mind/matter dualisms, embodied 
in westernized heritage charters and conventions, are too rigid to incorporate what 
is developing as a more nuanced understanding of heritage. Here he is suggest-
ing an approach that goes far beyond attempts to simply reduce the nature/cul-
ture divide, as seen recently within the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature’s collaborative work with the International Council on Monuments and 
Sites, on connecting practice in World Heritage projects (International Union 
for Conservation of Nature, 2017). Harrison suggests, instead, a model of deep 
connectivity, developed through considerations of indigenous cultural practice, 
which offers the opportunity to reorient and ‘reconceptualize’ heritage (Harrison 
2015: 24). Within community heritage activities Laurajane Smith (2006: 97) sim-
ilarly identifies that concepts of universal value and authorized heritage discourse, 
as defined by the World Heritage committee, are increasingly challenged by the 
dissenting voices of those ‘othered’ by national and global definitions, seeking, 
instead, new definitions that are locally relevant and democratic (Smith 2006: 30).

Writing in 2015, Harrison goes further in this exploration of how we might remove 
the boundaries between aspects of heritage, seeking:

‘…sustainable, detailed policies that recognize heritage places, objects and practic-
es as relevant elements within an environment that ‘we nurture and that in turn 
nurtures us’ (Harrison 2015: 32).

He poses the question where to begin in this new expanded field of heritage?’ (Harrison 
2015: 35). The answer to that question will be self-evident to many of those who have 
collaborated with young children in outdoor experiential learning. Harrison’s concept, 
based around collaborative, dialogic and interactive processes and the connections be-
tween heritage, ecology, sustainability, health and resilience (Harrison 2015) is describ-
ing the ethos that defines high quality outdoor experiential learning and forest school 
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processes. Within these outdoor activities, young children are free to use instinctual 
processes of connectivity to explore their kinship to animate and inanimate objects, to 
their environment and to each other. Unfettered by adult-defined classifications and 
interpretations, children move seamlessly between nature/culture science/art, objects/
people and mind/matter.

These are pedagogical processes that embrace a macro concept of sustainability, yet 
acknowledge that this is achieved by understanding and respecting inter-dependent 
median and micro systems of immense diversity, including representations of heritage. 
Engaging with local community is recognized as an important part of this outdoor ex-
periential learning (Wickett and Huggins 2011), in a world where Sandell and Ohman 
(2010) suggest we can lose a sense of local place when connected through globalizing 
processes. This is about discovering the multiplicity of historical readings of a land-
scape (Kelly and Cutting 2011), and understanding its complex dynamics, empower-
ing children to create new cultural processes and sustain development (Wickett and 
Huggins 2011).

The context of primary and pre-primary education
The concept of heritage as an affecter within sustainable development is now clearly 
acknowledged:

‘Heritage has been absent from the mainstream sustainable development debate 
despite its crucial importance to societies and the wide acknowledgment of its great 
potential to contribute to social, economic and environmental goals.’ (UNESCO 
2017a)

Yet the majority of initiatives in this area are aimed at older children (UNESCO 2017b; 
UNESCO 2017c). Consequently, early primary and pre-primary education, world-
wide, is still searching for an effective model to engage younger children within these 
combined concepts; a task made more complex in societies dealing with post-colonial 
issues around indigenous schooling and identity retention (Guilherme and Huttner 
2015) and contrasting views on citizenship formation within multi-cultural nations 
(Sharp 2012). Of concern to many is also the application of a results-driven approach 
to curricula within pre-primary and early primary education. This requires teachers 
to set aside a broad curriculum that reflects the connected and complex nature of 
both heritage and sustainability (Barghi et al. 2017; Laine 2016), to focus instead on 
academic success (Cooper 2015) through narrow subjects (Green, Reitano and Dixon 
2010). A connected approach in the curriculum also depends on connectivity between 
teachers, administrators, curriculum producers and other experts (Barghi et al. 2017) 
and needs to be supported by appropriate resources, which are currently often found to 
be inappropriate or under-used (Bracey 2016; Walker and Haywood 2009).

The powerful message we can take from this selection of international research 
is that there is the need for an age appropriate, cohesive approach, and that the 
place to begin Harrison’s (2015) reorientation and reconceptualization of heritage 
is within these formative, early years of childhood. It is a lost opportunity, and an 
abuse of children’s rights, that current approaches are frequently counter-intuitive, 
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expert dissonance is unproductive, children’s agency is minimal and rich, innate 
skills are often left un-tapped.

Overcoming the barriers
Facilitating young children’s agency, within a revised model of heritage, is not without 
its own problems. In highly risk-aware, modern societies (Denney 2005: 1; Gardner 
2009: 13), Wickett and Huggins (2011) stress the concerns of finding a practical bal-
ance between risk and opportunity when taking children out of settings and into com-
munity, just one of the many barriers to outdoor experiential learning and agency that 
they and Edward-Jones, Waite and Passy (2016) identify, including parental opinion, 
leadership, resources, teacher confidence, educational policy and place. Some barriers 
are covert, as in the unequal power differential between child and adult (Phillips 2014). 
This can inhibit children having the opportunity to question given facts or voice opin-
ion, resulting in situations that Hart (1992: 9) describes as decorative, tokenistic or 
manipulative participation opportunities. Mayall (2008) draws parallels between these 
generational power issues and women’s gendered power inequality issues, suggesting 
that we must similarly unpack mis-assumptions, to facilitate children directly impact-
ing on the development of new knowledge (Hendrick 2008).

Because it takes time for some institutional approaches to change, as seen locally 
within the UNCRC’s response to the Barbados’ 2014 report on progress made in im-
plementing children’s rights (UNCRC 2015: 34-52), genuine engagement opportuni-
ties are vitally important, to demonstrate the value of shifting these perceptions. When 
equality is acknowledged the benefits become clear, as seen in the Chicago History 
Museum’s decision to work directly with primary school children to create an effective 
exhibition space, a process that revealed the children as highly creative and knowledge-
able design partners, and transformed staff perceptions of the interactive possibilities 
with community (McRainey and Russick 2009).

Addressing a ‘dark heritage’ with young children
If we invite children to have agency in society, and to engage with real issues, then 
we must also accept that they will come face to face with the darker side of today’s 
societies, and darker elements within heritage; an issue that has specific relevance in 
Barbados, given its political, economic, psychological, social and cultural legacy of slav-
ery (UNCRC 2015: 7). Kello (2016) identifies that teaching sensitive or controversial 
issues (SCIs) induces anxiety in many teachers. These concerns include the emotion-
al reaction of pupils, a teacher’s own socio-cultural identity and the expectations of 
school, community and state. These are issues similarly identified by Viz et al. (2015), 
within the context of Israel’s recent inclusion of a mandatory nationwide holocaust 
curriculum for Jewish kindergarten children. Viz et al. offer a range of research indi-
cating that young children possess the cognitive ability to engage with SCIs. Yet they 
also recognize the importance of the quality of the scaffolding offered by teaching staff, 
allowing young children to process progressive concepts within the topic without being 
initially overwhelmed by fear or distress.
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The inevitable subjectivity of teacher and curriculum, identified by both Kello 
(2016) and Viz et al. (2015), highlights the importance of developing cultural literacy, 
to enable children to stand against this when seeking new insight (Polistina 2009). 
Young children’s capabilities to comprehend SCIs has been successfully explored by 
Phillips (2014) in working with 5-8 year olds through interactive, social justice sto-
rytelling. Within a series of weekly sessions, details of an injustice are shared through 
storytelling and then explored through an iterative process of sustained shared think-
ing, allowing children to interrogate, at their own pace, many of the interconnected 
social, economic and environmental ‘global realities’ that UNESCO identifies need to 
be addressed to establish a sustainable future (UNESCO 2017d).

Fresh beginnings
As research reveals both the scope of children’s natural aptitudes and the need for in-
sightful approaches to heritage engagement for young children, it becomes self-evident 
that young children should be acknowledged as active partners within community 
heritage engagement in Barbados. A clear opportunity for this engagement is evident 
in the Caribbean Action Plan for World Heritage 2015-2019 (UNESCO 2014) where 
emphasis is placed on the participation of local communities and individuals in pro-
cesses of identification, conservation, protection and management of heritage sites and 
on promoting the value of knowledge sharing and training for heritage management 
skills in communities.

In Barbados in 2015 a small group of primary and nursery teachers from the St 
George district, together with a local artist and a representative of outdoor experiential 
learning and heritage engagement, met to discuss options for using Walkers Dairy, 
formerly a plantation, as a site for facilitating young children’s involvement in a com-
munity archaeology project (University of Winchester 2017). This could have been, 
as is often the case in community archaeology, a simple discussion on the logistics of 
bringing groups of young children on to an archaeological site for a hands-on session, 
and maybe providing a sand box dig and artifacts handling session in the classroom 
prior to the site visit. Instead it developed into a deep discussion on the essence of 
engagement, from a young child’s perspective. It was agreed that before engaging with 
the archaeological dig it would first be important to establish a strong connection be-
tween child, landscape, teacher, family, community and the archaeology and heritage 
professionals. This would develop through meaningful consultation with the children 
and in opportunities for experiential learning, on site and in community.

Parental participation, recognized as essential to reinforce a process of inter-gen-
erational knowledge exchange and the negotiation of new thinking (Hart 1992: 37), 
would also be an important aspect. What was sought was an approach that acknowl-
edged the deep and connected way in which children engage with, and make sense 
of, the world through sustained shared thinking. With the practical understanding 
derived from working directly with young children, all participants in this meeting 
agreed that young children were certainly capable of making meaningful connections 
and building understanding, even within a landscape carrying a dark history, provided 
facilitators were willing to be guided by the children’s own instinctual processes.
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Another aspect of a new heritage engagement model for Barbados that was ex-
plored was placing an emphasis on using primarily freely available, natural and/or 
recycled resources to democratize learning opportunities. Activities should also tap 
into children’s unique creativity in art and storytelling and be led by their developing 
interests and lines of enquiry, a process responsive to each individual’s level of ability 
and each cultural context. Critical to this process would be offering children genuine 
opportunities for engagement within community, involving contact with a wide range 
of narratives of place and people and access to a wide range of experiences.

With an emphasis on the long-term sustainability of these activities, the group 
recognized the importance of establishing heritage champions within schools and 
community, drawn from all age groups. The role of these individuals would be to 
identify and facilitate heritage engagement experiences for young children, by thinking 
outside the box and finding innovative links to heritage, focusing on the opportunistic 
potential within a community-centered pedagogy. Training could be offered to these 
champions by local experts, and also through a reciprocal relationship with visiting 
experts, acknowledging the benefits to these visitors of access to heritage and ecological 
research opportunities on the island.

The final key to breaking down barriers to young children’s agency would be to 
provide an information pack, containing guidelines on appropriate ethical and safe-
guarding protocols for working with young children, and detailing local sources of help 
and advice. The viability of this initiative has been indicated by the positive response 
of local teachers to the idea of removing the barriers to heritage engagement. This was 
clearly demonstrated during the initial meeting and in subsequent school visits, evident 
in the teachers’ eagerness to share ideas and experiences, their astute awareness of the 
potential within children’s agency, deep understanding of their pupils’ capabilities and 
commitment to delivering the best possible experiential opportunities for the children.

The first steps are now being taken, building upon this initial, catalytic exchange 
and tapping into a now growing community of practice, comprising Barbadian, 
American and UK early years education, heritage, creative arts, museum practice, ecol-
ogy, outdoor experiential learning and archaeology professionals. St Nicholas Nursery, 
one of the contributors to the initial discussion, is currently incorporating a child-led 
approach to early years heritage engagement within their curriculum for 2-3 year olds 
(University of Winchester 2017). The intention is to develop an enhanced understand-
ing of how these youngest children intuitively approach complex concepts of heritage 
and sustainability, and to then, through a strongly reflective and reflexive process, de-
velop appropriate activities and opportunities within the grounds of the nursery, in 
local community and on the site of the proposed archaeological dig.

St Nicholas Nursery’s practice incorporates experiential learning, creativity, engage-
ment with nature, children’s agency and the scaffolding of learning through sensitive, 
responsive engagement. Elements of Montessori, Steiner and Froebel are evident. The 
nursery is located in the countryside, and there are therefore strong links to rural ac-
tivities and to the sustainability issues of the St George district and the island as a 
whole, and outdoor activities are enhanced by one staff member’s extensive knowledge 
of indigenous plants and their uses. Within this nursery setting, practitioners invite 
children to explore natural resources, recycle, cultivate plants, clean and collect items 
of interest found in the ground during gardening and to model, draw and share stories 
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about the island, its inhabitants and the planet as a whole. So, to understand in greater 
depth how the children perceive and process aspects of cultural and natural heritage it 
has been possible to simply enhance these activities.

In one of these observed sessions, discussion turned to what might become buried 
beneath the ground. Ideas from the children included cookies, bicycles, sand, trees, 
fish, water, red racing cars, cows, glass and people. The children made models of these 
objects and stuck them around a large drawing of planet Earth. They then called upon 
their existing knowledge of recycling and of the condition of past ‘treasures’ they had 
discovered in the ground, to discuss which of these things would still be found in the 
earth a very long time from now, and what the people who found them would say 
about these objects and their original owners.

In a later session, the starting point for an impromptu heritage-related discussion 
was a counting song: ‘One man went to mow, went to mow a meadow’. A practitioner 
asked ‘how would you feel after mowing a meadow?’ The older children replied ‘tired’ 
and ‘hot’. ‘So, what would you do if you were tired and hot?’ ‘I’d go for a swim’ replied 
one child. ‘Oh yes a swim would be good, it would cool you down. What else could 
you do?’ ‘Have a drink’ a child shouts. The group imagines that they cannot get water 
from a tap as they are living in a time before taps. They talk about local fresh water 
sources they know. One child suggests the sea, and the practitioner shows them a sim-
ple but very slow way to remove the salt from salt water. They decide that fresh water 
sources are good places to live near to. Nursery activities are used to illustrate uses for 
water, including washing dolls clothes, toy dishes and hands, drinking some water after 
going for a walk, planting the kitchen garden and watering it. The conversation con-
tinues: ‘So imagine we have found a place to live near a spring. What do we need to do 
now?’ The children form ideas together about building homes and what materials they 
may use to do this, and then move on to talking about cooking pots and household 
items, and materials such as shells, wood and clay.

Ideas formed around needing some form of bowl for meals flows into a third ses-
sion, where the children talk about the calabash bowl that is used every lunchtime by 
one of the practitioners, which the children can link to the calabash tree that they have 
identified during nature walks around the area. Building on this interest in bowls the 
children are given the opportunity to handle pottery bowls and broken shards of early 
earthenware, and talk about their own previous finds during gardening. The group 
discusses how some of the sherds they hold were once part of a bowl, hand-made from 
clay dug from the ground locally. The children create imaginative stories about how 
the bowl may have become broken. Observing that the children are still maintaining 
an interest in this theme, the nursery then utilizes its local community of practice by 
inviting a potter to the nursery. The children are given a lump of local clay to work 
with, and are shown by the artist how to pinch the clay, to raise the edges into a bowl. 
They press shells, leaves, coral and other organic materials they have collected on their 
nature walks into the clay, to create interesting designs. The bowls are then fired and 
the children take them home to use.

