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INTRODUCTION

The very small quantities of lead present in natural sources prehistorically have not
provided a stimulus for humans to evolve an efficient mechanism for the elimination of lead
from the body. Lead products in historical and modern societies have exposed humans to
lead quantities that vastly exceed their excretory maximum, resulting in body lead accu-
mulation. Lead is absorbed from intestinal content, from inspired air and through the skin.
About 10% of absorbed lead is deposited (with a half-life of 2-4 weeks) in various soft
tissues, many of which are quite sensitive to the toxic effects of lead, and 90% of the
absorbed but unexcreted lead is deposited in bone (with a half-life of 10-30 years).
Continued lead exposure leads to a continual increase in bone lead content. This process
creates the archaeological research opportunity to estimate the extent of an individual’s
lifetime lead exposure by chemical determination of his skeletal lead concentration (e.g.
Aufderheide er al. 1981, 1985).

The physical remains employed in this analysis derive from Barbados slave skeletal
materials recovered during archaeological investigations in the early 1970s. These investiga-
tions formed one phase of a project concerned with reconstructing the social and cultural
life of the island’s slaves from the mid-seventeenth century to emancipation in 1834. The
archaeological research included the partial excavation of a slave cemetery at Newton
plantation. During the slave era Newton typified medium to large-scale Barbados sugar
plantations. The cemetery excavations yielded the remains of 104 individuals interred from
about 1660 to 1820. This skeletal collection constitutes the largest and earliest excavated
group of African and African-descended slaves yet reported from the Caribbean and
mainland North America (Handler and Lange 1978).

Earlier analyses of the physical remains of Newton’s slaves, particularly the teeth, have
yielded information on demographic characteristics, pathologies, growth and sociocultural
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