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ASPECTS OF AMERINDIAN ETHNOGRAPHY 
IN 17th CENTURY BARBADOS * 

Jerome S. Handler ** 

From the late 1640's to 1834, the southeastern Caribbean island of 
Barbados had a society in which slaves were a crucial element, the 
vast majority of such persons having derived from Africa. But during 
the seventeenth century and part of the eighteenth as well, the island's 
slave population also included small numbers of Amerindians. Elsewhere 
[17] 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 socio-legal position in mrbadian 
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' Arst 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 
occasion, from new England. 1 Despite these importations, Indians 

* Data for this paper were collected while doing research for a study 
of the social and cultural life of Africans and their descendants in Barbados 
during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries. This research, 
supported by grants from the National Institutes of Health. National Science 
Foundation, and American Philosophical Society (Johnson Fund) was conducted 
in Barbados, the United States, Ireland, England, and Scotland. I am grateful 
to Neville Connell and David Watts, and especially Carroll L. Riley. for their 
comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 

** Associate Professor of Anthropology, Southern Illinois University. 
1 North American Indians were sometimes shipped to the West Indies 

as slaves [48, passim] and some are definitely known to have come from New 
England to Barbados [17, pp. 57-58; 48, pp. 166-1671. However, present information 
concerning such Indians is so limited that ethnographic statements are 
prevented and the extent of their presence in Barbados is unknown. 
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probably never exceeded more than a percentage point or two of 
Barbados' total 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 reported 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 reconstruction 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. 

I1 -- 

In the mid-seventeenth century Henry Whistler [6 dobserved  that 'k ' , 
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. I t  is known, however, that during the late 1640's and 
early 16503, the island's Amerindian population was a small one. Richard 
Ligon [25, p. 541 and another observer [42 A] note that Indian slaves 
were few in number, but neither writer offers any population figures. 
On the other hand, travellers visiting Barbados during this period omit 
any mention of Indians in their descriptions of the island. [Cf. 16; 30; 
341, an indirect corroboration that their numbers were relatively few. 
Von Uchteritz' observation in 1652 [43, p. 91 2 that  the plantation where 
he lived "had 100 Christians, 100 Negroes, and 100 Indians in slavery" is 
unique for the period. 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 similar 

2 I am indebted to Charles H. Lange for his translation of this source. 
Von Uchteritz, a German adventurer, fought with the Royalists in the "Great 
Civil War." Captured after the Battle of Worcester, he was shipped to Barbados 
in 1652 as an indentured servant, and remained on the island for approximately 
sixteen to eighteen weeks. This account has been edited and translated. !See 
J. S. Handler and A. Gunkel, "A German Indentured Servant in Barbados in 
1652 ..." Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society, May, 1970). 
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difficulty is posed by Spoeri's observation, based on visits to the island 
in the early 16603, that "...there are also many Negroes and Indians 
who are brought as slaves by the English ..." [49, p. 161.3 

During this period (and later), Indian slaves seen1 to have been 
employed primarily in household and domestic chores, rather than as 
field laborers 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 
areas 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 suffered 
and dled as a consequence of European diseases, were occasionally 
manumitted or escaped from the island, learned English, 4 and were 
involved in mating relationships with Europeans. Evidence for most 
of the above assertions has been reviewed elsewhere [17], but, as 
indicated above, the distinctive socio-cultural 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' Amerindians, 
Ligon [25], who lived in Barbados from 1647 to 1650, offers more 
substantive details than any other contemporary source.5 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 (see plate). This Indian is shown standing while holding 
a bow of approximately his own height. Large bows were characteristic 
of many South American forest peoples [39 K] and Antillean Caribs 
in particular employed bows of about six feet in length whose arrows 
were often dipped in a poison manufactured from the sap of the 

3 Felix Christian Spoeri was a Swiss doctor who, during the early 1660s, 
voyaged on ships trading in the West Indies and visited Barbados a few times. 
His description of the island has been translated, with the collaboration of 
Alexander Gunkel, and published in the Journal of the Barbados Museum 
and Historical Sooiety (May, 1969). 

4 Von Uchteritz, however, notes C43, p. 121 that Indians on his plantation 
did not speak English, but had "their own special language." 

5 As is well known to students of British West Indian history, Ligon's 
book is a vital source for the study of Barbados as its economy was being 
transformed into large-scale sugar production. His description of the island 
during 1647-1650 also provides many details on the island's social and cultural 
life which are difficult to obtain elsewhere. Yet, he has a tendency to project; 
his personal experiences into generalizations for the island as a whole. With 
respect to Indians, in particular, one cannot be entirely certain that these 
generalizations hold, but largely lacking other sources for ethnographic infor- 
mation one is forced to rely upon Ligon to a considerable degree. 












