There are a number of important elements illustrated within these sessions, clearly 
demonstrating the connected nature of a rich and varied heritage-focused experience. 
The children observed and discussed the regular use of a traditional calabash bowl, 
and made connections with their natural environment. They copied a traditional skill, 
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using clay, but were also given the opportunity to explore the human drive to express 
individual creativity, details of which they now look out for in hand-made objects. 
They utilized storytelling to explore the lives of others, and in doing so linked back to 
their previous discussions, observations, experiences and experiments concerning food, 
water, shelter, cooking and survival. In doing all this they explored concepts of owner-
ship and value, survival, use of natural materials, skills sharing, cultural continuity and 
creativity. Taking their bowls home, they then linked the experience back into family, 
prompting further discussions.

Able to draw upon a diverse, local and international community of practice, the 
nursery invited a representative of Barbados Museum, and Dr. Matthew Reilly, an 
archaeologist from Brown University, USA who would be leading the community ar-
chaeological dig, to work collaboratively within this process, ensuring that the nursery 
staff had a basic knowledge of archaeological processes and the archaeological heritage 
of Barbados to scaffold children’s investigations. A representative of the museum also 
visited the nursery with locally found artifacts. This type of visit is an important op-
portunity for the children, as acknowledged co-researchers and change agents, to meet 
their fellow researchers and be invited to critically compare and debate the adults’ 
finds, experiences and ideas with their own. It is also a valuable opportunity for the 
nursery practitioners to observe the children’s individual approaches to meaning-mak-
ing in relation to artifacts, noting how the children hold, describe, discuss and analyze 
these objects. Practitioners’ observations then shape future activities, to support the 
children’s research interests.

These observations have already raised an awareness of the importance of tak-
ing the children onto site before the archaeological dig begins, to contribute to 
planning. It is an opportunity for children and experts to read the landscape to-
gether and explore the natural and culturally transformed elements. In doing so 
the archaeological team can also identify the ecological and cultural significance to 
children of this place and their views on a community dig. This feedback, together 
with similar consultations with the adult community, can guide the team on how, 
or even potentially whether, to progress to breaking ground. Critical to facilitating 
this influential level of engagement by children are those prior opportunities for 
sustained shared thinking, through experimentation, discussion, model-making, 
observation story-telling and investigation, and the creation of an environment 
that offers the children challenge, respect and genuine agency.

St Nicholas is one example of a developing model of engagement, but the key 
to embracing a rhizomatic approach to heritage engagement is to acknowledge the 
opportunistic and diverse nature of its manifestations. In contrast to St Nicholas, 
grounded as it is in a rural environment, a very different context for heritage en-
gagement for young children is offered within community heritage in Speightstown, 
Barbados, once a thriving port for colonialist activities and now increasingly reliant 
on tourism. International and national heritage activities in the area have recently 
included buildings recording, small scale archaeological investigations, maritime ar-
chaeology and recording oral histories (University of Winchester 2017). Increasingly, 
community interest and need is uniquely shaping this local model of heritage en-
gagement, and an important opportunity exists for young children to meaningfully 
contribute to its design, by sharing their ideas. Here the same core principles apply 
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for engagement as in the St George community, in facilitating an opportunity for 
young children in local nurseries and primary schools to build analytical and com-
municative skills through a range of activities involving sustained shared thinking. 
Reflecting the town setting, a natural progression might then be to introduce child-
led walking tours, a well-tested participatory tool.

Phillips’ (2014) utilization of the walking tour method applies principles of com-
munitarian citizenship and public pedagogy in schemes where children of eight to 
eleven years old lead and narrate walking tours through their communities, a process 
that Raittila (2012) uses, with similar success, with children of four to six years old. 
Raittila analyses the tours using the theoretical framework outlined by the political 
geographer Edward Soja, in identifying children’s engagement with their communi-
ty landscapes through three points of cognitive contact or ‘spaces’. The ‘firstspace’ 
comprises measurable and sensory aspects and the ‘secondspace’ experiences and im-
pressions. Soja’s definition of a cognitive ‘thirdspace’, is used by Raittila to describe 
the children’s progression to an ontological consideration of their environment, as 
a social and cultural context of some complexity and fluidity, involving symbolism, 
ideologies and shared rules and values. One could suggest that this thirdspace is the 
point where Harrison (2015) sees the superficial dualisms that are inherent in an 
authorized heritage discourse starting to fall away, revealing an ontological connec-
tivity. In the Speightstown engagement model, this connectivity offers the potential 
for children to feel nurtured by an environment that offers them agency, and to 
return that nurturing through their active participation.

These child-led tours have helped adults to understand children’s sophisticated 
relationship to their environment and their capabilities as active participants in com-
munity development. Together with Kelly and Cutting (2011), Wickett and Huggins 
(2011), O’Kane (2008), Hart (1992) and Phillips (2014), Raittila (2012) identifies 
that children are seeking opportunities to do ‘real things’ within their communities. 
Their place as ’stakeholders’ in the future strategic direction of heritage management in 
Barbados must clearly be recognized, and this is a model that could be used in other 
Caribbean islands.

Conclusion
In post-independence Caribbean nations, a range of new approaches to heritage 
engagement are being explored (Farmer 2013). The approach reviewed here utilizes 
an opportunistic approach within community pedagogy to ground the reconcep-
tualization of heritage in collaborative work with two to six year olds, a generation 
‘othered’ by the retention of pre-independence perceptions of young children’s 
capabilities. The potential is to build a connected network of community heritage 
engagement models across Barbados, based upon Harrison’s theory on connectivity 
ontologies (Harrison 2015) and utilizing the uniquely reflexive and connected 
nature of this island community. By utilizing freely available resources, proven 
agentic methods, the power of community and the enthusiastic participation of 
children, Barbados could lead the field, internationally, in constructing a totally 
cohesive and connected heritage engagement model, which uniquely places chil-
dren’s rights and sustainable development at its heart.
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In Barbados, as in much of the Caribbean, the resources for nature and culture-re-
lated tourism are well established, as highlighted in the Caribbean  Action Plan for 
World Heritage 2015-2019 (UNESCO 2014). There are also existing successful pro-
cesses for hosting academic research visits (University of Winchester 2017). It is there-
fore conceivable to extend the scope of this heritage initiative over time, to include 
teacher-training tourism based around the demonstration of a unique, child-centered, 
heritage engagement model, providing the opportunity to generate funding for her-
itage engagement opportunities and valuable job opportunities. The long-term gain 
is seen in local children emerging into adulthood with transferrable skills in heritage, 
ecology, archaeology, anthropology, communication, lecturing, project management 
and problem solving; stepping up to confidently protect and promote their countries 
natural and cultural resources.

From initial concept, the agreed approach within this initiative has been to focus 
on the gradual, organic growth of a fully sustainable model of multi-generational her-
itage engagement (University of Winchester 2017). This is a heritage model that grows 
rhizomatically, securing its roots firmly within the nurturing environment of active 
communities and sending shoots upwards wherever it feels the warmth and light of a 
community engagement opportunity. It requires only a small commitment from each 
of those engaged with heritage and sustainability in Barbados, whether children, par-
ents, community leaders or experts in the fields of teaching, art, heritage, archaeology, 
ecology, or outdoor learning, as activities are intentionally kept small, and are spread 
across the communities. Yet together these many small activities can create a huge 
impact. Community heritage engagement is a powerful tool, but it is only when these 
activities are linked to long-term sustainability goals, are relevant and nurturing, gen-
uinely cross-generational, democratic, agentic and fully connected, that the elements 
come together to create a resilient, sustainable and sustaining resource for a nation.
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Participation, Democratisation 
and Digitisation. A Post-modern 
Approach to Barbados’ Heritage 

in the twenty-first century.

Niall Finneran, Laura Hampden & Alice Lathbury

Abstract
Contemporary approaches to heritage interpretation and management increasingly 
emphasize the role of digital media and platforms: web sites, smart phones, virtual 
reality and visualisation. There is a whole technological niche devoted to the digiti-
zation of the heritage interpretation and management process. This, however, can be 
a double-edged sword; benefits related to accessibility and ease of access can be sub-
sumed within the wider notion of professionalization, lack of sustainability and cost. 
In this paper the authors draw from a range of disciplines argue for a community-based 
and sustainable approach to heritage management for twenty-first- century Barbados 
grounded very much in the post-modern moment.

Keywords: community heritage; digital heritage; sustainability; participation.

Introduction
In the twenty-first century we have become accustomed to engaging with an amor-
phous mass of digital data derived from a variety of different sources. The internet 
has changed the way we live and study, a totem of the postmodern condition (Nunes 
1995). This may or may not be a good thing; the wide availability of digital material al-
lows for more democracy in exchanging views and ideas, and provides open platforms 
that have hitherto not existed (Carletti 2016). In contrast, as recent political events 
have proved, the ability to quality control and check facts cannot keep pace with the 
sheer volume of online material that is in the public domain (King et al. 2016: 79). 
The ‘cult of the expert’ has become eroded, and the forum for debate and discussion 

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
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has opened up (Adair et al. 2011). This is a broad and perhaps slightly alarmist perspec-
tive, but as ever much that happens in the wider world is mirrored in the microcosm 
of heritage management within this wider cultural ‘post-modern’ context (of which 
more, later). This tension between community and heritage asset is at the core of this 
contribution, and the possible mediating role that can be played by the imaginative 
use of digital tools.

This chapter will look at the possibilities for using digital media to help with 
the management and wider interpretation of the tangible and intangible heritage of 
Barbados and will reflect on similar strategies in use elsewhere in the Caribbean and 
on the global stage. Taking the view that this sort of approach can be positive (and is, 
as we shall see, very much part of a post-modern approach to heritage management), 
we will consider the means by which digital heritage can be made to be both effective 
and sustainable. The material discussed here is based upon a recent scoping study that 
the authors have undertaken in relation to building a digital approach to heritage 
management in Barbados. The study, which is very much ongoing and evolving, is 
entitled ‘Digital Heritage Generation Barbados 2016’ and has been funded by the 
University of Winchester and involves the interplay between staff and students on the 
masters programme in cultural heritage and resource management, and local stake-
holders. Described in more detail below, the planning and evolution of this study 
reflected the tremendous local and international energy and interest surrounding the 
fiftieth anniversary of Barbados’ independence in November 2016. As with any study 
such as this, the ideas are entirely ‘consumer‘ driven. We have set out with concepts and 
likely problems, and sought consultation with a wide range of local stakeholders, and 
in turn these ideas are reinterpreted and revisited. This is therefore a very hermeneutic 
approach, and at no stage can we in the course of this chapter state that we have found 
the ‘right’ answers, if indeed they exist.

In a sense then much of what is outlined here is necessarily speculative, reflecting 
the dynamic nature of heritage studies as a whole and the complexities of community 
engagement. In order to frame and ground the study, the first section will discuss the 
notion of digital heritage within the context of a twenty-first century post-modern/
supra-modern heritage management landscape (Hannabuss 1999). We will then go on 
to introduce the goals of our project and how it has been designed. We hope, at the end 
of this chapter, to have given some indication of the imaginative and creative methods 
that can be deployed to engage people with the heritage around them in a sustainable 
and effective manner.

Digital heritage/postmodern heritage
At the outset it would be useful to actually define what digital heritage means. 
UNESCO (2016) offers a workable, if perhaps uncritical perspective. It is seen as be-
ing ‘computer-based’ (perhaps showing a lack of familiarity with other media?) and 
emphasizes the notion of durability of information storage, thus stressing very clearly 
the implications for preservation (Karp 2004). There is less of a stress, for example 
on ideas of accessibility, or implications for stakeholders. The emphasis here at least 
appears to be on longevity:
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‘making sure this burgeoning digital heritage (defined as including texts, databases 
images, audio, graphics etc.) remains available is thus a global issue relevant to all 
countries and communities’ (UNESCO 2016).

This is only part of the story, however. Digital heritage is more than just being about a 
future-proof storage medium for digital resources. The use of digital heritage strategies 
would require us to recognise their potential to empower communities and heritage 
professionals alike, to democratise strategies for recognising and curating heritage, to 
engage and involve people, and to make the whole exercise of heritage management 
more participatory and sustainable (and inclusive, fostering two-way dialogue between 
‘amateur’ and ‘professional’).

Digital approaches to heritage management therefore belong within the continuum 
(if that is not too formal a way of describing it) of post-modernist perspectives on herit-
age studies (Harvey 2001). These have been well articulated, for example, by Harrison 
and Schofield (2010, although they refer to the concept as ‘supra-modern’); they see an 
emphasis on opening up heritage to embrace the mundane, the dystopic, and perhaps 
the anti-aesthetic (such as industrial and post-industrial heritage). Heritage within this 
context is about blurred boundaries, and they are very clear that mass media and the 
application of digital technology is all part of the supra modern approach to heritage 
praxis. After all, it is an empowering and democratic tool. In addition, these tools 
enable more effective and widespread ‘consumption’ of heritage (Goulding 2000) yet 
could, paradoxically, also in a sense ‘preserve’ digital heritage within a digital vault, 
somehow unchanging and inaccessible (Cameron and Kenderdine 2010). A more cau-
tious approach to the possibilities afforded by the use of digital media in heritage is 
needed (King et al. 2016). It is not a panacea for all ills.

How could this work in Barbados? Caribbean islands in general possess entangled 
and problematic heritages. In Barbados, for example, pre-contact heritage (an unsat-
isfactory term) is not a heritage with any immediate implication to the contemporary 
inhabitants of the island. By this, we mean that we do not see the sorts of community 
and social engagement we find further north in the Windwards in Dominica, where 
the Kalinago territory on the island’s east coast, for example, represents a focus for the 
interface between tourists and indigenous peoples, a place of real ‘living history’ even 
though the issue of ‘authenticity’ rears its head (Hudepohl 2008). Similar approaches 
to indigenous Caribbean peoples’ heritage can be found elsewhere in the Windwards, 
in Trinidad and further north in the Greater Antilles (where particularly in Puerto Rico 
the rather idealised social memory of the Taino is celebrated and consumed; cf. Forte 
2002). Into the colonial period, the heritage of the sugar industry and Atlantic slavery, 
and the heritage of resistance movements (maroons, ‘brigands’ etc.) is a well-covered 
topic, and naturally remains contentious.

Leaving aside these two obvious examples, a post-modern approach to Caribbean 
heritage in general, and Barbadian heritage in particular, would demand a considera-
tion, perhaps, of the development of holiday resorts and tourism infrastructure, as well 
as transportation links (such as the railway), industry beyond the sugar plantation, and 
even the historic Cold War sites at USN Harrison’s Point base and the High Altitude 
Research Project site in Christchurch (Atlas Obscura 2013), both offering scope for 
bringing a more contemporary perspective to military heritage, moving beyond the 
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Georgian fortification and iron cannon. And these examples are just the proverbial tips 
of the iceberg; the work of Matthew Reilly (Reilly this volume) has demonstrated the 
potential for unlocking the stories of other island subaltern social segments; archives, 
national and private, offer an unparalleled resource to all heritage ‘stakeholders’. And 
what of music, art, dance, ritual and cuisine?

The point we are making here is that the heritage of Barbados is rich, diverse 
and constantly in flux. The dominant ‘narrative’ (or to use Laurajane Smith’s term 
Authorised Heritage Discourse; Smith 2006: 16) obviously and rightly centralises and 
prioritises the place of slavery and resistance, but in taking, as Harrison and Schofield 
urge us, a more post-modern approach, more vistas open up. The definition of what 
constitutes Barbadian heritage becomes broader, and arguably to help make sense of 
this, digital approaches are needed.

