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AMERINDIANS AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS 
TO BARBADIAN LIFE 

IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY1 

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 smaIl num- 
bers of Amerindians. In an earlier article,2 I have tried t o  
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 t o  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 t o  the island, brought back a new 
plant complex and about thirty free Arawak Indians who had 
voluntarily agreed t o  aid in the colony's development. Within 

I 

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 t o  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 












































