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AMERINDIANS AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS
TO BARBADIAN LIFE
IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY''

JEROME S. HANDLER

Slaves were a crucial element in the society of Barbados
from early in the seventeenth century to 1834. The vast
majority of these persons were of African birth or descent,
but during the seventeenth century and part of the eighteenth
as well, the island’s slave population also included small num-
bers of Amerindians. In an earlier article,2 I have tried to
describe the manner in which Amerindians were first enslaved
in Barbados, the policies and procedures by which they were
brought to the island, and their sociolegal position in Barba-
dian society. In this paper, I would like to sketch what can
be ascertained about their way of life during the seventeenth
century, and suggest the kinds of contributions they may
have made to the island’s early culture.

Briefly, when Barbados’ first European colonists arrived
from England in early 1627, no native population was
encountered on the island. Shortly after the colonists’
arrival, a small group was sent to the Dutch settlement in
Guiana which, upon return to the island, brought back a new
plant complex and about thirty free Arawak Indians who had
voluntarily agreed to aid in the colony’s development. Within
two or three years of their arrival, the Arawaks were reduced
to slavery. During subsequent decades of the seventeenth
century, other Indians, invariably coming as slaves, were
intermittently brought to Barbados from a variety of places,
primarily the northern coastal areas of South America and
neighboring islands in the Lesser Antilles, but also, on occas-
ion, from New England. Despite these importations, Indians
never exceeded more than a slight fraction of Barbados’ total
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population; thus, their opportunities to make considerable
contributions to the island’s early culture were minimized.
By the early decades of the eighteenth century, it was re-
ported that no Indian slaves were on the island, although
contacts between Barbados and Caribs of the Lesser Antilles
probably continued for some time thereafter.

The social and demographic insignificance of Indians in
Barbados undoubtedly accounts for the sparsity of references
to them in the voluminous literature dealing with the island
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I can make no
claims to having exhausted all of this literature, but after
considerable search, it is apparent that any historical recon-
struction of Amerindian culture on the island must rely
heavily on conjecture. For purposes of this paper, I have
tried to limit myself to those areas of life which seem to be
readily or directly suggested by the written (printed and
manuscript) sources. These sources, however, even if they
mention Indians as such, rarely specify a cultural or tribal
name such as Carib or Arawak.

11

In the mid-seventeenth century Henry Whistler observed
that Barbados’ population included “Indians and miserable
Negroes born to perpetual slavery, they and their seed.” By
the time of Whistler’s visit, Indian slave importations had
been regularly established in Barbadian life, although it is
presently impossible to specify the total number of people
involved. It is known, however, that during the late 1640’s
and early 1650’s, the island’s Amerindian population was a
small one. Richard Ligon and another observer noted that
Indian slaves were few in number, but neither offered any
population figures. On the other hand, travellers visiting
Barbados during this period do not mention Indians in their
descriptions of the island, an~indirect corroboration that
their numbers were relatively few. Von Uchteritz, a German
indentured servant in 1652, wrote that the plantation where
he lived “had 100 Christians, 100 Negroes, and 100 Indians
in slavery,” but this is a unique observation for the period.
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Although these figures may be exaggerated, the suggestion of
a large contingent of Indians on one plantation is difficult to
account for in terms of other contemporary sources. A simi-
lar difficulty is posed by Spoeri’s observation, based on visits
to the island in the early 1660’s, that “there are also many
Negroes and Indians who are brought as slaves by the
English.”

During this period (and later), Indian slaves seem to have
been employed primarily in household and domestic chores,
rather than as field labourers on sugar plantations, and they
apparently were governed by the same legal code that was
applied to African slaves. Some of the earliest Indians
brought to the island, especially those from the Dutch of
Guiana, may have been converts to Protestantism, and later
in the seventeenth century other Indians may have been
affected by Quaker doctrine and practice as well as by the
Anglican church. Amerindians, it may be surmised, shared
some broad and general cultural features with Africans, and,
as with Africans, they suffercd and died as a consequence of
European diseases, were occasionally manumitted or escaped
from the island, learned English, and were involved in mating
relationships with Europeans. Evidence for most of the above
assertions has been reviewed in my previous article, but, as
indicated above, the distinctive sociocultural characteristics
of this Indian population are difficult to ascertain in any
great detail; however, some of these characteristics can now
be reviewed.