Before digging into the detail about the nuts and bolts of the digital interface, it is 
worth considering how this could be done in general terms. Facebook is the obvious fo-
rum for energising debate about heritage in a relatively open and democratic way, even 
if there is always potential for issues to become hijacked or politicised (but that is the 
point of a postmodernist approach to heritage). The Facebook pages of the Barbados 
Museum and Historical Society showcase ongoing issues in heritage management and 
presentation (https://www.facebook.com/barbadosmuseum/), as does the National 
Trust (https://www.facebook.com/BarbadosNationalTrust/). At The University of 
the West Indies, Dr Tara Inniss-Gibb’s History Forum (https://www.facebook.com/
groups/292901264079693/) engages in regional and global debate (and incidentally, 
from the viewpoint of a European-based academic writing here, allows a fascinating 
window into local concerns and preoccupations about wider heritage debates. Such 
cross-cultural analysis is highly valuable in the pedagogical heritage context). In short 
though, any academic, or heritage manager, should be familiar with and receptive to 
the possibilities offered by Facebook, and it is not our intention here to pursue what 
should hopefully be a very clearly recognised approach to energising and engaging 
stakeholders in debate. We decided on other approaches.

Digital Heritage Generation Barbados 2016
In 2015, one of the present authors (LH) began to formulate ideas for creating an 
imaginative digital approach to recording and managing Barbados’ heritage. Laura is 
herself from a Barbadian background, and works for the Greater London Archaeology 
Advisory Service (GLAAS), part of Historic England (she is partly responsible for 
maintaining a digital database of all historic sites, from prehistoric to modern, in the 
area) whilst also working alongside the Barbados and Friends Association (Reading), 
Reading Museum, and the University of Reading (Berkshire, England) to prepare a 
community heritage celebration of Barbados’ fiftieth anniversary of independence. (It 
may not be well known that the Town of Reading has one of the highest concentrations 
of Barbadians in England, dating back to post World War Two Caribbean migration; 
in fact, Reading is ‘twinned’ with Speightstown; see http://www.bafa-reading.org.uk/). 
This background is important because it brings together a number of interlinked issues 
in heritage management and engagement that have informed the design of the project.
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First, as Kevin Farmer has already stated (Farmer 2008) the development of an 
electronic database of all heritage assets in Barbados is of vital importance. This is of 
course a policy recommended by UNESCO and one that has implications for scholars 
and academics, researchers, the public and property owners and developers alike (if the 
system of listing is linked to a meaningful framework of protective legislation). This 
sort of database, known in the UK as an HER (see above) or previously known as an 
SMR (Sites and Monuments Record) has been present in varied forms of incarnation 
for many years (Darvill et al. 1987). They started out as statutory local authority lists 
(actually in hard copy paper and map form). Since the 1990s these records have been 
progressively digitised, edited, updated and quality control checked. HER’s have now 
developed into broader data management systems that have moved beyond simple lists 
of historic sites to represent the wider historic environment. Perhaps most importantly 
HER’s are available for consultation by the public through the web portals Heritage 
Gateway (a GIS-based comprehensive meta-database searching individual county and 
national databases; http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/gateway/) as well as the less 
comprehensive but more user friendly Pastscape (http://www.pastscape.org/). So, even 
before we talk about digital accessibility in Barbados, the actual database has to exist, 
and at this stage it does not.

Let us pause here to consider the pragmatic implications of the creation of the da-
tabase, because it has implications for the digital model we are discussing here. Firstly, 
the data have to be gathered. Each pre-existing (where known) and extant historic site 
should be allocated a unique reference number and location, and a detailed descrip-
tion. A strict set of thesaurus terms need to be agreed upon to ensure commonality of 
approach, so for example chronological periods may relate to specific centuries AD in 
more recent times, or further back in the past, centuries or even millennia (Navigli and 
Velardi 2006). The typology of the site also requires special consideration. A discrete 
site could be a slave hut, a plantation house, a windmill, a fortification, or a well, a 
burial, a findspot of a piece of pottery or a coin, or even a historic ship (or, as noted 
above, an entire HARP gun base, or Concorde) or a combination of all. There are 
many different scales of ‘site’ or ‘monument’ and of course there are many overlaps too. 
This might sound like an overly semantic issue, but the correct and disciplined use of 
terminology will reflect of the ultimate ability to search, extract and disseminate data 
effectively from the computerised database.

Having established the broad framework for the heritage list, we need then to 
‘populate’ (as the terminology has it) the database. Let us take the Barbados Museum 
as a case study for how this might be done. All historical sources pertaining to the 
building itself would need to be consulted; a detailed description based upon these 
sources would have to be written and separate source records created. Sources might 
include historic imagery, photography, mapping and building plans that could all be 
used to augment the database record. Depending on the nature of the site it is possible 
that individual features of special note, such as associated canon, or even the marble 
‘laver’ at the entrance, could each be assigned individual monument/site records. This 
is just a single building in the whole Garrison, which is itself a group of buildings in 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which in turn is situated within a wider historic 
townscape. It should be apparent that even gathering this material, on just a single 
building, is going to be a highly complex and time-consuming exercise. Then when 
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one considers the number of other heritage assets in Barbados, it becomes apparent 
that this is a hugely expensive logistical exercise.

In the UK the development and management of heritage asset databases (HERs 
or SMRs) has been underpinned by professional local authority planners and, and 
professional archaeologists, whose jobs are to facilitate balance between sustainable 
development and the preservation and care of the historic environment. Maintaining, 
enhancing and ensuring the accuracy of an HER database through the addition and 
dissemination of developer funded, academic and public research is integral to this 
cause. With the recent economic downturn, many of these jobs have been pared back, 
HER Officers (HERO’s) must focus on the tasks that generate income (such as provid-
ing data to developers who are required to consider known heritage assets and poten-
tial historic sites above and below ground prior to development) rather than routine 
enhancement of the HER. Enhancement of data is often undertaken by experienced 
volunteers or student placements, people who already have some working knowledge 
of archaeology and the planning system in the UK. This in itself can be an expensive 
exercise as many HER’s use database systems that require the purchase of a licence for 
each existing user. Moves are afoot though to streamline the system. GLAAS and the 
City of Leicester for example will be switching to ARCHES, a cloud-based system 
designed by Getty that will enable access to the database from just about anywhere. 
Staff and volunteers can work from home making it more accessible.

In Barbados, however, there is no professional cadre of monuments inspectors (nor 
the revenue to fund and maintain a similar HER system as is used in the UK), and 
nor is there likely to be one any time soon. A number of solutions suggest themselves. 
Firstly, the database of historic sites and assets is pared back to the absolute minimum, 
perhaps focusing exclusively on the UNESCO WHS. Given the rather narrow nature 
of the designation, is that a meaningful snapshot of the entirety of Barbadian heritage? 
Arguably it is not, and how does an individual from St Lucy or St Peter Parish, for 
example, engage with this ‘tip’ of the iceberg? Could national coverage be achieved in 
very brief and outline form using members of the key NGOs, for example the National 
Trust, or BMHS, co-ordinated centrally from the Museum or the University?

The emphasis in this contribution is clearly upon the community, upon engagement 
and upon not setting any boundaries as to what ‘heritage’ should mean. One solution 
we have alighted upon is the concept of crowd sourcing, an approach pioneered in 
a Caribbean context by the Nexus 1492 project in St Kitts and Nevis (http://www.
nexus1492.eu/?portfolio=what-does-kittitian-heritage-mean-to-you-announcing-cul-
turesnaps-kn), and in the UK by projects such as Enriching the List (ETL) (https://
historicengland.org.uk/listing/enrich-the-list/) the Thames Discovery Programme 
(http://www.thamesdiscovery.org/) and Museum of London’s CITIZAN (Coastal and 
Intertidal Zone Archaeological Network; http://www.citizan.org.uk/), which involves 
one the current authors (NF). In a sense the Barbados Beyond Boundaries web pro-
ject (http://www.barbmuse.org.bb/web/about-us/barbados-at-50-appeal/barbados-be-
yond-boundaries/) is also part of this continuum of ‘crowd-funded’ approaches to 
heritage management (Zacklad and Chupin 2015). In all cases, the onus is placed 
directly upon the ‘community’ to engage with historic assets around them (Labrador 
and Chilton 2009).
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To illustrate how crowd funded approaches to heritage management and engage-
ment might be achieved, let us use the CITIZAN example as a case study (there are 
many more versions of this approach widely in use globally, it should be stated. In 
all cases the reference to UK heritage practice derives from the fact that the present 
authors are working within its framework, and implies no notion of qualitative supe-
riority!). The CITIZAN ethos is very much one that could be adopted for a Barbadian 
model. For a start, CITIZAN focuses upon the impact of climate change on historic 
coastlines, and the realisation that professional archaeologists cannot keep an eye at 
all times on the dynamic and ever changing historic coastal and intertidal estuarine 
environments. For example, a storm could one day reveal an important and hitherto 
unknown shipwreck on a beach, which could be at risk of immediate destruction. 
The case of the discovery of Seahenge in Norfolk is a salutary example of the dynam-
ic nature of coastal environments. It is no different in the Caribbean; Port Royal in 
Jamaica is just one example of this issue. What CITIZAN does is place the onus of 
recording upon the casual observer, the walker, or boatman. The interface for doing 
this is through a smartphone app (Figure 18.1).

The app can be downloaded from the CITIZAN website and works in IOS or 
Android formats and is entirely free of cost. Embedded within the app is a full set 
of digital mapping for England (it is not a UK-wide application). The app gives one 
the ability to record one’s position anywhere in England using the inbuilt GPS in 
the phone (this does not require network coverage). The basic mode of use is this. If 
one encounters an interesting looking historic maritime site (it could be a wreck or 
hulk, or even a piece of pottery) the app prompts you to record your general position 
via GPS, and to take photographs of the object (ideally suing some form of scale 
and north arrow). The app also shows your position relative to known recorded sites 
originating from a variety of sources including data obtained from relevant local/

Figure 18.1. Screen grab of the CITIZAN smartphone app. Digital specialists at the University of Winchester are 
working alongside heritage specialists to develop a version for use in Barbados. Not all of the features, of course, 
will be relevant (credit: http://www.citizan.org.uk/media/medialibrary/2016/11/How_to_use_the_app.pdf).
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regional HER’s. One is then taken to a series of drop down thesaurus terms, a simpli-
fied approach to databasing, and one that is very user friendly. So, for example, you 
are encouraged to guess at the possible chronological attribution (for the CITIZAN 
thesaurus this could be from the Lower Palaeolithic to the contemporary period, 
perhaps as much as half a million years!). The user is encouraged to try to define the 
function of the artifact or site (for example iron ship wreck, pottery, wooden ship, 
fish trap, bridge, quay etc.). The user is also asked to record the physical state of 
the site as well as coastal, tidal and weather conditions. The user then submits (i.e. 
uploads) the record from the app to a centralised quality control checking system, 
run by CITIZAN. Then one of two things happens: if the site is already known 
about and listed, the ‘new’ information can form a valuable assessment as to possible 
risks to the site or issues of site degradation. Alternatively, the site could be a new 
discovery, and will thus be assigned a new record, and if it is deemed important will 
most likely be the subject of a visit from professional archaeologists.

Let us now translate this concept into the app currently under development by 
the University of Winchester for use in Barbados. We would envisage the app that is 
designed to work offline to account for discrepancies in mobile network coverage to 
be downloadable through a combination of stakeholder (and perhaps commercial-
ly sponsored) websites, such as the UWI, BMHS and National Trust. Users would 
be encouraged to use the app as a means of creating a consistently formatted record 
which can be easily embedded within the HER database of the new HER, so like the 
CITIZAN app would contain digital mapping, perhaps based upon Google Imagery, 
and a drop down thesaurus form asking for site description, function and chronology. 
For obvious reasons, unlike the CITIZAN app, one might expect a single discrete term 
such as ‘slave hut’ or ‘chattel house’ to be used. Other features of the historic Barbados 
landscape would have to be defined as well, such as duck shooting swamps and ponds, 
historic track ways, wells, chapels and places of worship, and also individual grave-
stones and memorials. Find spots and individual artifacts are also important sources 
of information, so perhaps a simplified approach to historical ceramics and material 
culture (for example terms such as ‘blue and white pottery’; ‘white pottery’, ‘rough red 
pottery’, ‘clay pipe’) and prehistoric ceramics (for example ‘smooth red pottery with 
incisions/lines’) would be usable and accessible descriptive terms.

We now run up against the obvious limiting factor of this approach: making 
sense of the huge cloud of uploaded data. This will entail condensing widely-based 
crowd sourced data into a more standardised and focused (semi-professionalised) 
accessible system. The uploaded data and associated material would be geo-refer-
enced, checking on duplication of new and existing records and general issues of 
quality control. We are assuming that a limited HER framework exists, and that 
we have designed the app in such a way as to ensure consistency and quality of 
information, and easy transference of data between the app/web based system and 
an HER database. This is not, at this stage, sustainable though the UWI, National 
Trust or BMHS, although could as a task be shared out among postgraduate herit-
age students, for example, and not just in Barbados.

Ideally the HER database would be set up to allow many individuals to use it at 
one time, on and off the island. A similar approach to HER database management 
is currently under way in the UK where rising costs and limited resources (as men-
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tioned above) has prompted some local authority and advisory services to explore 
alternative cloud-based options (http://news.getty.edu/press-materials/press-releas-
es/getty-conservation-institute-historic-england-city-of-lincoln.htm). The end result 
would be a relatively rapid population of an island-wide HER database, and perhaps 
most crucially a valuable exercise in moderately large-scale community heritage par-
ticipation (Giaccardi 2012).

Going further with digital heritage
The forgoing discussion has focused upon a participatory and communal exercise in 
helping generate a digital database of island-wide heritage assets. There are other issues 
regarding the application of digital methodologies within the heritage sector that could 
form the basis of related projects, again with the caveat that the overarching philosophy 
is accessibility, cost effectiveness and sustainability. Computing in the museum envi-
ronment was an issue that faced initial resistance, but has seen a complete rethink in 
the way museums are run and organised, with a significant impact upon outreach and 
engagement (Parry 2007a; 2007b). There is scarcely a Museum in the world without 
some form of digital interpretation (Miller et al. 1992). Object digitisation has now 
turned the physical artifact into the virtual artifact, and has profound implications 
through for visitor and scholarly engagement (Newell 2012), making the material im-
material and transforming the way we perceive and understand (Buchli 2016). Perhaps 
a heavier emphasis upon more portable and affordable digital approaches will allow 
for the wider development of more community based, temporary ‘pop up exhibitions’ 
across the island, tying into specific community events and celebrations of historic 
places (DelCarlo 2012).

One of the current authors (AL) is completing a study in the possibilities of the 
use of online catalogues and document digitisation within the public and the pri-
vate archive. This has real resonance in Barbados where interest in genealogy and 
family history has been developing over the years, and new web-based approach-
es to the recording and organisation of this material are being trialled (Harriet 
Pierce pers. comm.). The integration of these document sources with oral history 
records is also an issue to which we have been giving thought in relationship to 
the Speightstown Project (Finneran, Gray and Lichtenstein this volume). In the 
UK the Arts and Humanities Research Council-funded Pararchive participatory 
project offers a useful model to the development of multi-media approaches to 
telling community stories (see http://pararchive.com/; cf. Yarn 2015); the value of 
community outreach and training projects cannot be underestimated in terms of 
making the end product more effective and useful. Finally, archaeologists are also 
alive to the possibilities of the use of digital methodologies to publicise projects (as 
we have done with the Speightstown project) and keep local people informed and 
up to date with progress. The affordability of three-dimensional scanners allows 
for the virtual recreation of artifacts and, on a larger scale, cave sites, as has recently 
been demonstrated by Doug Armstrong at Trents Plantation (Armstrong 2015).

