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TEXTUAL EVIDENCE ON THE NATURE
OF EARLY BARBADIAN SPEECH, 1676-1835
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On the evidence of textual attestations from 1676-1835, early Barba-
dian English is shown to have exhibited many more nonstandard features than
is generally recognized. Such features, which are commonly, if not exclu-
sively, found in pidgins and creoles, include vowel epenthesis, paragoge and
initial s-deletion processes, creole tense-modality-aspect marking, copula
absence, the use of invariant no as a preverbal negative and as an emphatic
positive marker, the occurrence of one as indefinite article, and a variety of
morphologically unmarked pronominal forms.

The texts consist of samples of African and Afro-Barbadian speech
from historical sources, including ones which linguists have not previously
considered. The textual samples are examined century by century, accom-
panied by a detailed account of the contemporary sociohistorical setting,
and interpreted in terms of known and inferred Caribbean patterns of
sociolinguistic variation, both in the present and in the past. It is concluded
that while early Barbadian speech comprised a range of varieties, creole-
like varieties were undoubtedly a part of that range.

1. Introduction

How creole-like is present day Barbadian English? How creole-like was
Barbadian speech in earlier times? Both issues have been a matter of contro-
versy for over a dozen years, at least since Cassidy (1980:14) suggested that
“present day Barbadian English preserves what can hardly be explained
otherwise than as a creole residue,” and Hancock (1980:22) countered with
equal conviction that by 1700, “as now, it was a local metropolitan, rather
than creolized, variety of English that was spoken by both Blacks and Whites
on the Island.”
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One limitation of the 1980 Cassidy/Hancock exchange on this issue was
the virtual absence, on both sides, of actual linguistic evidence, in the form of
present-day samples of Barbadian speech or writing, or in the form of texts from
earlier periods. Modern synchronic evidence for Barbadian Creole has since
been provided by a number of investigators, including Burrowes (1983),
Morrow (1984), Roy (1984), Rickford & Blake (1990), and Rickford (1992).
All of these authors conclude that modern Bajan includes more creole elements
than is generally acknowledged, although it is not as consistently basilectal as
Jamaican or Guyanese. Diachronic linguistic evidence, in the form of textual
samples from earlier periods, has also been considered by Niles (1980),
Morrow (1984), Cassidy (1986), Fields (1992), and Roberts (1992). However,
four of these five works — along with the research by Roy (1984) — are
unpublished; thus the published information on the current and former creole
status of Bajan remains quite limited. Moreover, the diachronic texts consid-
ered by researchers prior to the 1992 meeting of the Society for Caribbean
Linguistics in Barbados, although quite useful, are derived from a limited
number of sources which only cover about half a century of Barbadian history
— from the 1770s to 1840 (Dickson 1789, Alexander 1833, Bayley 1832,
Wentworth 1834, Easel 1840, Madden 1835, Marryat 1834, Orderson 1842).

The present paper attempts to provide a more comprehensive overview
of Barbadian English during the period of slavery, by considering texts from
150 years of the island’s history (beginning in the late 17th century), and by
analyzing texts which have not previously been considered by linguists.
Some texts discussed in this paper are from primary sources which have
generally not been known, much less examined, by creolists. These texts were
transcribed from sources Handler examined while compiling bibliographic
guides for the study of early Barbados history (Handler 1971, 1991) and
during his long-range study of slave life on the island (Handler nd).

Another way in which this paper will attempt to improve on earlier
diachronic studies of Barbadian speech is by providing fuller sociohistorical
contextualization and sociolinguistic interpretation for the texts themselves.
Attestations of creole or slave speech from earlier centuries always need to be
interpreted with caution. As several researchers (Rickford 1987:81-2, Lalla
& D’Costa 1990:45-9, Fields 1992:3) have noted, contemporary writers were
often White outsiders who might have misheard or misinterpreted what was
said, or who might have been limited in their ability to represent what was
heard in writing. In order to minimize potential problems of reliability and
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validity, we have followed the guidelines outlined in Rickford (1986:160-2).
These guidelines include:
1. One should provide contextual information about the authors and
documents under study — for example, an author’s nationality, length of
residence in a territory, conditions under which speech was recorded,
and whether the text was revised by an editor or publisher.
2. One should adopt Labov’s (1972a:72) principle of accountability:
occurrences of a feature are reported against the total set of contexts in
which it might have occurred and with reference to information about its
sociolinguistic context.
3. One should consider the regularities of current usage in the same or
similar varieties — including patterns of sociolinguistic variation therein
— 50 as to interpret the patterns attested from earlier times. (See Labov’s
1972a:275 Uniformitarian Principle.)

