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THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF MAPPS CAVE:
A CONTRIBUTION TO THE PREHISTORY OF BARBADOS

By Frederick W. Lange and Jerome S. Handler

Introduction

In 1971, 1972, and 1973 we conducted archaeological investigations at sugar
plantation sites on the southeastern Caribbean Island of Barbados. These investi-
gations were designed to fill gaps in written records on the Island’s slave system
and to recover patterned indicators of mortuary, domestic, and acculturative
behavior of African slaves and their descendants from the middle of the XVII
Century to 1834, the year slavery ended throughout the British Empire (Handler
and Lange 1978).

Because our research focused on the historical period, prehistoric Amerindian
remains were tangential to our interests. In fact, we found such remains at only
one of the plantations that we surveyed and tested —in a cave at what in earlier
times had been the Mapps sugar plantation (Fig. 1). We were originally attracted
to Mapps because contemporary local tradition maintained that slaves had once
inhabited the cave. Had the cave been occupied by slaves, we hoped its dry en-
vironment might have facilitated the preservation of organic materials, and that
the patterns of archaeological remains within the cave might contrast with those
at slave sites in non-cave contexts.

In this paper, our interest is simply to report on the limited prehistoric data we
recovered from Mapps Cave; we also place these data within the context of what
is known about Barbadian prehistory.

Amerindian artifactual remains have been known to Europeans on Barbados
for many years (vid., e.g., Hughes 1750; Chester 1870), but Fewkes (1915) pro-
vided the earliest modern attempt systematically to assess the Island’s prehistory.
In doing so he observed that ‘Middens, or sites of aboriginal settlements, are
found at various locations on Barbados, occuring inland as well as on the coast.
We have records of archaeological material from every parish in Barbados,” and
he listed many of the better known localities (1915:50). In many cases there ap-
pears to have been greater settlement density along the coasts, but this may have
only been a result of agricultural disturbance in which many inland sites were
destroyed by intensive sugar cane cultivation. The population density of modern
Barbados is approximately 1500 per square mile, one of the world’s highest; in
1834, the Island already had a density of 600 persons per square mile, so relative-
ly dense human population has been a factor affecting the preservation of the ar-
chaeological record for some time (Handler and Lange 1978:13).
