Digital heritage offers an empowering community approach, it has the benefit of 
engaging and stimulating, and above all making the experience of recording a heritage 
asset a personal one (cf. Samuel 1994). It is this first-person linking enabled by digital 
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heritage tools that gives an emotional impact, and a different form of ‘experience’ 
(Enhuber 2015; Hogsden and Poulter 2012; McIntosh and Prentice 1999). In addi-
tion, these avenues offer significant economic benefits too, enabling local stakeholders 
to retain a central role in development of heritage tourism strategies (Aas et al. 2005), 
and redefining, in a way, the interplay between the professional heritage sector and 
those of the ‘stakeholders’ (Giaccardi 2012; Stein 2012; Thornham and Popple 2013). 
This all needs good planning and thinking round, however: ‘In a sense the cultural val-
ue of a digital encounter can only be fully realised if the digital system itself is designed 
to meet the needs of the users appropriately (King et al. 2016: 88). Training and capac-
ity building is essential, yet we also need to make sure we do not get stuck in the same 
digital rut, so to speak, and continue to innovate (Navarrete 2014) whilst at the same 
time revisiting policy approaches and best practice (McGovern 2013). The foregoing 
discussion has perforce been of a rather speculative nature, offering ideas and concepts 
rather than hard-edged solutions, but what should be clear is that the challenges facing 
the heritage of Barbados in the twenty-first century require imaginative and unconven-
tional solutions. The best place to find such solutions is in the digital world.
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Of Roots and Routes
Visioning Barbados’ Cultural Heritage through 

Trails Development

Tara A. Inniss

Abstract
Many approaches to cultural heritage site management in the Caribbean tend to be 
very much ‘site focused’, centered upon a discrete building (such as a fortification 
house, museum or plantation building) or a group of buildings (such as the Historic 
Bridgetown and its Garrison UNESCO World Heritage Site). By their nature these 
sites tend to be representative of conceptions of traditional built or architectural herit-
age and perhaps not representative of the day-to-day elements of community heritage, 
or indeed is this site-centered approach appropriate for sites that have disappeared yet 
still retain a great importance for social memory (intangible/tangible sites, such as the 
Barbados Slave Route). This contribution argues that an effective approach is to knit 
sites together through user-friendly trails, a means of heritage interpretation that is 
cost-effective, flexible and audience centered.

Keywords: heritage routes, heritage trails, sustainable heritage, community heritage.

Introduction
Since the inscription of Historic Bridgetown and its Garrison as a World Heritage 
property in 2011, Barbados has witnessed growth in walking and bus tours by mostly 
Barbadian participants, not only in the World Heritage property, but also across the 
island. Like the popular bus excursions of yesteryear, traversing the landscape while 
experiencing heritage sites has become a popular past time for Barbadians and visitors. 
But more than that, audiences are seeking historical interpretation of their landscape, 
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Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 383-394.



384 PRE-COLONIAL AND POST-CONTACT ARCHAEOLOGY IN BARBADOS

often with the aim of understanding aspects of their national history that are not readi-
ly explained in formal contexts such as classrooms and museums. Certainly, at the Cave 
Hill Campus of The University of the West Indies (UWI), the Department of History 
and Philosophy has been hosting at least two bus tours per academic year since 2010 
for the benefit of its students in several courses. Students have had limited exposure 
to Barbadian history in schools due to a policy decision in the 1990s to transition to a 
social studies syllabus, which in most schools has no specific concentration on history 
until students reach secondary school. University lecturers have found that historical 
tours have become an important learning tool for delivering content and making it 
relevant to students, many of whom either report not knowing that many sites exist or 
that the narratives of enslavement, resistance and rebellion are new to them.

Tours are critical ways of engaging the Barbadian public in knowledge of its past 
and cultural roots. The development of cultural heritage routes is one way of creating 
unique heritage tourism products that cater to not only locals, but visitors as well. 
Moreover, the development of cultural heritage projects such as heritage routes or trails 
also has the potential to address past injustices as it seeks to create access points for 
their exploration of the past, including slavery and emancipation. Similarly, cultural 
heritage projects that become designated open spaces and trails provide access to the 
much-needed recreational space for Barbadians and visitors. After generations of being 
alienated from the landscape through successive political and economic policies restrict-
ing working class ownership and occupation of plantation lands, the identification and 
use of such routes or trails provides Barbadians with the ability to reclaim these spaces 
as their own in the post-Independence period (Barrow 1983; Downes 2002). Cultural 
heritage routes such as multi-purpose trails also provide access to recreational activities 
that can also help to reverse the modern-day scourge of chronic non-communicable 
diseases (CNCDs) by encouraging physical activity and healthy lifestyles.

The creation of heritage trails integrates several areas of social and economic pol-
icy in a small state such as Barbados with limited land and natural resources. The 
integration of cultural policy into land use policy in Barbados requires visionary 
approaches to using existing, but underutilized cultural resources, such as heritage 
buildings and sites to create areas that will bring life to the cultural sector, an often 
under-financed area of public sector policy. The economic benefits of investing in 
heritage development, and especially trails, have to be made explicit to both the pub-
lic and private sectors due to resource constraints. Using legislative incentive schemes 
such as the Cultural Industries Development Act (2015) and the Tourism Development 
Act (2002) may make it easier for cultural heritage projects to attract funding from 
private benefactors who are drawn to tax-friendly philanthropy and/ or organizations 
wishing to improve the tourism product.

However, it is crucial that the cultural heritage being leveraged is actually being 
protected in the first place. Built heritage and archaeological sites must be protected 
through robust antiquities and physical development policies, which are not current-
ly in place here. For example, the Preservation of Antiquities and Relics Bill (2011) 
was scuttled the same year it was introduced in Parliament. Although the legislation 
would have strengthened the preservation of monuments, sites and relics, certain in-
terest groups felt that it constituted an intrusion into private collections of ‘relics’ and 
questioned the authority of the agencies which would be responsible for its implemen-
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tation. Currently the Town and Country Planning Act (1985) protects listed buildings, 
but the penalties for damaging and/or destroying them are relatively insignificant so 
that buildings are often destroyed without planning permission. This legislation is cur-
rently being revised and will strengthen policies to protect such sites and buildings.

This chapter focuses on the development of cultural heritage trails in Barbados 
using two case studies: 1) The Barbados Slave Route; and 2) The Barbados Trailway 
Project. Both projects have been conceptualized to create heritage trails linking herit-
age sites along designated routes.

The Barbados Slave Route Project
The Barbados Slave Route project evolved from a 2003 Ministry of Tourism-led 
signage project to identify sites associated with the slave trade, slavery and emancipa-
tion in Barbados which built on the research carried out under a regional UNESCO/ 
World Tourism Organization (WTO) Cultural Slave Route Project which sought 
to identify sites throughout the region associated with the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
and enslavement of Africans. The project was also linked to the African Diaspora 
Heritage Trail (ADHT), which was first organized in Bermuda in 2002. In 2008, the 
Barbados Museum and Historical Society (BMHS) and the Ministry of Tourism in 
conjunction with the then Barbados Tourism Authority (BTA) erected the first phase 
of signage in both urban and rural Barbados, largely concentrated in Bridgetown and 
the parishes of Christ Church and St. George. The organizations also collaborated on 
developing a special pilot tour called ‘Freedom Footprints’ which was intended to be 
marketed to visiting Barbadians (now living abroad) and their families who visited 
in the summer season usually to participate in Crop Over. In preparation for the 
tour’s general roll out, several tour guides were professionally trained to World Tour 
Guiding Federation (WTGF) standards.

During the nascent delivery of the first pilot tours, largely to Barbadians in the first 
instance, both the Ministry of Tourism and the BMHS were struck by the success of 
the tours, and the appetite of Barbadians wishing to explore more of their own history 
(Inniss and Joliffe 2012). Unfortunately, due to budgetary constraints and logistical 
challenges, the ‘Freedom Footprints’ tour was never developed beyond its pilot phase, 
but some of the aspects of the tour, including the signage, has been incorporated into 
the development of several other tours by tour operators across the island. When 
the ADHT Conference was held in Barbados in 2012, components of the ‘Freedom 
Footprints’ Tour were delivered in the tour developed for delegates.

However, from a heritage conservation perspective the development of Barbados 
Slave Route project hinges on the research, documentation and protection of all 
sites associated with the slave trade, slavery and emancipation in the island, and 
does not just focus on interpretation and the delivery of tours. It is on this score that 
the Barbados Slave Route is the most vulnerable as neglect of tangible (built and 
archaeological) heritage and the erosion of the intangible heritage values linked to it, 
creating what is known as a ‘site of memory’ has often resulted in the removal of the 
cultural heritage of enslavement from the landscape. Without adequate research and 
documentation and legislative protections more valuable heritage resources will be 
lost to neglect and destruction.
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At a 2017 event for the official handover of the Synagogue Redevelopment Project 
to the Bridgetown Synagogue 1654 Management Company, the Minister of Culture, 
Sports and Youth Stephen Lashley, briefly discussed the potential of sites associated 
with the synagogue’s restoration, such as the Codd’s House monument as being an 
important site of memory in the emancipation story of Barbados’ majority African-
descended population. He said that the site, and sites like it, should be protected as a 
part of the country’s ‘freedom corridor’. Ironically, due to Government’s demolition of 
the original Codd’s House building, which last housed the Barbados Water Authority 
(BWA) in 1985, the site had to be re-marked during the redevelopment of the area 
with an attractive, but ‘unoriginal’ pavilion that provides some symbolic testimony to 
the building that once stood there. Juxtaposed with the 30-year project to restore and 
redevelopment one of the oldest synagogues in the Western Hemisphere resulting in 
what has been a tremendous commitment to the protection of the island’s Jewish and 
religious heritage, the marking of the country’s important freedom stories also signifies 
the country’s dismal record of ‘heritage lost’. Footsteps away from the project are other 
sites of memory associated with the slave trade and slavery, including the former site 
of the Royal African Company’s Barbados headquarters in White’s Alley and the now 
destroyed site of National Hero the Right Excellent Sarah Ann Gill’s house (Gill was a 
notable early nineteenth century Methodist emancipator) on the property of the James 
Street Methodist Church. Lost to either the ravages of time or even more sadly, the lack 
of protection for sites of memory, decay and neglect continually threaten the so-called 
‘freedom corridor’ making up part of the island’s Slave Route (see Scher 2013).

Although there has been a renewed interest in visiting these sites of memory on the 
island over the past 10 years, there has been limited and un-sustained effort to docu-
ment them and place into an inventory of Slave Route heritage sites for interpretation 
and visitation purposes. Frustrated with the lack of documentation of Slave Route sites 
of memory across the Caribbean, researchers have been compiling a comprehensive 
Guide to Slave Route Sites of Memory in the Caribbean (Inniss and Cummins forth-
coming). This project is part of an effort to ensure that the slave trade and slavery in 
the Caribbean assume their rightful place in the global heritage of humanity. It aims 
to demonstrate the often uncovered relationship of relationship of sites, usually valued 
on account of their architectural, artistic and aesthetic values, to slavery and the slave 
trade. The project will provide access to documentation and education resources for 
heritage practitioners, tourism planners and educators wishing to learn more about 
how the trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery shaped Caribbean landscapes and sea-
scapes. Practitioners and educators will be better placed to advocate for the protec-
tion and interpretation of this heritage to promote cultural identity and diversity in 
Caribbean states. The volume has amassed research on almost forty sites in Barbados 
inclusive of images and site descriptions.

Mapping the Barbados Slave Route: Newton Slave Burial 
Ground
One of the sites of memory that features prominently in the Barbados Slave Route is 
Newton Slave Burial Ground, an archaeological site, located at Newton Plantation 
(now an industrial estate) in Christ Church. The BMHS now owns and manages the 
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property, receiving groups of visitors from time to time at the site usually on bus tours. 
It was one of the sites included in the ‘Freedom Footprints’ tour and is thus, signposted 
as part of the Barbados Slave Route. Newton plantation is one of the best-document-
ed plantations in Barbados. Several prominent researches, including Jerome Handler, 
Hilary Beckles and Karl Watson have used the records to reconstruct the lives of en-
slaved Africans who lived and worked on the plantation (Beckles 1989; Handler and 
Lange 1999; Watson 2000). The records provide key insights into several little-known 
aspects of African life in Barbados during the slave period. When the archaeological site 
of the plantation’s burial grounds was excavated in the 1970s, other aspects of the lives 
of Africans at Newton were revealed including burial practices, health and nutrition 
and their material culture (Corruccini et al. 1989; Handler et al. 1986; Handler and 
Corruccini 1986; Jacobi et al. 1992).

Today, the Newton burial site is one of the only extant excavated communal burial 
grounds for enslaved Africans in a sugar plantation context in the region. The site’s 
accessibility and interpretative value are significant assets for the development of the 
Barbados Slave Route. The site has also been specially designated for its potential as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site and is currently on Barbados’ Tentative List nomina-
tion for ‘The Industrial Heritage of Barbados: The Story of Sugar and Rum’. Although 
there are several tourism attractions that speak to the experience of enslavement on the 
island, there are very few monuments or other sites that can viscerally reflect what it 
was like to live and die as an enslaved person on a plantation. Just as the churchyards 
of Historic Bridgetown command a certain reverence and quiet contemplation of lives 
passed, Newton Slave Burial Ground demands the same attention, even though it is 
just rolling pasture in a relict sugar landscape. The value of this site for both local and 
foreign visitors is testimony to the role Barbados can play in bringing attention to 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery. Moreover, the narratives collected from the 
Newton records also reveal the importance of resistance and freedom among the en-
slaved population at Newton. These are all valuable stories that need to be transmitted 
to future generations.

After the feedback from the ADHT Conference held in September 2012, in which 
visitors used the site for an impromptu libation ceremony honoring the ancestors, the 
BMHS has been working to develop the site sensitively as a place of quiet reflection 
and learning for visitors. During Department of History and Philosophy tours of the 
site, students, especially Barbadians, are so moved that they regularly acknowledge 
that they knew nothing of its existence prior to going on the tour. They often inquire 
when the site will be made available for the reception of visitors, as it is not currently 
in a state that demonstrates its value to Barbadians. The only road access to the site is 
through an industrial estate and it is not currently signposted for visitors other than a 
single sign located on site.

Barbadians and visitors desire access to open spaces so they can contemplate and 
reflect on the past. Newton Burial Ground provides a legacy for all of humanity to re-
member the nearly forgotten history of African enslavement. Furthermore, recreation 
space is at a premium in Barbados because of its plantation history whereupon almost 
the entire island was used for sugar cultivation (Downes 2002). Open spaces must be 
literally carved out of their plantation past after Barbadians have spent generations 
being alienated from it. The establishment of a so-called ‘freedom corridor’ must first 
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begin with policy that acknowledges that Barbadians are custodians of this legacy and 
they must be in constant remembrance of how our ancestors shaped the landscape 
without being equal partners in its ownership.

The documentation of Barbados’ Slave Route is only one step in reclaiming the 
heritage of enslavement and emancipation on Barbados’ landscape. The recovery of 
narratives that provide us with insight into the various activities from enslaved persons 
defending their freedom to building the wealth and prosperity of their enslavers has 
been a critical step in seeking to arrest the loss of the island’s slavery heritage to similar 
threats as identified previously. But it will take much more than an inventory of sites 
to provide interpretative value for the visitor, and especially for local Barbadians. The 
scale of investment needed to enhance, protect and interpret these sites starts with 
definitive policy through legislation such as the enactment of antiquities legislation and 
a well-defined policy for the conservation of listed buildings and sites.