Despite the brevity of his description of Barbados’ Amerin-
dians, Richard Ligon, who lived in Barbados from 1647 to
1650, offers more substantive details than any other contem-
porary source. He is impressed with the Indian men whom
he finds to be active, clever, and quick to learn. On his map
(the earliest known detailed map of Barbados) he includes a
small drawing of a man identified by the name Salymingoe.
This Indian is shown standing while holding a bow of
approximately his own height. Large bows were characteris-
tic of many South American forest peoples, and Antillean
Caribs in particular employed bows of about six feet in
length whose arrows were often dipped in a poison manufac-
tured from the sap of the manchineel tree (Hippomane
mancinella).  Although Ligon comments that the fruit of such
trees is ‘‘said to be one of those poisons wherewith the Indian
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cannibals invenom their arrows,” it is unclear if his discussion
is meant to apply to Barbados’ Indians as well. Salymingoe,
on Ligon’s map, is also depicted as wearing what seems to be
a girdle or loin cloth, and his hair appears to be short, but
whether it is cut or simply pulled up and tied is difficult to
tell from the sketch itself. He is also shown as wearing a sort
of crown which might easily be a feather headdress, an item
common ameng the Island Caribs and other people of north-
ern South America.

Ligon’s comments on Barbados’ Indian women are more
detailed:

[their hair] hangs down upon their backs as low as their haun-
ches, with a large lock hanging over either breast, which seldom
or never curls; clothes they scorn to wear, especially if they be
well shaped. A girdle they use of tape, covered with little smooth
shells of fishes, white, and from their flank of one side to their
flank on the other side, a fringe of blue bugle which hangs so low
as to cover their privities,

This description very closely resembles ones given of the hair
and clothing styles of Island Carib (or Trinidad Arawak)
women. His comments on Indian women prompt Ligon to
offer additional remarks on Yarico, his female Indian slave
from “The Main”, whose story of enslavement has become
classic in Caribbean lore. These comments might indicate
that Indians lived apart from both African slaves and Euro-
pean indentured servants, and that miscegenation was not
an unknown occurrence:

This woman [Yarico] would not be wooed by any means to
wear clothes. She chanced to be with child by a Christian servant,
and lodging in the Indian house, amongst other women of her
own country, where the Christian servants, both men and women,
came; and being very great, and that her time was come to be
delivered, loath to fall in labor before the men, walked down to a
wood, in which was a pond of water, and there by the side of the
pond brought herself abed; and presently washing her child in
some of the water of the pond, lapped it up in such rags as she
had begged of the Christians, and in three hours came home with
her child in her arms.

Sexual relations between Negroes and Indians are reflected in
the case of Tituba 2 half-Negro, half-Carib female slave from
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Barbados who, with her mate John Indian, was taken by her
owner to New England. In the early 1690’s Tituba achieved
considerable notoriety and was a major figure in the events
which led to the Salem witch hunts.

In his book, Ligon implies that Indian women were primar-
ily, if not solely, employed in household tasks. On the other
hand, the men

we use for footmen, and killing of fish which they are good at.
With their own bows and arrows they will go out, and in a day’s
time kill as much fish as will serve a family of a dozen persons
two or three days, if you can keep the fish so long.

Bow and arrow fishing is known from northern South
America, but it was a common technique among the Island
Carib who used long three-pronged arrows attached by strings
to wooden floats. In mid-seventeenth century Barbados, des-
pite the concurrent utilization of fishing seines and presum-
ably hooks and lines, fish was a highly-prized commodity, for
a variety of social and technological factors combined to
limit its supply—ecven at this period Barbadians were buying
salt and dried fish from New England. It is thus understan-
dable that Ligon should speak so approvingly of the Indians’
special talents in this endeavour; this might also help to ex-
plain why he included a drawing of Salymingoe on his map,
for it is hard to account for this inclusion unless the Indian
was someone whose qualities Ligon admired. Although there
is scant evidence, it may well be that Amerindian fishermen
in Barbados comprised a “privileged slave subgroup”, a pat-
tern which has been established by Richard Price for, at least,
the French islands of the Lesser Antilles.