Because of space limitations, it would be impractical to consider each of these
guidelines for every text we analyze, but their relevance will be noted as they
become salient in the interpretation of particular texts.

Finally, we should note that while evidence of component processes like
simplification, admixture (African influence), and divergence from other
English dialects is relevant to the determination of prior creolization in a
language (Rickford 1977:194-9) — and will be addressed by us where
relevant — the primary criterion we consider is the one most frequently used
in creole studies: whether the language exhibits features similar to those
found in other, well-established creoles (Rickford 1977:198).

2. The 17th Century

The 17th century is perhaps the most central period in debates about the
genesis of Bajan, but it is also the period for which the least direct evidence is
available. The problem is not restricted to Barbados. The historical samples of
Guyanese texts analyzed in Rickford (1987), and of Jamaican texts in D’Costa
& Lalla (1989) begin in the 18th century; as Hancock (1987:282) has observed
more generally, “actual connected texts in the Anglophone Creoles have not
been located which date from before the early 1700s.”3 Although we have, in
fact, three pre-1700 texts from Barbados (two from 1676 and one from 1683),
these are of questionable reliability (see below), and Hancock’s point remains
valid. Nothing has been located, for example, from the earliest quarter century
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of Barbadian colonization and settlement — the period from 1627 to about
1650. During the last decade of this period, the island began experiencing its
transformation from relatively small-scale production of tobacco and cotton,
largely, but not entirely, dependent on the labor of free and indentured Whites,
to the large-scale production of sugar under the plantation system with its
increasing dependence on African slaves. At this early period, Whites in
Barbados, many of them probably “speaking nautical or regional British-based
varieties of English” (Hancock 1980:22), significantly outnumbered African
slaves.

Population figures for the early years in Barbados cannot be precise and
are surrounded by considerable ambiguities and inconsistencies, but several
contemporary estimates for the mid-1640s (none for the 1630s gives the
number of Africans, although they were in Barbados from the earliest years of
settlement) indicate that Whites far outnumbered Blacks. By 1643 and 1645,
for example, contemporary sources placed the number of “Negro slaves”
from about 5,680 to 6,400, while the White population is given as about
18,600 and 18,300 “effective men,” that is, males eligible for militia service
(Handler & Shelby 1973, Scott 1668). Since no figures are available for
White women and children, one can only guess at the total number of Whites
on the island, but it surely exceeded the number of males reported for militia
purposes (cf. Harlow 1926:45, 338; Dunn 1972:55).

Whatever the actual figures, scholars, using no more than a few primary
sources, have long maintained that prior to the “sugar revolution” Whites
greatly outnumbered Blacks. Given this ratio, Hancock (1980:27) suggests
that the first Africans

would have learned English from them [the native English-speaking popu-

lation] without creolizing it, like any minority immigrant group anywhere.
Even Cassidy (1982), in a shift from his 1980 position, agrees that it is
unlikely that a developed creole existed in Barbados during this early period,
since the precondition that the slaves form actual communities of their own
would not have been generally satisfied.* However, he does not agree (1982:
6) that they would have learned fluent “metropolitan English” either, pointing
to Ligon’s (1657:54) observation that the Africans he encountered in 1647-
1650 did not speak English well enough to explain their games to him.

The next significant period in early Barbadian history is from around
1650, with the beginnings of the sugar revolution well underway, to around
1700. During this period, both plantation sugar production and slavery be-
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came firmly established, and the island reached the zenith of its prosperity. By
the 1670s, Barbados was England’s wealthiest and most populous colony in
the Americas. While the sugar revolution was transforming the Barbadian
landscape as well as the island’s social order, the population ratios also
changed and the number of Africans significantly increased.

By the time he left Barbados in 1650, Ligon (1657:46) concluded that
Blacks were “more than double the numbers of the Christians.” The actual
figures he presents are greatly exaggerated, but he does draw attention to the
dramatic rise in the Black population which accompanied the sugar revolution.
African imports exceeded 2,000 per annum through the 1650s and early 1670s,
and were well over 3,000 per annum by the end of the century (Handler & Lange
1978:22-3). Despite high mortality rates, as the years progressed Blacks came
to constitute a larger percentage of the Barbadian population. For seven years
between 1668 and 1696, for which there are population data, Blacks averaged
about 65%, if not more, of the total.® In 16791680, for example, when
Barbados was a major and wealthy sugar producer, the island’s census reported
38,746 Blacks and over 21,000 Whites (Public Record Office 1679/80; Atkins
1680a). In 1684, another count yielded a Black population of 46,602 and a
White one of close to 20,000 (British Library 1684). Although the figures
reported for Blacks were probably on the low side, by this period Barbados was
a quintessential slave society.