Arguably, the entire island, and by extension, the region could and maybe should 
be marked as a site of memory for the holocaust of over 12 million enslaved Africans 
who were brought to the New World to work as chattel in a system that attempted 
to extinguish their culture and humanity. That is how monumental this memorial 
should be, but it is not likely to be supported as such given such little investment has 
already been set aside for it. We can, however, do our best to highlight these stories as 
they remain part of our landscape and create spaces for interpretation, education and 
reflection for Barbadians and visitors.

The Barbados Trailway Project
A consortium of private interests has developed the Barbados Trailway Project propos-
al, which seeks to convert Barbados’ old train line into a multi-use heritage trail. Rail to 
Trail Networks have been popular forms of adaptive reuse throughout North America 
and the United Kingdom where disused rail lines or railway reserves are adapted for 
use as bicycle or walking trails. Promoting healthy lifestyles as well as nature/heritage 
conservancy, rail lines and/or rail reserves are ideal pathways for walkers, runners and 
cyclists. They often offer well-defined paths with the appropriate gradient for comfort-
able access by pedestrians and cyclists. Given the popularity of the Richard Haynes 
Boardwalk on the South Coast as a recreational space for pedestrians and runners, this 
project would convert the old Barbados Railway reserve in two phase from (1) Bulkeley 
Sugar Factory, St. George to Consett Bay, St. John and (2) from Carrington Sugar 
Factory to Sam Lord’s Castle, St. Philip into an accessible multi-use heritage trail for 
cyclists, pedestrians and runners.

Water, shelter and rest-stops/picnic areas would be established along the route, and 
historical interpretative signage would be posted along the railway trail and particu-
larly at the old railway stations (Bridgetown; Rouen; Constant; Bulkeley; Windsor; 
Carrington; Sunbury; Bushy Park; The Crane; Three Houses; The Crane; Bath; 
Bathsheba; Atlantis and Belleplaine). Interpretative signage will be used to highlight 
elements of the island’s heritage including: Amerindian settlement (Three Houses ar-
chaeological site); industrial sugar production; slave trade and slavery; technological 
innovation; transport history; rural settlement patterns and village development; natu-
ral and environmental features.
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Although receiving Town and Country Planning Permission in 2015, the project 
has been delayed by the lack of funding in the current fiscal climate. Nonetheless, the 
project has been met with support from several governmental and non-governmental 
sectors. The project’s objectives cut across several policy programs and fits squarely 
within the Government’s stated policies for sustainable development, including the 
Green Economy and sustainable tourism, while also promoting health and wellness. 
The project has been included in both the Tourism Master Plan for Barbados and the 
Barbados Physical Development Plan (PDP).

The historical background of the Barbados Railway
When Britain was experiencing the technological and infrastructural development of 
railways in the nineteenth century, its premier Caribbean colony, Barbados, also dis-
cussed the construction of a railway in the island. As early as 1845, speculators were 
costing the project. However, it was not until 1873 that such a scheme was considered 
seriously and by 1881 the railway line connecting Bridgetown to Carrington was of-
ficially opened (with an extension to Belleplaine in 1883). After almost 60 years of 
disrupted service due to financing, repair and ongoing construction, the railway was 
closed leaving behind a remarkable heritage of technological and infrastructural inno-
vation in the island.

In 1934, passenger traffic using the railway ceased and in 1937 all traffic, includ-
ing freighting ceased. In the same year, a Disposal Board was established to sell the 
Railway’s assets and in 1938, contractors began to remove the track, and all of the other 
equipment was sold locally (Horsford 2001). The only visible reminder of the railway 
is the earthworks of the track-bed that remain Crown-controlled property and a few 
tangible landmarks along the East Coast where the abutments and some corroded 
railway ironworks remain. Since its closure in the late 1930s, the train line has been 
adapted for re-use for several low-impact functions: roadway; footpath; watercourse; 
driveway; utilities conduit and cart-road.

The Barbados Railway continues to fascinate both visitors and locals alike with 
several publications and references in local lore (Foster 2009). The Atlantis Hotel on 
Barbados’ east coast in Tent Bay, for example, has paid homage to its historic railway 
connections and other places recognize their association with the railway (for exam-
ple, the National Conservation Commission Bathsheba Facility and place names in 
Bridgetown, St. George and St. Philip; Marshall 2016). Currently, the trail is used at 
least once a year, in February, in the Barbados National Trust’s annual Colin Hudson 
Great Train Hike. It is under-utilized, particularly for its tourism and recreational value.

The Barbados Trailway Project and Sustainable Tourism
Like the Barbados Slave Route, the Barbados Trailway Project leverages Barbados’ her-
itage resources, including archaeological sites, industrial heritage and sites of memory 
for the slave trade and slavery, for the development of a sustainable heritage tourism 
product. Several benefits have been identified for the project, which have been similar-
ly outlined for rail to trail projects in North America and Europe, potentially placing 
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Barbados on the cutting edge of recreational development for tourism purposes. One 
economic study of rail to trail development in the US makes the connection:

‘Part of sustainable tourism’s philosophy is to use tourism as a tool for regional and 
rural development, and for the conservation of human and natural heritage. It 
also proposes to cut the fuel burn involved in the tourism transaction by encour-
aging walking, cycling, rail and other fuel sparing holiday modes’ (Lane 1999).

Since this is a new tourism product developing part of Barbados’ industrial heritage for 
recreational use, quite a bit of research was invested in the project to convince tourism 
and land use planners about the project’s efficacy and its positive impacts on Barbados’ 
tourism, which is the island’s main economic earner. Given the island’s relatively high 
population and traffic densities, a dedicated cycle route/ multi-use trail along an exist-
ing transport reserve could be a boon to the diversification of Barbados’ tourism prod-
uct. Cycle tourists, in particular, seek, casual, healthy, recreational activities, of which, 
cycling and walking are the two most accessible forms. However, perceived fear of 
traffic is a major deterrent to recreational cycling. This barrier has been overcome where 
destinations have provided trails and networks, which are traffic free or traffic calmed. 
Monitoring exercises record high levels of use, which supports the argument that there 
is latent demand. In Les Lumsdon’s exploration of cycle tourism as a model for sustain-
able development (2000), he outlines various principles of sustainable development, 
which map well with the features of the Barbados Trailway Project (see Table 19.1).

A sustainable development approach has been taken with the project, which will 
accrue benefits for both locals and visitors, particularly those residing in rural com-
munities with no direct access to the tourism market. The ‘greening’ potential of the 
project with low-impact civil works, landscaping and use of sustainable energy and 
products will also promote environmental sustainability in the island. It is a sustainable 
community-driven recreation/ tourism product developed within the framework of 
the ‘Green Economy’ (University of the West Indies and the Government of Barbados, 
2012). Moreover, Barbados has been actively seeking to diversify its tourism product 
to attract new and repeat visitors. In a competitive tourism environment, prospective 
visitors seek value and meaningful experiences during their visit. The project will create 
a new heritage attraction that will benefit both locals and visitors by offering a safe and 
accessible green space and heritage trail while promoting physical activity and wellness. 
It is also envisaged that this trail will help to develop sports tourism with the promo-
tion of national, regional and international sports events such as marathons and races; 
walking tours; as well as cycling races.

Other railway tourism projects in the region, including the Scenic Railway in St. 
Kitts and Nevis, have sought to restore the traditional use of the railway for scenic tours 
in adapted railway cars. Since the sale of the original cars and the removal of the railway 
sleepers and rails from the route over time, as well as the loss of a significant portion 
of the route on the east coast due to erosion, a similar project in Barbados using the 
exact route would not be feasible. St Nicholas Abbey (St Peter) has developed a railway 
attraction with the recent opening of its heritage railway in 2018 on plantation lands, 
but it does not correspond to the original route of the Barbados railway. It should be 
noted also that the St. Kitts and Nevis Scenic Railway is also only operational during 
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the peak winter season. A similar railway reconstruction project has also been under-
taken in Cuba. The only other similar rail to trail project that could be identified is 
the mountain biking trail in Bermuda, which uses an unpaved path along the route 
of their disused trainline. There is a paved bike trail in the US Virgin Islands, but it is 
not along a historic railway route. The Barbados Trailway would provide year-round 
recreational access for both visitors and locals with minimal cost while considerably 
expanding much needed public green space in the island, and creating a significant 
public amenity. Adequate shelter facilities with picnic areas (including picnic benches, 
bench seating and garbage bins) and landscaping will be located along the route with 
likely placement at historic train stops.

The preservation of the cultural and natural heritage of the rail-trail system also 
complements other initiatives to promote the island’s unique heritage and to provide 
accessible green spaces for recreational activities. Moreover, the potential to provide 
a rural-urban gateway to the recently inscribed UNESCO World Heritage (WH) 
property Historic Bridgetown and its Garrison via a natural corridor connecting the 
East and West coasts will help to highlight the cultural values of other tentative WH 
sites, including The Industrial Heritage of Barbados: The Story of Sugar and Rum 
and The Scotland District of Barbados. The project also allows for the creation of a 
sustainable tourism attraction for both locals and visitors to enjoy. It can be utilized 
to attract our growing Sports Tourism and Wellness Market, while also providing 
opportunities for young entrepreneurs to utilize the trail a means to develop prod-
ucts and services such as bicycle rentals and vending. The project will thus provide 
economic opportunities in rural areas for vendors; guides; cycle tour operators; bike 
rental facilities and other concessions. For example, Consett Bay could realize an 
increase in visitors looking to purchase snacks and beverages or buy souvenirs while 
waiting to return bicycles or awaiting collection by their tour bus, creating con-
cession opportunities for local entrepreneurs. The project would also promote the 
adaptive re-use of disused sugar industry infrastructure by re-purposing Bulkeley and 
Carrington Factories as trailheads and converting some of the disused outbuildings 
into infrastructure to support concessions.

Principle of sustainable development Barbados Trailway

Re-used of existing resources Re-uses railway reserve and existing tourism and conservation 
infrastructure

Reduction of consumption, of waste and 
finite resources

Reduction of energy intensive car trips; cycle trips replace car 
outings or reduce distance travelled; potential for intermodality 
with public transport and future cycle networks

Maximizing local economic impacts Cycle tourists spend locally and use local tour companies

Minimizing local community impacts Project will help support local property owners and entrepreneurs 
using a reserve that is controlled for local/visitor use

Promotion of diversity Natural and cultural heritage attraction that will interpret and 
provide public education about conservation, sustainability and 
history

Monitoring and management Government-led initiative vested in an appropriate management 
authority for technical monitoring for example surveys, community 
feedback and maintenance

Table 19.1. Principles of sustainable development and the Barbados Trailway (Adapted from 
Lumsdon 2000: 361‑377).
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Overseas, access to recreational trails has been seen to increase property values in com-
munities and developments located near trails. Existing communities and future residential 
developments, such as proposed at Bushy Park and Vineyard will also benefit from the 
nearby public amenity by providing direct access to an ‘inland boardwalk’ for local com-
munities. Existing and new Tourism Property Developments will also benefit from their 
proximity to the trail (such as Sam Lord’s Castle, the Crane Hotel and Atlantis Hotel).

Heritage and Health
The provision of recreational space in Barbados is often costly due to land acquisition 
and the rural districts are often neglected in development planning for this purpose. 
This project seeks to provide access to all Barbadians regardless of age, gender or physical 
ability (including persons with disabilities) using existing Crown-controlled land. After 
several fatal cycling and pedestrian accidents along the island’s main roads/ highways, 
the Barbados Trailway would be a safe and welcome alternative that would provide 
year-round enjoyment for runners, walkers and cyclists of varying skill levels. With the 
increase in the incidence of Chronic Non-Communicable Diseases (CNCDs) amongst 
Barbadians, this project will provide Barbadians and visitors with opportunities to 
walk, run and cycle to improve their cardio-vascular health and promote overall health 
and well-being.

A 2015 Health of the Nation Report suggests that Barbadian men and women 
are facing a terrible epidemic of CNCDs, including diabetes (1 out of 5 Barbadians 
is diabetic), hypertension (1 out 3 Barbadians is hypertensive) and obesity (2 out of 3 
Barbadians are overweight). Increased physical activity can reduce the risk of several dis-
eases including, type-II diabetes, hypertension, stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, and breast 
and colon cancer. Physical activity rates among Barbadian men and women are abys-
mally low. Only 40 percent of men report their engagement in moderate-intense physi-
cal activity, while only 10 percent of women report the same. Interestingly, walking was 
reported as the number one physical activity among both men and women (University 
of the West Indies Chronic Disease Research Center and Ministry of Health, 2015). 
The US-based Center for Disease Control has developed a Guide to Increase Physical 
Activity in the Community, which public health planners in Barbados have been using 
to review how the built environment could be enhanced to promote community-based 
physical activity. The Barbados Trailway, with its emphasis on cycling and walking fits 
neatly within the strategies suggested in the guide to increase physical activity.

An innovative project, the Barbados Trailway cuts across several key areas for the 
promotion of Barbados’ sustainable development whether it is agriculture, transport, 
tourism or health and wellness. Like most heritage projects in the island, the major 
obstacle is funding. However, it is hoped that with the new incentives offered through 
the Cultural Industries Development Act (2015) that more benefactors will be forth-
coming with their support for the development of the island’s cultural heritage.

Conclusion
The Barbados Slave Route and the Barbados Trailway Project are two examples of how 
trails development in Barbados can stimulate local appreciation for the island’s heritage 
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while also providing access to open spaces for recreational purposes. There is potential 
for the development of other trails in Barbados on a variety of themes, including trails 
that highlight the island’s natural heritage. However, sites will only retain visitors’ inter-
ests if there is something to see and do. Trail development will be hampered if heritage 
buildings and sites are not protected by and enforced with legislation. Policy makers and 
planners should be taking advantage of renewed popular interest in the island’s history 
and heritage with the commitment of resources for the development of heritage trails.
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Where are the Shipwrecks? 
Recent Directions in Maritime 

Archaeology and Heritage in 
Barbados

Niall Finneran

Abstract
Maritime heritage in the Caribbean tends to be focused upon shipwreck exploration, 
although the wider concept of maritime archaeology can be applied to the study of 
landward installations such as ports and shipyards, intertidal archaeology, nautical 
archaeology (the archaeology of boats), archaeology of food procurement strategies 
(fishing; whaling; saltings) as well as intangible heritage associated with folk belief 
pertaining to the sea. This contribution addresses the issue of the lack of shipwreck 
archaeology in Barbados and seeks to frame a narrative for maritime heritage and its 
management on the island seen within a wider Caribbean context.

Keywords: maritime heritage, maritime archaeology, underwater archaeology, nautical 
archaeology.

Introduction
Popular conceptions of Caribbean maritime archaeology tend to focus (in personal 
experience, at least) upon underwater archaeology generally, and Spanish treasure ships 
specifically (Bass 1985). The recent discovery, for example, of the San Jose off the coast 
of Colombia represents a prime example of this genre (Drye 2015). In the public 
mind-set, perhaps influenced by the Pirates of the Caribbean film series (and the atten-
dant perception of the Caribbean as some lawless frontier zone filled with desperadoes; 
Mackie 2005; Sullivan 2002), the Caribbean is seen first and foremost a graveyard of 
galleons, each with lurid back-stories, holds full of cannon and loot to be plundered. 
The wreck paradigm dominates the field of study.

in: De Waal, M.S., Finneran, N., Reilly, M.C., Armstrong, D.V. and Farmer, K. (eds) 2019: Pre-Colonial and Post-
Contact Archaeology in Barbados. Past, Present, and Future Research Directions, Sidestone Press (Leiden), pp. 395-411.
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This contribution aims to demonstrate just how narrow this conception is, for 
arguably Barbados has seen little focused underwater archaeological research in 
comparison with other Caribbean islands, such as the Caymans to name just one 
example (Smith 2000). Maritime archaeology is more than underwater archaeology. 
Underwater archaeology, as the names suggests, is archaeology conducted beneath 
the sea and with similar recording, survey and excavation techniques as land-based 
archaeology, although considerably modified and in many cases is a more expensive 
and time-consuming practice. Nautical archaeology focuses primarily upon the anal-
ysis of the ship as an artifact. Maritime archaeology also encompasses the develop-
ment of specific forms of heritage management and policy as well (Leshikar-Denton 
2002). It is a diverse field of study and one that can inform greatly our understanding 
of human socio-economic and cultural development over the millennia (Bass 2013). 
In the Caribbean, a region dominated by sea and islands, the discipline acquires 
further significance.

