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By the end of the seventeenth century, the south-eastern 
Caribbean island of Barbados had become England's richest colony 
in the New World. The wealth that Barbados generated derived 
from sugar production under a plantatian system which employed 
tens of thousands of slaves of African 'birth or descent. Although 
Jamaica pre-empted Barbados's position among England's Caribbean 
colonies by the third decade of the eighteenth century, slaves 
continued to be of fundamental importance to Barbadian society and 
economy until 1834, the year slavery legally ended in the British 
Empire. 

As with slaves throughout the New World, Barbados's slaves 
created a cultural system which was influenced by the traditions of 
their African homelands as well as by European traditions and 
plantation-colonial conditions specific to the New World 
environment. This cultural system included a variety of material 
components, among which tobacco pipes were particularly 
significant. 

Slaves valued and smoked tobacco. Although they sometimes 
produced their own on small land units they were allocated by 
plantation owners, most of the tobacco they consumed was imported 
and distributed by plantation owners or  managers as a treat and 
as a reward or incentive for good behavior. Tobacco was smoked 
as cigars or  in clay pipes. Slaves acquired pipes in several ways: 
by picking. up those whose stems had broken and which had been 
discarded by their former European owners; through theft; and by 
purchase or barter on the island's internal marketing system in 
which the slaves were active participants. In addition, European- 
manufactured clay pipes were important elements in the plantation 
governance system. Slaveowners or plantation managers periodically 
distributed these pipes to their slaves as incentives or rewards for 
conformity to disciplinary and labor norms (Handler and Lange 
1978: 133-135). Clay pipes also played a role in the heavily 
African influenced plantation slave mortuary complex and were 
used, along with other items, as grave goods interred with burials 
(Handler and ~ a n g e  1978 : 199-201). 

Excavations in a slave cemetery at a sugar plantation in 
Barbados during 1972 and 1973 yielded twenty-two whole clay pipes 
in association with eighteen of the ninety-two burials; these pipes 
constitute the largest sample of whole pipes yet excavated from 
archaeological contexts in any New World colonial site. Pipe-stem 
fragments and bowl fragments were also found in the fill 
surrounding thirty-one other burials (the excavations and their 
results are discussed at length in Handler and Lange 1978). Aside 
from nails, tacks and handles associated with coffins, clay pipes 
were the most frequent artifacts associated with burials. All but 
one of these pipes and pipe fragments were made of white kaolin 
and had been manufactured in England from the late seventeenth 
to the early nineteenth centuries; similar pipes regularly have 
been found in North American sites dating from the colonial period 



and occur as well in West Africa (see, for example, Calvocoressi 
1975). One of the Barbados pipes, however, was remarkably 
different from the others. It is the only one not made of white 
clay, and its mode of manufacture, form, and decorative features 
suggest that it is West African. As far as I am aware, this pipe is 
the only known example of its kind recovered from any 
archaeological site in the New World. (Figs. 1 and 2 )  

The pipe was associated with an undisturbed burial that was 
distinctive in terms of the number and variety of grave goods 
associated with it. The burial was that of an old man, probably of 
African birth, who was interred in the late 1600s or early 1700s 
and who may have been an Obeah man, that is,  a medicine man or 
folk doctor. Obeah men (and women) were very common on West 
Indian sugar plantations. They held important positions in the 
slave communities because, among other reasons, of their 
adeptness in using plants and magical procedures for curative and 
other socially valued purposes. The prestige of the deceased was 
reflected in the burial's relatively large number of associated grave 
goods which dramatically contrasts with the total absence or very 
limited quantity of goods found with other burials; morever, most 
of the grave goods were unique examples of their kind in the 
cemetery. The burial was interred with an iron knife, three 
different types of copper and brass bracelets or armlets (which 
are of African style or manufacture), a brass or bronze finger 
ring, two silver alloy rings, an elaborate necklace (composed of 
dog canines, European-manufactured glass beads, fish vertebrae, 
money cowry shells, and a large carnelian bead manufactured in 
Cambay, India) with obvious, but generalized, African 
characteristics (Handler, Lange, and Orser, 1979); the unique clay 
pipe had been placed on his pelvic area. 

Although broken prior to excavation, the pipe is complete 
except for a small portion missing from the back of the bowl. The 
bowl mouth is not perfectly circular, but is approximately 3.2 
centimeters across the diameter of the mouth to the outer edges, 
and approximately 3.4 centimeters from the top of the mouth to the 
point of the base where the bowl joins the stem (see figure). 
Internally, the bowl is funnel-shaped and tapers from an 
approximately 2.1-centimeter diameter at the mouth to 
approximately 0.8 centimeters at the base where it joins the bore 
hole of the stem. The bore hole is also tapered, from 0.9 
centimeters at the opening to an approximately 0 .5 centimeter 
diameter where it  enters the base of the bowl. Measured 
externally, the short stem is approximately 3.8 centimeters long 
and 1.9 centimeters wide. 

The pipe is fired to a buff-color with a brown polished slip. 
The paste is soft and iron staining is p ~ s e n t  in the clay, which 
includes quartz sand inclusions and. sherd temper. I t  is difficult to 
establish if the pipe was made in a mold. There is no evidence of 
a seam on either the stem or  the bowl, as appears in the 
mold-made European pipes found in the cemetery. The absence of 
this seam, however, does not preclude the possibility that the pipe 
was made in a one-piece mold although it, or various of its 





Fig. 2 An African Pipe from Barbados 
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