For Cassidy (1982:11-2), the flourishing plantation-slave system in this
period (characterized by “communities of slaves living together, and a new
generation being produced — with the loss of African languages and English
of whatever kind being the language of general communication”) would have
been ideal for creole formation. Hancock (1980:22, 1987:269), however,
hypothesizing that the componential matrix of dialects at the time of formation
of each creole shapes its essential character, argues that the predominance of
White settlers and English dialects during Barbados’ earliest colonization
would already have established the island’s basic variety of English as
metropolitan rather than creole.

Against this backdrop of opposing opinions, the three late 17th century
samples will now be considered. We do not regard them as authentic, but
since they are the only known samples of 17th century Bajan, we consider
them worthy of discussion, if only to justify the conclusion that they are
unreliable as evidence of contemporary Barbadian speech.

The first two samples are from an anonymously authored pamphlet,
Great Newes from the Barbadoes. Or, a true and faithful account of the grand
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conspiracy of the Negroes against the English (Anon 1676; cf. Handler
1971:10). The author had visited Barbados, but provides only a secondhand
account of an aborted slave plot in 1675 (Handler 1982, Beckles 1987:37). In
the first text, the author comments (p. 6) upon an anonymous Black man who
is “much quoted by the White Barbadians” for having allegedly said:

(1) The Devel was in the English-man, that he makes every thing
work; he makes the Negro work, the Horse work, the Ass work, the
Wood work, the Water work, and the Winde work.

Recounted in the second text is an incident in which Tony, a slave who is
about to be burned alive for his role in the conspiracy, is mocked by specta-
tors: “Tony, sirrah, we shall see you fry bravely by and by.” To this he is said
(pp. 12-3) to have replied, before fearlessly urging the executioner to pro-
ceed:

(2) I you roast me today, you cannot roast me tomorrow: (All those
negroes having an opinion that after their death they go into their
own country.)

The third text is included in an anonymously authored excerpt from a
letter sent from Barbados to England in 1683; this item details events relating
to rumors of a slave conspiracy in 1683. In November, 1683, the Whites in
Bridgetown became alarmed over what later proved to be false rumors of a
slave revolt in the leeward parts of the island (Handler 1982:19-20, Beckles
1987:41). A letter (produced in Extract of a Letter 1683) was circulated which
allegedly had been written by one of the slave leaders of this rumored
conspiracy.

(3) Brothers,

Our design is discovered but not be {sic] disheartened, let us
begin the next Sunday about midnight. Do not let us mind the
[illegible word] or companies for I understand some of our broth-
ers are in hold, and if we do not begin, we shall all be brought in
trouble, and withall lose our lives, if not then sometime next week,
for we will have it, for we have done for our brothers here methink
long the time, for we have most of all countries on our side,
therefore be not afraid.

At first glance the preceding texts seem to support Hancock’s position,
since they contain no trace of creole. However, their authenticity as samples
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of slave speech can be seriously questioned. We certainly cannot verify the
reliability of the anonymous author who produced the first two texts; he was
not an eyewitness to either of the speech events he reports, and he says
nothing about how and from whom he obtained the putative quotations. With
respect to the authenticity of the document itself, the first text appears to be
just the kind of apocryphal story which Whites liked to exchange for their
own amusement, conveniently reinforcing one or another stereotype about
the character of the slaves (cf. Rickford 1987:88). Even if the “quoted”
utterances were really made by a specific slave, it is unlikely that they were
uttered exactly as represented above. The past tense form (was) and the
inflected third present form (makes) were probably added by Whites or the
author himself in telling the story. It is almost certain that the slave did not use
the postconsonantal final d (and) and the interdental fricatives (the, thing)
which occur in this text. Such standard English features are not characteristic
of the West African languages which formed the substrata for English-based
contact varieties in the Caribbean, nor of the contact varieties themselves
(Turner 1974:245, Alleyne 1980:44ff, Lalla & D’Costa 1990:53-5). Even
today these features are rare or non-occurrent in vernacular Barbadian and
other Caribbean English speech — the English interdental fricatives usually
being realized as stops (de, ting), and the postconsonantal final d’s as zero
(an’).