This chapter will shift the analysis from the emphasis upon the underwater 
artifact, and the problematics of treasure and plunder (and it is worth reminding 
ourselves that until recently this was not a problem outside the remit of so-called 
academic and professional archaeology and heritage structures, Johnson 1993) to 
a more nuanced approach to understanding the archaeology of human interaction 
with the sea and its resources on the island of Barbados over the long-term. This 
would certainly demand an analysis of the underwater shipwreck as an archaeological 
site with its own problems of investigation, protection and management if such sites 
had actually been investigated in Barbados, but without this category of evidence 
other related themes need to be explored.

These themes would include maritime history, ethnography, shipbuilding, harbors, 
ports, fishing (and, as we shall see on Barbados this includes whaling) and also intangi-
ble heritage related to human perception of the sea around Barbados. After considering 
the broad geographical and ecological context of the study, we look at the wider frame-
work of maritime archaeological study and maritime heritage policy in the Caribbean, 
consider recent research foci on Barbadian maritime archaeology and heritage (broadly 
constructed) and finally look at potential research directions for the future. Before we 
tackle this, a brief geographical context of the historic relationship between land and 
sea in Barbados is required.

Barbados land and sea
It would be an obvious and perhaps glaring statement to suggest that as an island the 
sea has been an important historical factor in human settlement on Barbados, as else-
where in the Caribbean (Watters 1998). Human-sea interaction is an important feature 
in human cultural history. On an island such as Barbados, the sea provides important 
economic resources, such as fish (Welch 2005) or indeed whales (Finneran 2016a). 
It has historically provided a means, in the days before aircraft, of travel within and 
beyond the immediate region. In more recent years, after the collapse of the industrial 
sugar economy, Barbados has become first and foremost a leisure tourist destination, 
its fortunes tied to sea, sun and sand (Schuhmann et al. 2016).
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The sea, however, has more than a material, tangible meaning to the inhabitants of 
Barbados. The sea is the back drop to people’s lives; it accretes meanings, myths and 
symbols (Finneran 2016b). The seashore, for example, is the liminal meeting point of 
land and sea; here is the stage of human socialization, learning and interaction (Stoffle 
and Stoffle 2007). In Barbados, as in many maritime communities worldwide, there 
are a whole set of unspoken and intangible meanings wrapped up in the seascape 
(McNiven 2003). This more numinous – and therefore hermeneutic – approach is also 
an important component of current maritime archaeological praxis (cf. Ransley 2013).

The total coastline of Barbados measures overall a little under 100 kilometers 
(60 miles); in comparison, the values for its near neighbors are: 362 kilometers 
(224 miles) for Trinidad and Tobago taken together, and for St Lucia 158 kilometers 
(98 miles) (CIA 2015; Figure 20.1; also, De Waal this volume chapter one). It is not 
a highly indented coastline. Barbados is effectively a tear-dropped-shaped island; the 
windward east coast, more rugged in character and with no natural anchorage, faces 
the Atlantic swells and north-easterly trade winds. The west faces the Caribbean, and 
the waters are much calmer on this leeward coast. Much of the littoral from the south 
coast to as far as Half Moon in St Peters is flat, and it is only towards the north-western 
corner that cliffs begin to rise. Most of the southern coast is calm from Bridgetown to 
Oistins, but eastwards after South Point and Chancery Lane, a more Atlantic regime 
predominates towards Long Bay and Kitridge Point/the Crane.

The predominant ocean current regime is from east to west, i.e. from the Atlantic to 
the Caribbean and the tidal range is only c. 1 meter (3 feet); taken with wind direction 
(i.e. mainly from the north-east except during the hurricane season of July-November), 
this has implications for the handling of traditional sailing watercraft in these waters 

Figure 20.1. The seascape 
of Barbados.
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(Randall 1970). There are no safe anchorages on the east coast, and being caught on 
this shore mean certain danger given the prevailing winds. Sailing towards the main 
Windward group of islands allowed for an easy run or beam reach; the return journey, 
beating against wind and current, would have been far more difficult (this may have 
been one factor in explaining why Barbados was never successfully attacked by a naval 
force from the west; see National Geospatial Intelligence Agency 2004: 139-158).

Geologically speaking, Barbados is a Pleistocene carbonate sedimentary island de-
rived from reefs (‘coral cap’), contrasting with the volcanic islands of the southern 
Windwards such as Grenada, St Vincent and St Lucia (Humphrey 2004). Coral (fring-
ing) reefs extend from the western, leeward coast of the island as far as c. 300 meters 
(328 yards) from the shore. In the early twentieth century the predominant form of 
coral on these reefs was Acropora palmate; this was gradually replaced by Porites porites, 
and then after Hurricane Allen in 1980 by Agarica agaricites (Lewis 1984). Coral has 
historically been utilized as a building material and also for making artifacts. A discon-
tinuous barrier reef is found off the south coast, and off the west coast separated by a 
stretch of inshore water (‘lagoon’).

These basic geomorphological coastal factors have implications for human-sea inter-
action. From the perspective of tourism and leisure use, the calmer west coast is favored 
for water sports and recreational diving. Artificial wreck diving sites include the Pamir 
off Speightstown, and the Lord Combermere and Carlisle Bay wrecks of Bridgetown, 
but these cannot be described as archaeological sites in the strictest sense. Recreational 
divers have reported historical artifacts on the sea bed within Carlisle Bay, but this area 
clearly requires proper archaeological survey (Boyd 2015). Large marina complexes at 
Heywoods/Port St Charles and Port Ferdinand have created artificial harbors (and as 
we have seen elsewhere, at some cost to the coastal archaeological heritage).

Here along the west coast are still found traditional fishing and boat build-
ing centers: Six Men’s and Speightstown in St Peters; Paynes Bay in St James and 
Bridgetown, with its historic port and careenage. Eastwards, on the south coast, Oistins 
remains an important fishing and boatbuilding center. The famous Friday night Fish 
Fry here evidences the on-going importance of fishing as a social and economic activity 
in Barbados. These coastal zones have important historical resonance and have a sig-
nificant time depth for human occupation; Peter Drewett’s excavations at the site of 
Port St Charles in St Peter suggest evidence for marine resource exploitation as early as 
2000 BC (Drewett 1993). On an island this would make sense.

In addition, numerous small rivers and streams drain from the hinterland towards 
the sea, and these features also provide foci for human settlement. At Speightstown a 
salt pond fed by a rivulet marks the change in regime between riverine and maritime 
waters. Here recent survey work by the author has identified Suazoid pottery fragments 
round the edges of this feature, confirming, as Drewett’s survey work has demonstrat-
ed, the affinity of pre-contact sites with coastal locations and river valleys (Drewett 
and Oliver 1997: figure 7; 45). Holetown is built around a similar feature, ‘the Hole’. 
At Bridgetown, the Constitution River is culverted and channeled in its lower reaches 
to form the careenage, an area that formed the historic waterfront of the town and 
contributed greatly to the development of intra and inter-regional maritime trade in 
the historic period (Gragg 1991). For this is where Pere Labat, visiting in 1700, could 
exclaim that ‘the largest trade in the New World is carried on here’ (Connell 1957). Now 
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in quieter times pleasure craft berth here, but historically this is where ships could be 
taken out of the water and rolled over to expose the base of their hulls for repair or 
maintenance, a process known as careening.

There are fewer streams on the east coast (for example, Bruce Vale River, Joes River 
and Long Pond River), and these are mainly found in the north-east (Humphrey 
2004). At Green Pond and Long Pond in St Andrew, however, are found the remains 
of a coastal wetland. On the south coast similar (although not as extensive) swamp-
lands are found at Chancery Lane and Graeme Hall. The latter is now a managed 
nature sanctuary and one of the last remaining mangrove swamps containing both 
red and white mangrove. These wetland landscapes, a liminal point between land and 
sea, would have offered their own scope for economic exploitation, as is evidenced at 
the Saladoid site at Chancery Lane on the south coast (Drewett and Oliver 1997). 
During the colonial period settlers used these swamps as fowling grounds, seeking to 
recreate the sporting landscapes of England. These are fragile ecozones with important 
natural as well as cultural heritage significance (Bacon 1987; Charlemagne et al. 2006; 
De Waal this volume, chapter one; Parker and Oxenford nd). Wetland archaeology is 
not often thought to be a discipline applicable to the Caribbean but maybe it should 
become a focus for the twenty-first century.

Maritime archaeology and heritage: some Caribbean 
research trajectories
Two recent publications (Luna-Erreguerena and Leshikar-Denton 2008; Leshikar-
Denton 2011) have broadly highlighted recent developments and research directions 
in underwater and maritime/nautical archaeology in the Caribbean. Firstly, within 
the realms of wider policy frameworks, it is important to note that Barbados rati-
fied the 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural 
Heritage in October 2009 and the Convention came into force in January 2009. The 
Convention greatly amplifies themes laid out in articles 149 and 303 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). In broad terms the Convention 
identifies four key principles: (1) the obligation of states parties to preserve underwater 
cultural heritage ‘according to their capabilities’; (2) it identifies in situ preservation 
as being the first option (again a pragmatic rather than idealistic statement); (3) the 
underwater heritage should not be commercially exploited and (4) the promotion of 
training, good practice and public awareness (UNESCO 2016).

International policy can only be effective, however, when integrated with local 
heritage legislation. Barbados, as with a number of other Caribbean states, is seek-
ing to develop an antiquities bill to frame a policy on heritage management (Inniss 
this volume) and this would also encompass underwater heritage. The Coastal Zone 
Management Unit is seeking to work alongside the Barbados Museum to help devel-
op effective wreck protection as well (Leshikar-Denton 2011). In addition, extending 
existing historic wreck legislation is another means of protection (Leshikar-Denton 
2006). To use the Cayman Islands as an example, shipwrecks abandoned on the sea bed 
for over fifty years are claimed by the Government under the terms of the Abandoned 
Wrecks Act (1966; 1997). This legal framework however was designed to ensure that the 
Government received a cut from any salvage work undertaken on the wrecks (as op-
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posed to having a purely heritage protection angle such as the English 1973 Protection 
of Wrecks Act; note that war graves come under a separate remit). The Cayman Islands 
Government is now re-working this law to reflect recent UNESCO policy.

Away from the area of heritage management, maritime archaeology in the Caribbean 
focuses upon a diverse range of sites and subject material. Maritime studies have an 
important role to play in modeling pre-Columbian dispersal patterns through the re-
gion (Callaghan 1992), and Scott Fitzpatrick’s recent overview (2013) showcase new 
approaches to the ship building and ship handling capabilities of the pre-Columbian 
peoples of the Caribbean. In the colonial period, we begin to see greater possibilities 
for shipwreck study. The Trouvadore, for example, was an illicit slave trader wrecked 
off the Turks and Caicos islands in 1841 and its archaeological investigation has proved 
to have important resonance to the present population of those islands (Sadler 2008). 
Investigation of port installations, such as the famous example of the submerged Port 
Royal Jamaica, evidence the wide scope of Caribbean maritime archaeology (Hamilton 
2006), as do the study of pathologies of early nineteenth century Royal Navy sailors 
in Antigua (Swanston et al. 2015) and the ethnoarchaeology of traditional water craft, 
such as the ‘Lighters’ of Nevis (Meniketti 2012, a subject to which we return later).

Maritime archaeology in Barbados: an overview
The primacy of maritime economic resources such as fish and shellfish in pre-Columbi-
an contexts on the island, along with the use of wells to manage fresh water sources on 
coastal sites is discussed at length elsewhere in this collection (De Waal chapter 1 this 
volume) and this material does not need to be repeated here. Suffice it so say though 
that the picture of pre-Columbian maritime resource exploitation mirrors wider trends 
in the greater Caribbean region as a whole (Fitzpatrick et al. 2008). The location of 
pre-Columbian sites along the coastlines and long river valleys is a phenomenon noted, 
as mentioned above, by Drewett in his survey, and this patterning of coastal exploita-
tion is not likely to be the result of survey bias.

In addition, the nautical archaeology of these settlers is also poorly understood; as 
Barbados was uninhabited at the time of first European contact we have no first-hand 
ethnographic accounts of indigenous water craft. In any case, such early artifacts are 
rarely found in Caribbean contexts, as Fitzpatrick (2013: 109 notes); the dugout ca-
noes from Los Buchillones in Cuba and the blue hole on San Andros Island, Bahamas, 
are derived from waterlogged contexts. Such preservation is unlikely in Barbados. The 
sewn log canoe on display at the Bequia Boat Museum represents the closest find of a 
pre-Columbian water craft to Barbados, but the context of its discovery and its date 
remains unclear. In summary, a maritime archaeology of the pre-Columbian period on 
Barbados is evidenced in the main by economic resources drawn from coastal sites such 
as Heywoods, Silver Sands, Chancery Lane and Hillcrest, and little else.

 From the colonial period we can begin to talk about a more diverse picture of 
the archaeology of maritime Barbados. Let us start with the very obvious artifact: the 
shipwreck. In comparison with other Caribbean islands, historic shipwrecks have not 
been investigated in the waters around Barbados. This does not mean that historic 
shipwrecks are absent from these waters, merely that they have not been fully iden-
tified. One of the most exhaustive lists of shipwreck sites (and one with a somewhat 



401fINNERAN

sensationalist title too; Sandz and Marx 2001: 154-156) records a number of historic 
shipwrecks in the waters off Barbados, ranging from traders to warships to slavers. It is 
important to realize though that these entries do not actually record shipwreck sites but 
cite historical records (such as contemporary newspaper accounts or Lloyds of London 
listings) and as such record historical events rather than archaeological sites themselves. 
It is perhaps pertinent to note here in this connection, that in common with contem-
porary maritime cultures in England, the figure of the wrecker, pirate or smuggler, a 
generic anti-establishment individual, was becoming common currency. In Barbados, 
the profile of Sam Lord fits into this continuum and his deeds very much form part of 
the narrative of Barbadian maritime history.

Nautical archaeology is more than about shipwrecks, as a discipline it looks broadly 
at the archaeology of boats in general. Maritime ethnography plays an important role 
in this practice. In the late 1960s an American teacher by the name of Douglas Pyle 
sailed through the Caribbean studying the building techniques of some of the last 
traditional wooden boat builders of the Caribbean (Pyle 1988). The present author 
has made the point elsewhere (Finneran 2016a) that without realizing it Pyle was in 
fact undertaking a very valuable exercise in maritime ethnography. His detailed study 
of working techniques, use of materials and design of inshore craft as well as larger 
vessels (sloops or schooners) used for longer-distance inter-island trade has proven to 
be a wonderful resource for nautical archaeologists. His line drawings and photographs 
in particular being a wonderful record of a technology now long disappeared. Rapid 
fiber glass builds take the place of these wooden vessels. Outboard motors displace 
idiosyncratic rigs designed to optimize very specialized island conditions. Worse, the 
knowledge of building these boats as well as the actual vessels themselves has also large-
ly disappeared, and it is not beyond hyperbole to suggest that some of these building 
techniques could fossilize colonial Georgian shipbuilding techniques.