This conjecture also can be supported by other information
Ligon presents. Adjacent to his drawing of Salymingoe, he
appends a sketch of the Indian’s “35 feet long” canoe. The
boat appears to have a planked hull with a raised bow and
stern. An apparent center piece projects above the boat’s
sides, perhaps being a thwart against which rowers could rest
their backs. Judging from Ligon’s sketch and its dimensions,
the boat was probably an Island Carib pirogue, i.c., a large
dugout canoc with plank sides. It is not unrcasonable to
expect that Barbados’ Indians had canoes of any type, for
such items were common features of Amerindian material
culture and were frequently employed in fishing by the Island
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Carib in particular. However, the presence of canoes is more
difficult to explain in light of the Indians’ status as slaves.
Canoes would have obviously facilitated escapes, unless it can
be conjectured that 1) the “loyalty” of people such as
Salymingoe was not in question, or 2) that the hypothesized
special status enjoyed by Indian fishermen permitted their
retention of canoes which, while employed in fishing, offset
the risk involved in their being used for escape.

Richard Price has noted that Island Carib slaves “could be
kept only under severely repressive conditions’ and were
prone to escape from their captors. That canoes might have
been used to escape from Barbados is suggested by an oral
tradition of a Negro slave family which Griffith Hughes re-
cords in his book, written sometime in the 1740’s. This story
relates to a group of Indians who might have voluntarily come
over initially from some neighboring islands. According to
this tradition,

these Indians could not for a long time be brought in subjection by
the whites [but] the last attempt was so vigorous that it obliged all
the Indian inhabitants of the town to make their escape in their
canoes to the neighboring island; which they all did except one
woman and her son, a young lad. The latter soon afterwards making
his escape, also, his mother, in a short period, pined to death.

Whatever the case, it appears that the use of dugout canoes
by non-Indians did not have much of an impact on Barbados’
culture, but some other Indian devices employed in fishing
may have. Fish poisons were very common in aboriginal
America and Island Caribs were known to have employed a
number of them. Although there is presently no direct evi-
dence that such poisons were employed by Barbados’ Indians,
it can be suggested that they were not only using them, but
also introduced them into the island’s fishing technology. It
is known that fish poisoning was practiced in Barbados, for in
1724 the Barbadian Assembly passed a law to control it, the
law’s preamble stating that

divers ill-disposed persons, fishermen and others, have of late used
the juice of the manchineel trees, and poison trees, and other poisonous
juices and therewith have poisoned and destroyed great quantities of
fish in and about the bays, creeks, and shoals of this island.

Although my research on this topic has been confined to
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secondary sources, I was unable to find any reference to the
manchineel (Hippomane mancinella) or poison tree (Sapium
bippomane) being used as a fish poison. Gower remarks that
the Island Carib employed the manchineel for such purposes,
but Hodge and Taylor are dubious and suggest she may have
confused the manchineel with another plant. The Sapium
bippomane is not mentioned in any context in Hodge and
Taylor’s comprehensive ethnobotanical work on the Island
Carib of Dominica. However, various genera of the botanical
family to which both trees belong (Eupborbiacae) have been
used for such purposes in the Antilles and northern South
America, and the manchineel, as noted before, was reported
as being used by the Island Carib for-an arrow poison. I have
been unable to identify the “other poisonous juices’” men-
tioned in the law’s preamble. In Barbados, the poisoning of
fish continued on through the years, and in 1766 another law
was passed imposing more severe penalties against those who
continued “such a pernicious practice.”

Indians may have also introduced both Europeans and Afri-
cans to other fishing and marine collecting techniques. Al-
though Ligon laments the paucity of sea turtles coming to
Barbadian shores, noting these are ‘‘the best food the sea
affords,” efforts were apparently made to collect them; the
method he describes involved the overturning of females as
they came onto the beaches at night to lay their eggs, a pro-
cedure which was also commonly employed by the Guiana
Indians and Island Caribs. Griffith Hughes describes a similar
method being employed in Barbados in the mid-eighteenth
century, and late on an early summer’s night in 1962 I parti-
cipated in this type of a turtle hunt on a stretch of beach
near the village' of Chalky Mount. It is not implausible that
such a technique is a survival of the contracts of the island’s
early culture with Amerindians.

A similar line of reasoning can be applied to crab collecting.
Crabs were an important source of food among the Island
Caribs, and they were often searched for by torchlight, a
technique also employed in lobster fishing; yet, the extent
and degree of Amerindian influence in this area of Barbadian
life is also uncertain. In 1631, Henry Colt remarked that land
crabs “are not good to eat,” an observation also recorded by
Spoeri in the 1660’s. Ligon also noted that whites refrained
from eating land crabs, but they were enjoyed by the Negroes,
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