Our reservations about the first text apply equally to the second text,
which occurs in the same source. Tony’s speech is represented as containing
intact postconsonantal s (roast) and tense pronominal vowels (you, as
against lax or reduced yuh), but these features are relatively rare, even in
modern Caribbean speech (cf. Allsopp 1958:11.45, Rickford 1979:217, 261).7
Moreover, there is no suggestion in the text that the author was making any
effort to replicate the form of Tony’s speech, as distinct from its content, or
how he obtained the information on what allegedly happened and what Tony
allegedly said.

The third text may have been written by members of the White planto-
cracy to reinforce their perceived need for additional vigilance, or to justify
calls for increased security and strengthening the militia during a period when
White fears of slave insurrection were not uncommon (Handler 1982; also
Handler 1984). This text is suspect on linguistic grounds (e.g., the unlikeli-
hood of forms like methinks) and on historical/textual grounds. With respect
to the latter, contemporary White authorities admitted they lacked evidence
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for a planned uprising, and the Barbadian resident in whose letter the text
occurs, dismisses — in the letter itself — both the rumors of a planned revolt
and the authenticity of the text; he is emphatic that “the authors of those
papers” were not slaves but Whites who were “endeavoring to discourage the
people by putting fear in their hearts.”

But even if we disregard all the evidence to the contrary, and accept these
three texts at face value, as valid indicators of how some Blacks spoke
or wrote in late 17th century Barbados, there would be no justification for
assuming that they were representative of all or even most of the island’s
contemporary Black population. By the last half of the 17th century, internal
divisions were emerging within the slave community (Beckles 1987:40);
there were divisions between the African-born and creoles, domestic slaves
and field hands, artisans and nonartisans, urban and rural, and so forth. If
samples 1-3 are valid representations of segments of the linguistic repertoire
of some contemporary Blacks, it is most likely that they reflected highly
acculturated individuals who were not African born and who were not typical
of the mass of plantation slaves. Certainly, phonologically standard speech
(as in texts 1 and 2), literacy, and the high-flown literary register of the third
text (withall, not be disheartened) would not have been widespread among
Blacks (or among Whites, for that matter).

Some years ago, Alleyne (1971) observed that social differentiation and
linguistic variation are likely to have been characteristic of Caribbean slave
communities almost from their inception. But the point bears reemphasis with
respect to Barbados, and to debates about the nature of its language in earlier
periods. Such language is unlikely to have been any ONE variety at any
earlier time, as some scholars seem to be suggesting. Given the heterogeneous
background of the island’s White population (composed of, for example,
English, Scots, and Irish with their own internal regional and class differ-
ences) as well as the heterogeneity of the African-born population, and given
the differences in length of residence and social networks among the island’s
inhabitants, it is as unlikely during the 17th century, as it is now, that
EVERYONE spoke the same way (whether metropolitan or creole). Given
the way earlier debates on Barbadian Creole have been framed, the crucial
question then becomes: Was there some local creoie speech in earlier times?
Or was it all metropolitan, all acrolectal or standard? We believe that, con-
trary to the unreliable evidence of texts 1-3, Barbadian speech in earlier
centuries constituted a continuum rather than a point, somewhat like one of
the stages (4.1 to 4.4) in the model of table 1, or perhaps like stage 5 in the
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Table 1. A Model of Quantitative Shifts in the Percentages of Speakers Using Each Lect
during Decreolization

Stages Basilect Lower Mid Upper Acrolect
Mesolect Mesolect Mesolect

Stage 4.1 33% 27% 40% 27% 27%

Stage 4.2 33% 33% 47% 33% 33%

Stage 4.3 13% 40% 40% 40% 47%

Stage 4.4 7% 47% 40% 47% 47%

Source: Rickford 1983:300. (Percentages in each row total more than 100% because of
the assumption that each speaker is not confined to a single lect, but may control two lects
or more.)

Table 2. A Qualitative Model of Decreolization, Depicting the Loss, over Time, of
Basilectal and Mesolectal Varieties

Stages Basilect Lower Mid Upper Acrolect
Mesolect Mesolect Mesolect

Stage 5 X X X X

Stage 6 X X X

Stage 7 X X

Stage 8 X

Source: Rickford 1983:303

model of table 2. In fact, we find evidence for the coexistence of mesolectal
(creole-like) varieties, alongside acrolectal (standard-like) ones, in the 18th as
well as 19th centuries.