Pyle devotes a chapter to Barbados (1988: 184-190), in particular in his quest to 
discover the legacy of the Speightstown Schooner. This type of vessel belongs with-
in the continuum of the Caribbean sloop design, i.e. designed to carry passengers 
and cargo over longer distances. Undoubtedly some of this ship building technology 
transferred to Barbados through wider cultural contacts, as well as meeting indigenous 
surviving ship building technologies. Schooners from Nova Scotia, for example, were 
registered at Bridgetown in the early 1930s, possibly as a consequence of running rum 
to the USA during Prohibition. Locally-built boats included the ‘flying fish’ boat (Pyle 
1988: 187-188) as well as the Speightstown Schooner, and the latter had long since 
disappeared when Pyle visited the island in the 1970s.

Historically the Schooner was used to run passengers and cargo down to Bridgetown 
from Speightstown (a resurrection of this historic sea route has long been mooted as 
a means of reducing traffic congestion). Certainly, in an era before metaled roads it 
would have been quicker to travel between the two towns by schooner (given favorable 
wind). Pyle estimates that the distance of 10 nautical miles (18.5 kilometers) could 
have been covered in 45 minutes at an average speed of 12/13 knots. This is quite a 
reasonable estimate given the prevailing trade winds would have allowed for sailing on 
an efficient beam reach at least as far as the former Pelican Island, off Fontabelle (where 
the port now stands) until having beat to up into the careenage.
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Pyle’s analysis suggested, having talked extensively with a local shipbuilder, that 
once there had been a great deal of shipbuilding knowledge on Barbados, but that over 
time, given the paucity of good wood available, it became cheaper to import boats from 
elsewhere. As such the local wooden boat building industry that produced the highly 
capable and impressive schooner design, with its high rig and iron ballast false keel, 
and thus built for real speed – died out. Only on the Grenadine islands of Carriacou 
and Bequia did these traditions survive longer. The memory though of the inter-island 
schooner trade has recently been made tangible though through the efforts of a joint 
Canadian-Barbadian initiative. The recently launched (2014) steel Schooner Ruth, 
built on Browne’s Beach by the Barbados Yacht Club, Carlisle Bay, is in fact based 
upon the design of a Canadian Grand Banks Schooner of the 1920s. Designed to act as 
a sail training ship, she has a much smaller length-to-beam ratio than the Speightstown 
schooner (and is longer overall at 30.48 meters/100 foot). Her rig is slightly different 
too, lacking a bowsprit and spritsail, she has different handling characteristics than the 
Speightstown Schooner (http://www.schoonerruth.com/about).

Maritime archaeology also deals with industrial and economic resource exploitation 
as well as boats themselves. The area around the Careenage in Bridgetown offers scope 
for extensive recording of historic buildings and installations associated with maritime 
trade, which from an early time in the colonial period made Bridgetown very wealthy 
(Gragg 1991). Similarly fragments of Oistins’ traditional maritime industries may still 
be visible and suitable for archaeological recording and possible preservation (although 
given that this is a working harbor, economic demands may outweigh this need). It is 
on the north-west coast at Speightstown, where the present author has been working 
since 2010, that an extensive program of maritime archaeology has been enacted. The 
philosophy, aims and findings of this project are described elsewhere in this volume 
(Finneran, Gray and Lichtenstein this volume; also, Finneran 2012; 2013). Little has 
been said about the maritime archaeology program at Speightstown, however, and 
these facets are discussed here. Firstly, it is important to note that Speightstown was 
an historic entrepôt, in the mid-seventeenth century arguably a rival to Bridgetown 
and a thriving small cosmopolitan port in its own right (the presence of a significant 
mercantile Jewish population is discussed elsewhere). The wealth of this town was built 
on access to the sea, over shorter and longer distances (hence the nick-name Little 
Bristol). So important was the sea that a series of fortification developed along this 
coast to protect the main settlements.

Evidence for maritime trade can paradoxically be found within the fabric of the 
buildings of Speightstown. For example, brickwork visible in the coral walling on the 
lower floor of the Arlington House Museum probably came over to Barbados as ships’ 
ballast (Figure 20.2). It is interesting to construct the artifact biography here; the bricks 
originated in a post-medieval building perhaps in Bristol; the building was likely de-
molished and the bricks used to ballast a ‘light’ ship for its transatlantic journey to the 
Caribbean from the English west country. The ballast was unloaded at Speightstown 
and then sugar was placed in its holds, and then the brick was taken away and incorpo-
rated into this wealthy mercantile house as both a structural addition and perhaps also 
as a statement of wealth (cf. Becker 1977).

Although archaeological research at Speightstown over the last ten years has fo-
cused upon recording historic mercantile houses and also coastal sites, a program of 
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underwater survey took place in 2012 with six archaeologists undertaking small-scale 
survey and recording of features on the sea bed just off the beach at Speightstown 
(Figure 20.3). This work enabled us to locate the piers of several of the older jetties 
visible in earlier photographs in the Arlington House Museum (Figure 20.4). To 
some extent the methodology had to adapt to available equipment, and this was very 
much an ad-hoc approach. In 2011 an east-west running datum line was fixed to the 
sea bed and its position marked on the surface by a diving buoy; in turn this was 
located using a DGPS by a small team in a boat on the surface. In this way a rough 
survey grid was constructed.

In 2012 rudimentary survey and underwater photography began to record three 
centuries of artifact deposition here, and demonstrated the potential for further work. 
Material identified included bottles, ceramics, and what appeared to be a segment of 
railway line and remains of a crane structure. Studying old photographs, it was deter-
mined that this was probably the remains of one of the whaling jetties; we might hy-
pothesize that unlike in Bequia in the St Vincent Grenadines, where whale boats were 
launched from shore, the Speightstown whaling industry relied on open boats dropped 

Figure 20.2. Former 
ballast incorporated 
into the building 
fabric at Arlington 
House Museum, 
Speightstown (Niall 
Finneran).
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from davits (a davit or small crane is clearly visible on the now-disappeared southern 
(right-hand) jetty shown in the 1940s aerial photograph in Figure 20.4).

The archaeology of the whaling industry at Speightstown, which thrived from the 
late nineteenth century to the 1940s, is comprehensively outlined in a recent paper 
(Finneran 2016a). A few broad points may be drawn from that study, which is one of 
the first real maritime archaeology studies undertaken on Barbados. Firstly, the devel-
opment of the whaling industry--focusing on the seasonal exploitation of humpback 
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) for oil and meat--was, like similar developments on 

Figure 20.3. Underwater survey at Speightstown 2012 (Niall Finneran).
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Bequia, St Lucia, Dominica and Grenada, a factor provoked by the collapse of the 
sugar plantation system. In fact, the old sugar boilers were often pressed into use as 
tryworks to render the fat from the carcass of the whale. In many cases across the 
Caribbean it was not a greatly successful economic response although the industry 
survives in Bequia, if anything for cultural rather than economic reasons.

Second, the whaling infrastructure at Speightstown differs from the Bequia shore 
works. Here jetties were used and the whale carcass taken back to the town to one 
of the mercantile buildings for processing. Third, unlike Bequia where the old open 
whaling boats are well preserved (and indeed analysis of their hull and construction 
form permits some intriguing conclusions about cultural synthesis and localized de-
velopment) we know very little about the nature of the Barbados whaling boats that 
operated out of Speightstown. There are still a small number of boat builders operating 
to the south of Speightstown, and at Six Men’s beach, but now glass fiber as opposed 
to traditional wooden building techniques predominate. Looking out to sea from 
Speightstown today, one would not realize the maritime history of the place. Instead 
of schooners, whale boats--and in an earlier age galleons--there are now jet skis, large 
glass fiber yachts and the occasional dive or fishing boat.

Looking forwards
The foregoing discussion has contextualized the place of maritime archaeology and 
related heritage studies in Barbados against a regional Caribbean picture -- and to 
some extent against wider global trends. What can we take from this analysis, and 
what research trajectories could be stressed to develop this area of study in Barbados 
over the next few decades? Firstly, it should be pragmatically stated that any potential 

Figure 20.4. Aerial view of (c. 1940s) two (now demolished) jetties at Speightstown; view 
looking west (courtesy Karl Watson).
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agenda for such work must be predicated upon issues such as sustainability and local 
resourcing. This sort of archaeological research is expensive and can be specialized, and 
there are no blank checks. The three following areas could be developed as cost-effec-
tive approaches, and each able to contribute to the greater research profile of maritime 
archaeology in the Caribbean as well as local heritage development.

Firstly, climate change is an important challenge that has clear implications for the 
survival of coastal and intertidal heritage assets in Barbados (Mycoo and Chadwick 
2012). Rising global sea levels and changing weather patterns will impact further upon 
already dynamic and changing coastal environments. In the UK, the establishment of 
the Museum of London CITIZAN initiative is an important innovation in allowing 
for a rapid coastal survey of intertidal heritage assets at risk from sea level rise and storm 
damage. This scheme has a strong in-built training element to equip volunteers with 
the ability to record and photograph sites and enter them onto the National Historical 
Environment database via a Smartphone App. New sites can therefore be assessed and 
recorded before they are lost to the sea and extant heritage sites can be monitored from 
time to time. At the least, a rapid coastal survey of Barbadian heritage assets linked 
to a digital GIS database (Finneran, Hampden and Lathbury this volume) could be 
established at no great cost predominantly using open source software. Training and 
using volunteers would ensure that this is a sustainable and indeed very communi-
ty-orientated approach.

Underwater survey work is expensive and places stringent health and safety 
demands upon it practitioners. Across the world though a number of recreational 
diving groups have undertaken voluntary recording of historic wreck sites and have 
added greatly to the research database. Such divers have fewer time and cost con-
straints than professional underwater archaeologists who have been brought in from 
elsewhere, so are often able to do more work. In the UK the Nautical Archaeological 
Society has historically played an important role in ‘converting’ recreational divers 
to competent underwater archaeologists. Within the Barbadian context, it might be 
possible to arrange informal training events held by professional underwater archae-
ologists over the course of a long weekend. Recreational divers could be taught to 
recognize and record artifacts to a high quality standard. The results of these finding 
would have to be fed into a database, and this adds another layer of complexity, 
but again these are relatively cost-effective solutions to quite complex and expensive 
archaeological problems (Cohn and Dennis 2013).

A comprehensive underwater archaeology inventory of Barbadian shipwreck 
heritage assets is out of the question, but a start has to be made somewhere. One 
focus would be upon Carlisle Bay, already a popular recreational diving destina-
tion. There are any number of local oral history accounts that report the presence 
of historical artifacts on the sea bed here. There are also, in all likelihood, any 
number of unrecorded wreck sites of wooden ships dating from the seventeenth 
century here. It is unlikely given the oceanic conditions that wooden structures 
will have survived, but the associated artifacts should still be visible. These remains 
need to be identified as belonging to historical shipwrecks, mapped and recorded 
in detail and the site given an identifier in the context of any new Barbados historic 
sites and monuments register. The work of the Speightstown team has already 
demonstrated the value of underwater survey in focusing upon non-shipwreck 
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sites, studying the locations of jetty and centuries of lost or discarded cargoes. It 
need not be an overly complex, expensive or time-consuming process.

Finally, a dedicated program of nautical ethnography and oral history research 
could focus more on the intangible aspects of Barbados’ maritime heritage. Interviews 
with boat builders, fishermen and inhabitants of the old harbor towns could be digital-
ly recorded and preserved via digital database. Historical and extant boatyards should 
be recorded and artifacts and documentary material relating to fishing and whaling 
industries as well as boat building could be collected and archived. In the rush to inves-
tigate shipwrecks, maritime archaeologists should not overlook the potential rewards of 
land-based maritime cultural heritage. In addition, maritime archaeology also focuses 
upon settlements whose focus is upon the sea; fishing villages are an obvious target of 
research, but perhaps (and moving more into the scope of the practice of a contem-
porary or post-modern archaeology) the archaeological imprint of tourism could be 
usefully explored (Finneran 2016c). The abandoned 1960s surfing holiday village at 
North Point could offer a useful case study.

Needless to say the role of maritime heritage within the wider scope of heritage pol-
icy development in Barbados should not be ignored; this would include a scheduling or 
listing process to ensure the preservation and management of land-based heritage assets 
as well as the protection of historic wrecks, in particular to mitigate the problem of 
treasure hunting and salvage, although this is not a great a problem as in other areas of 
the Caribbean, Sometimes the maritime heritage of Barbados is directly threatened by 
natural or economic factors, but occasionally other issues intervene. For example, up 
until 2012 a large 32-pounder cannon lay in the sea alongside the remains of Denmark 
Fort in Speightstown. A local entrepreneur had it craned out and mounted on a con-
crete base not far away at the edge of the road at Alms Gap. It has deteriorated mark-
edly in the absence of conservation expertise and each year the project has undertaken 
a photographic survey of the cannon to show how rapid this process of degradation is 
and evidences the need to take heed of the UNESCO 2001 principle of in-situ preser-
vation. Conservation is an expensive business, as the Mary Rose project in Portsmouth, 
England found out.

Finally, how can we bring this rich maritime heritage in all its forms to the people 
of Barbados? A CITIZAN-style initiative could help as part of a wider community 
digital heritage program, enabling everyone to record ‘their’ maritime heritage, be it an 
old boat, warehouse or grandfather’s tales of fishing off the Speightstown jetties in the 
old days. There is not enough material to justify the establishment of a separate mar-
itime museum in Barbados, but perhaps maritime archaeology and heritage could be 
the subject of a standing and small-scale exhibition at the Barbados Museum, building 
upon the success of the 2013 Whaling exhibition. Small-scale maritime archaeolo-
gy/maritime heritage and history training could form part of the remit of research 
projects, such as the Speightstown Project and also within the context of the UWI 
programs. Multimedia and digital approaches would undoubtedly play an important 
role here (Watts and Knoerl 2007). The foregoing discussion has shown that Barbados, 
even as an island whose livelihood is focused upon the sea and is physically dominated 
by it, has to evolve sustainable strategies for research, recording and managing a diverse 
maritime heritage that to all intents remains largely invisible to its public.
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Epilogue: The Future of the 
Barbadian Past

Douglas V. Armstrong, Maaike S. de Waal, Kevin Farmer,  

Niall Finneran & Matthew C. Reilly

The chapters that comprise this volume make clear that the archaeological past is a vital 
component of Barbados’ social, political, economic, and cultural identity. Heritage in 
its many forms has a positive social and economic role to play; this is not some abstract 
and distant notion but a real force for change in a post-colonial Caribbean island nation 
facing the challenges of the twenty-first century. As highlighted in the Introduction, how 
that past has been studied and interpreted has changed over the many decades of archae-
ological research, and the contributors to this book (drawn from a range of different 
intellectual and cultural backgrounds) share a commitment to the growth of equitable, 
sustainable, holistic, and socially engaged archaeological research and heritage program-
ing on the island for the benefit of future generations. In this final section we will crit-
ically reflect upon the key themes that recur within these rich and thought-provoking 
contributions, assessing some of the challenges that await the practice of archaeological 
and heritage management here as we head into the twenty-first century.

Looking backwards: local, regional and international themes
Trajectories of archaeological research in Barbados broadly mirror those of other 
Caribbean islands, but with significant differences. First, taking a wider cultural-his-
torical perspective, Barbados was historically under the colonial control of a single 
European power, and as such it is easier to see Barbados within the political, economic, 
cultural and social continuum of the English North American colonies, for exam-
ple, than somewhere like Trinidad, or St Lucia. Pre-colonial archaeological sequences 
demonstrate differences with neighboring areas (even in the Windwards), and within 
the wider Caribbean context, owing in part to Barbados’ unique geographical and 
environmental situation. Even within the context of historical archaeological studies 
there are several areas where research foci on Barbados have shown different directions 
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than those on other Anglophone islands in particular, and definitely so within the 
wider context of Spanish, Dutch, French (and rarely Danish) Caribbean identities.

Pre-colonial sites in Barbados are difficult to identify on the landscape at first sight, 
due to the fragmented character of their material assemblages, often buried under sed-
iment deposits, and the absence of standing structures or monumental constructions. 
Yet such sites testify to the human presence in Barbados dating back as far as ca. 3000 
Cal BC. Although some place-names in Barbados, such as Indian River, seem to refer 
to the Amerindian past of the island, little direct historical information can be found 
about the people who were originally living in Barbados. In contrast to many other 
Caribbean islands, historical references of Amerindian groups living at the island at 
the time Europeans arrived in the region are very rare and disputable. Therefore, more 
so than on other islands, archaeology is the means to discover Amerindian lifeways in 
Barbados in the past. The careful observer will notice patches of Amerindian pre-co-
lonial materials scattered over the landscape, which indicate where people used to live 
and which may hold clues about how they used the landscape. The study of sites, their 
positions and relations in the landscape, and their material assemblages reveal the story 
of Amerindian groups living in Barbados between ca. 3000 Cal BC and ca. AD 1500.

Together, the chapters demonstrate that, although impressive amounts of fieldwork 
and find analyses have been carried out over the past decades, Barbados’ pre-colonial 
past has not fully been revealed yet, and many exciting discoveries are just waiting 
to be made. De Waal’s chapter has indicated that several (inland) post-contact sites 
also include pre-colonial features and finds. This suggests that future research on the 
island would benefit from projects that span the often rigid temporal divide between 
pre- and post-colonial sites. The natural environment in Barbados provided favorable 
conditions for Amerindian and colonial settlement, and archaeological work that ad-
dresses the full diversity and chronology of sites could remedy the scarcity of recent 
investigations into Barbados’ Amerindian past.

While many of the chapters demonstrate that Amerindian sites are far more common 
than previously believed, the plantation infrastructure has left a more conspicuous and 
often painful legacy across the Barbadian landscape. Historians have long turned to the 
plantation to study the local and global social and economic system engendered by sugar 
cultivation. Archaeology, however, offers a different, unique perspective that allows those 
interested to engage with the material dimensions of life on the plantation. Chapters in 
this volume demonstrate that the plantation was/is not a monolithic entity to be studied 
from a single vantage point, reflecting to some extent archaeological work conducted on 
plantations in Jamaica (see Introduction). Research on the seventeenth-century growth 
of the plantation model highlights early debates about how labor was to be spatially or-
ganized and controlled, materially documenting how laborers experienced this new space 
of global capitalism. Studies of such early Caribbean expressions of the English planta-
tion system are rare, as Armstrong’s contribution has demonstrated. Further contrasts 
are afforded by Smith’s work at St Nicholas Abbey, and new methodological directions 
suggested by Shuler et al. and Farmer et al. In contrast to plantation sites, few Caribbean 
historical archaeologists have tried to get to grips with urban sites, and both Farmer and 
Crain and Finneran, Gray and Lichtenstein clearly demonstrate the potential for such 
studies. The contributions of Alan Armstrong, Bloch and Wallman again all evidence the 
need to move beyond the site and consider landscape and lifeways in more detail. Many 
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of the technological applications described in sections two to four have clear application 
for Caribbean archaeology going forward.

One of the key issues that heritage professionals face in the current economic climate 
is to make their voices heard above competing demands of developers, educationalists, 
tourists and other stakeholders. It is a tricky balancing act. Heritage, tangible and intan-
gible, is often low down on the list of infrastructural priorities in any country, not just 
Barbados. As we hopefully make clear, however, participatory community approaches 
can bear fruit. Heritage management has to be a bottom-up process that considers local 
needs. Policy and advice cannot be imposed from without, local legislative systems need 
to evolve to take into account local needs and circumstances. There is no one size fits all 
approach to heritage management, and as the late British social historian and writer on 
heritage, Raphael Samuel, always stressed in his writings, this is a process that is rhizom-
atic. The chapters in the section on heritage have hopefully indicated that we are on the 
way to achieving some element of this ‘democratization’ of heritage in Barbados.

Reilly and Norris’ chapter shows us how a community heritage approach to a very 
forgotten portion of Barbadian society can bear fruits and engage people (their method-
ologies could equally be deployed on other Caribbean islands too, let us not lose sight 
of the socio-cultural mosaic of peoples that inhabit these island landscapes). Inniss’ 
paper draws attention to a cost-effective approach to the adaptive reuse of pre-existing 
routeways through the landscape and cityscape to de-emphasize the notion of a single 
heritage site and to bring in a more holistic and informative experience, which can at 
the same time be educational and accessible. Willans and Cole Pragnell take an innova-
tive and ground-breaking approach to reaching out to a segment of stakeholders rarely 
reached in conventional heritage praxis anywhere in the world: early years children. 
Surely this imaginative approach can only help in building an awareness of heritage 
to the future Barbadian consumers of heritage in the twenty-first century? Finneran, 
Hampden and Lathbury take this notion a stage further and examine the crucial roles 
that digital tools and platforms can have in developing an awareness of heritage. The 
participatory element (very much a post-modern approach to heritage practice, and 
one that surely would have been applauded by Samuel) has the twin benefits of cost-ef-
fectiveness and sustainability as well as the feeling of social inclusiveness. This is the 
creation of a heritage canon in local rather than metanarrative terms. Finally, almost off 
at a slight tangent, Finneran’s examination of maritime heritage on Barbados strongly 
points to some useful future directions for research (especially when seen within a 
wider Caribbean context) as well as some potential policy gaps.

Looking forwards
In Barbados, as in many other Caribbean nations, the past is under threat. Such threats 
are complex and varied, but we here focus on two in particular to draw attention to 
how archaeologists, visitors, and Barbadians can be stewards of the island’s heritage 
for future generations. The realities of climate change and development are two major 
forces affecting life on Barbados that also pose potentially catastrophic threats to the 
island’s archaeological heritage. To be clear, the threat to human life, especially from in-
creasingly frequent and damaging hurricanes, outweighs any consideration of heritage, 
but, as several chapters of this volume have demonstrated, the archaeological past is not 
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an infinite resource immune to the pressures of twenty-first-century society. With that 
in mind, we turn to each of these potential threats before offering some suggestions to 
best protect and promote the island’s rich archaeological heritage.

As authors worked hard on their contributions for this volume, hurricanes Irma 
and Maria swept through the Caribbean in September of 2017. While Barbados for-
tunately missed the brunt of these vicious storms, they serve as a harsh reminder of 
the devastation of extreme weather that is growing in scale and frequency as a result 
of global climate change. Other islands, however, were not so lucky. Irma and Maria 
pummeled multiple islands for several days, taking human lives, demolishing homes, 
uprooting entire landscapes, and leaving millions of Caribbean citizens without power 
or resources. At the time of writing (late Spring 2018) many of the islands were still 
slowly recovering from the disruption of these storms. In small-scale Caribbean island 
settings such devastation can be long-lived and hard to mitigate quickly.

In the weeks following these disasters, dozens of travel websites and companies, 
including major cruise ship operators, callously proclaimed that ‘the Caribbean is open 
for business,’ encouraging potential visitors to proceed with their vacation plans de-
spite scenes of suffering and destruction throughout the region. Tourism is undoubt-
edly a vital economic resource for the Caribbean, but the sentiment expressed in the 
slogan raises important questions about the place of heritage in moments of economic 
and climatic instability. First, do broader economic forces like tourism that brand the 
Caribbean as a tropical playground trump local crises and devastation? What is pri-
oritized in relief and reconstruction efforts? Who or what is being served when the 
Caribbean is ‘open for business’? This sort of language is not helpful, and it is almost 
worth suggesting an Edward Said-type, post-colonial prism be applied to the occident, 
and to relearn the language of writing about Caribbean history and heritage. The no-
tion of the tropical playground is a troubling stereotype that we as academics with a 
stake in the island heritage constantly battle.

So, while tour operators clamored to get tourists back on the cruise ships and in 
resorts, archaeologists assessed the damage to local sites of cultural and archaeological 
significance. Archaeologists and heritage experts took stock of how sites and structures 
fared the storms, documenting resources that were lost or severely damaged. The un-
settling question that must be raised is this: how will Barbados fare with more frequent 
and potentially more disastrous storms? The destruction wrought by these storms is a 
harsh reminder that heritage sites and historic structures are vulnerable, protected sites 
and regions are under threat, and institutions that house invaluable collections risk 
flooding and high winds. While institutions like the Barbados Museum and Historical 
Society, the Barbados National Trust, and private enterprises work tirelessly to protect 
and conserve historic sites around the island, to this date, there exists no centralized 
database of archaeological and heritage sites. The collection and maintenance of such 
heritage information is essential to ensure its longevity in the future (cf. Finneran et al. 
this volume). The decentralized storage of archaeological materials, either in institu-
tions within and outside Barbados, hinders the creation of island-wide site inventories. 
Such a centralized database and storage facility (which should have state of the art 
storage and archiving conditions) needs to be also underpinned by effective legislation, 
crafted to fit local realities, and not merely imported wholesale from elsewhere.
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As many Barbadians are keenly aware, coastal erosion and sea level rises, conse-
quences of global climate change and development, also threaten significant archae-
ological sites and resources. Along the east coast of the island, large chunks of tracks 
that once carried trains between Bridgetown and Belleplaine regularly fall into the 
waters of the Atlantic. Coastal sites that were once fishing and habitation grounds 
for Amerindian groups continue to be washed away as sea levels rise (De Waal this 
volume). Rapid coastal erosion can be devastating for rich archaeological sites, necessi-
tating the documentation of vanishing sites, the development and delivery of policies 
that counteract the forces of climate change, and governmental restrictions on devel-
opment along shorelines (paradoxically the key tourist and thus economic asset in any 
Caribbean island economy).

The sights and sounds of construction around the island are daily reminders of the 
pace of developmental growth. Whether a public housing project in St. Philip or the 
next multi-story luxury hotel in St. Michael, development poses a major threat to ar-
chaeological resources. In addition to the demolition of historic homes and structures 
around the island to make way for new developments, buried archaeological sites are 
often flippantly ignored and disturbed during construction efforts. One of the best-
known cases comes from Peter Drewett’s salvage excavation work at Heywoods in St. 
Peter (Fitzpatrick and De Waal this volume). As development of what would become 
Port St. Charles loomed, Drewett and his teams were left with limited time to care-
fully document and collect the impressive collection of materials related to what may 
have been one of the most important Amerindian villages in Barbados. In addition, at 
Heywoods the only evidence for Archaic Age occupation in Barbados has been found 
so far. Other Barbadians familiar with archaeology on the island will recall instances 
when construction crews actively discarded archaeological finds in fear that they might 
slow or completely halt development. Drewett’s work at Heywoods, which generated 
huge amounts of quality research data, still stands as testimony to one of the few prop-
erly conducted rescue archaeology projects in Barbados.

While development and growth are inevitable and often desirable engines that 
move the country forward, these forces do not have to be detrimental to the island’s 
archaeological resources. Following models from other nations, cultural resource 
protection acts can be put into law, requiring developers to consulate with archae-
ologists prior to acts of demolition and construction. An important first step could 
be the creation of an archaeological predictive map for Barbados, indicating where 
archaeological resources are located or may be expected. Such maps allow increased 
possibilities for (1) advising spatial developers by planning officers, (2) steering of 
archaeological research, (3) protecting and managing archaeological values and (4) 
increasing public education and heritage awareness (De Waal et al. 20191). If private 
and public enterprise seeks to develop Barbados’ future, it must also respect its past. 
A cultural resource management sector would provide job opportunities for aspiring 
heritage professionals and bring public awareness to the island’s rich archaeological 

1 De Waal, M., J. Lesparre, R. Espersen and R. Stelten. 2019. The effectiveness of archaeological 
predictive maps. Management and protection of archaeological sites in St. Eustatius and Saba, 
Caribbean Netherlands, Journal of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCHMSD-02-2018-0014.
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record. The discovery, documentation, excavation, and even preservation of such 
sites can be assets that contribute to the growth of the Barbadian economy, but given 
recent directions in the funding of humanities degrees at tertiary level, this might 
remain an aspiration. Academically capable students will turn their attention to de-
grees that are perceived to have added ‘value’ in the workplace such as vocational 
subjects rather than history degrees (that have traditionally formed the entry point 
to the heritage professions in the Caribbean as a whole).

The threats of climate change and development can be mitigated by community en-
gagement, social awareness, and action. Barbadians are already taking action to protect 
and conserve their island. Groups like the Future Center Trust are committed to build-
ing a sustainable future. Collaborations between this organization and those dedicated 
to cultural resource and heritage management have the potential to have a significant 
impact on the future of island heritage. Archaeologists have demonstrated the challenges 
and potentialities of the future of Caribbean heritage, and volumes like Peter Siegel and 
Elizabeth Righter’s Protecting Heritage in the Caribbean (2011) and Corinne Hofman and 
Jay Haviser’s Managing our past into the future. Archaeological heritage management in the 
Dutch Caribbean (2015) make clear that protecting local heritage requires close collabo-
ration between professionals and community members. This means that archaeologists 
working in Barbados have a responsibility to work with those most intimately attached 
to sites of heritage. This also means that community members should be active in making 
their voices heard when the much needed legislation for archaeological research will be 
discussed and established, putting their mark on how archaeological sites are excavated, 
protected, interpreted, and presented to the public.

The in-depth, time-consuming, and dedicated efforts of the archaeologists whose 
words appear in this text indicate that the island’s archaeological past is deserving of 
investment. We implore government agencies to make a similar commitment. In the 
midst of financial hardship at the national level, cultural heritage must not be cast 
aside. Institutions like the Barbados Museum and Historical Society, The University of 
the West Indies, and the Barbados National Trust have the potential to reach younger 
generations of Barbadians to expose them to the power of the past. Without the proper 
support, however, heritage management has a bleak future. Without measures put in 
place to protect the island’s cultural resources, neglect or a violent storm can potentially 
obliterate invaluable treasures that speak to the island’s identity in the past, present, 
and future. These words also have resonance for the wider Caribbean archaeology and 
heritage community; these are all common problems.

Sites and collections can and must be made available for all Barbadians to enjoy. 
Exposure and awareness are essential for attracting a new generation to the island’s ar-
chaeological resources. In the wake of the 50th anniversary of Barbadian independence, 
the young nation is in need of a rising generation of Barbadian professionals and schol-
ars to carry the torch for their nation’s archaeological, cultural, and heritage resources. 
It is hoped that this volume inspires young Barbadians so that the pages of a new 
version of this text will be filled with contributions from more Barbadian professionals. 
Part of the process of decolonizing the field of archaeology includes more community 
and local involvement in archaeological practice. A commitment to the training of 
local heritage professionals will lead to an archaeological and heritage infrastructure by 
Barbadians, for Barbadians, and for the rest of the world.
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ures 20.2‑20.4 (403‑405); pre‑contact sites 100; 168; 200; schooner 401‑402; site 
map figure 8.4 (200); synagogue 204‑206; 238

Spindle whorls: 83; 89; figure 7.10 (174); 178
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