3. The Eighteenth Century

All of the available 18th century samples come from the last quarter of
the century, but they seem quite authentic, and furnish convincing evidence
that creole speech was extant on the island. By the late 18th century, the
number of Africans imported annually was negligible (Handler & Lange
1978: 22-3), but the number of slaves, despite high mortality rates, had
increased considerably since the latter half of the 17th century. Reasonably
precise figures for all population segments (particularly slaves and freedmen,
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i.e., free persons of color) during the last quarter of the 18th century are
difficult to obtain; moreover, contemporary estimates or reported figures on
slaves, in particular, are often based on tax returns to the treasurer’s office and
are almost certainly undercounts. Nonetheless, primary sources indicate that
the Barbados slave population averaged around 70,000, perhaps even more,
during this period, while the number of Whites (for whom figures seem to be
more accurate) averaged around 17,000, roughly, 80% and 20%, respec-
tively; the freedman population was minute — probably one percent or less
for most of the period.? By the late 1780s, following a trend that had started in
the previous century and which continued until emancipation in 1834, slaves
inhabiting\plantations or small farm units comprised about 88% of the total
slave population. Most of these slaves lived in compact village settlements
located close to the plantation yard and the owner or manager’s house
(Handler & Lange 1978:29-40; cf. Higman 1984:50). According to Cassidy
(1982), these are just the kinds of demographic and settlement patterns which
would have produced and/or maintained creole-speaking communities.

The first two samples are from William Dickson, one of the most useful
and intelligent observers of Barbadian society in the late 18th century. As the
English secretary to Barbados’ governor, Dickson arrived in Barbados in 1772
and lived there for about 13 years. He was unusually interested in, and sym-
pathetic to, the enslaved, and advocated an end to the slave trade, albeit not
immediate emancipation. Dickson became involved with some of Britain’s
leading abolitionists, and he ultimately produced two volumes which are well-
known sources for understanding British West Indian and Barbadian slavery
(Dickson 1789, 1814, cf. Handler 1971: 52-3, 66). For a person of his social
position Dickson had relatively frequent contact with Barbadian slaves, talked
to them, and attended their holiday celebrations quite extensively, even when
he “did not know an individual present [and] . . . such meetings and such
adventures would be looked upon, as very perilous indeed” (Dickson 1789: 94).
In terms of his relatively extensive direct associations with Blacks, Dickson
was somewhat like McTurk (1881) or Cruickshank (1916) in Guyana (cf.
Rickford 1987:99ff, 112ff). His texts may be more creole-like than the 17th
century ones quoted above because they represent more accurate and informed
depictions of contemporary Black life.

The first text is linked with Dickson’s experiences in Barbados, and his
subsequent contacts with Granville Sharp who, by the 1770s and 1780s, was a
prominent British abolitionist (Rice 1975: 212—4). This very rare and unusual
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item, located in the Gloucester County Record Office in England, is the
manuscript text and musical notation of “an African song or chant” which
Dickson transmitted (verbally or in writing) to Sharp.? All that is known of how
the item came into Sharp’s possession is the notation on the manuscript itself
(presumably in Sharp’s handwriting): “taken down in notes by G.S. from the
information of Dr. Wm. Dickson.” Aside from the dangers inherent in sound
transcription, especially if sounds are largely alien to the transcriber, the musi-
cal training of Dickson is unknown, as are the conditions under which the
transcription was made. For example, it is unknown if Dickson recorded the
musical notation in situ in Barbados and later transmitted it in writing to Sharp,
or if Sharp made the transcription from information Dickson recalled; further-
more, if based upon recall, it is not known if the information was communicated
directly to Sharp verbally, and then transcribed by him, or communicated
directly in writing. In any event, Dickson’s anti-slavery position was undoubt-
edly the way he came in contact with Sharp. Since Dickson returned to England
in 1785 or 1786 and Sharp died in 1814, the manuscript probably dates from
within this period; the song itself, of course, would be of an earlier date.

The manuscript, partially reproduced in an earlier article on Barbadian
slave music (Handler & Frisbie 1972: plate IIb; cf. Handler 1971:139-40),
includes musical notation and remarkably specific notes on the language of the
song, for example, “NB: a is sounded by them like the French ai or Englisha.”
It also includes details about the way in which the song is normally performed,
including its distinctive African call-and-response pattern “A Single Negro
(while at Work with the rest of the Gang) leads the Song, and the others join in
chorus at the end of every verse.” These details add to our impression of the
text’s authenticity (Handler & Frisbie 1972:23-6).

(4) Massa buy me he won’t killa me
Oh — Massa buy me, he won’t killa me
Oh, Massa buy me, he won’t killa me
Oh ’for he kill me, he ship me regulaw.

Chorus:aaaaaaaaaaaaaa,a

For I live with a bad Man oh la —

"for I live with a bad Man Obudda-bo
*For I live with a bad Man oh la —

>for I would go to the River side Regulaw

Chorus:aaaaaaaaO







































