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Foreword

Modern colonial empires were built in many places in the world by the simul-
taneous capture of human labor (in the form of slaves, indentured servants, in-
debted workers, and sharecroppers) and natural endowments (in the form of 
soil-water relations and varied nonhuman life) for the production of agricul-
tural commodities exported to distant lands in service of global markets. In this 
book, we encounter one set of such capture processes in one Caribbean loca-
tion, an island, that was the site of historical and archaeological research that 
informs the work.

Centered on the sugar economy that emerged in eighteenth-century Domi-
nica to serve a world demand for sweetness, and on the power relations it forged,1

Mark Hauser’s wonderful study covers the environmental conditions in which 
sugar plantations, slave systems, and struggles over water and soil formed in the 
modern Caribbean. As an archaeologist writing colonial history, he brings tal-
ents and perspectives to this work that are o�en not found, even in some of the 
more careful historical studies. At the same time, he oÊers welcome analysis of 
the gradual, Àtful, and o�en unpredictable ways in which local economies en-
counter global pressures and �ows, and traces more precisely the transformations 
that are swept into current, rather un-nuanced, discussions of the Anthropocene 
and its variants, such as the Plantationocene.2

As Hauser notes, precolonial empires were built, particularly in the Amer-
icas, by directing local agriculture, and its command over water resources, 
to the production of crops and goods that served the purposes of large-scale 
polity building. In that sense, the arrival of Europeans in the Caribbean and 
the harnessing of land, water, and labor to the production of sugar and other 
crops for the world commodities market was another wave of such disposses-
sion, redirection, and capture. It included the loss of many freedoms among 
the local communities and the importation of others in servitude, this time 
from Africa. To document this process—the ecological relations with which 
the production and decline of plantations are enmeshed—Hauser focuses on 
three issues: scarcity, mobility, and ideas of belonging. A�er discussing the 
material record of slavery and providing a description of the water channels 
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and systems, he shows how security, �ows, and belonging are both experienced 
and expressed.

³e best work on colonialism and its forms of capitalist development in 
European empires across Asia, Africa, and the Americas has increasingly paid 
close attention to the actual processes imperfectly realizing the ambitions and 
imagined plans of colonial powers and elites. Ruling groups are compelled to 
deal with various unexpected events and frustrations (including rebellions, wars, 
market volatility, calamities, and epidemics). Meanwhile, subordinated work-
ing people and marginal farmers end up innovating livelihood strategies that 
occasionally loosen the iron grip of slavery as they look for ways out of the stark 
inequality and poverty that shapes their lives. Hauser provides a perceptive study 
in this vein, discovering actual social and ecological conditions in which modern 
slave economies were built around agrarian commodities. Drawing on a decade 
of archaeological and historical research, he provides a sustained examination 
of con�icts over water that forge the actual exploitative regimes designed and 
executed over a century.

To address the uncertainties at the heart of the immense enterprise of domi-
nation and control that slavery embodied, and the ways in which conditions of 
acute inequality and un-freedom still engendered ideas of belonging and em-
placement, Hauser builds a theoretical framework deeply in�uenced by the idea 
of slavery as a predicament, in which he is inspired by historian Vincent Brown.3

His approach is made creatively possible by examining the material and social 
life of objects in ordinary Dominican plantation lives, even as he reckons the 
place aÊorded these things in wider circuits of meaning and proÀt making. At 
the same time, Hauser is attuned to the spatial characteristics of island geogra-
phies in oceanic networks, as well as the patchwork of enclaves in which people 
and production get sequestered through both intensiÀcation and neglect over 
historical periods when these islands are more or less imbricated in world-scale 
development.4 His painstaking, long-term research is placed felicitously and 
generatively in conversation with some of the most in�uential recent writing in 
environmental anthropology, historical archaeology, and the study of slavery in 
South America and the Caribbean.

³e outcome is a Àne study in social archaeology that makes archaeological 
work, in its concerns and methods, respond to contemporary questions of envi-
ronmental stress and human distress, even as perspectives on landscape modiÀ-
cation for economic development and nature conservation are brought to bear on 
the material record of human action on the environment in the long-past times 
more familiar to archaeological discovery. A well-attuned historical sensibility 
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is alive to speeding up and intensifying human impact on natural environments, 
but the story told here resists a decisive epochal account of these processes. In 
that way, the “great acceleration” that historians J. R. McNeill and Peter Engelke 
describe5 becomes an analytical understanding of the modern exploitation of 
places like Dominica that is not teleological in a simple fashion. People on the 
island repeatedly set to work solving problems they did not create; these engage-
ments meant that some repair accompanied a lot of loss and disruption. Sadly, 
the struggle to ward oÊ the baneful eÊects of conquest, colonialism, plantations, 
and being swept into world commodity markets produced a series of setbacks for 
those who had the most to lose.

K. Sivaramakrishnan
Yale University
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Introduction

Welcome to Nature’s Island

I n 1817, a legal dispute arose over a comparatively small estate in 
a much-overlooked corner of an island at the edge of the British Empire. 
�e party claiming ownership sued the property’s residents to recover rent 

and proceeds from the estate, which the complainants alleged was wickedly 
neglected. �e probate that accompanied the suit included a detailed descrip-
tion of the property, documenting enslaved laborers, buildings, furniture, ani-
mals, equipment, and the disposition of the land. �e estate in question was 
in the southwestern quarter of the island of Dominica (maps I.1 and I.2). For 
those acquainted with Caribbean estates, this is a familiar story. In their descrip-
tion, the document’s authors stated that the buildings were “slight and can only 
answer a temporary purpose.” Of the slaves, the authors agreed that all 120 were 
generally healthy and able-bodied in the minds of the attorneys. What struck me 
as I read the document was the state of the land. Aside from a few smallholders 
who were squatting on the property, most of the co�ee �elds had been le� to 
nature. One parcel was “totally abandoned and [became] a common for cattle.” 
Perhaps the most interesting comment was the one made about the cane �elds: 
“One remark that has forcibly struck us is that the cutting down of the Galba 
fences where the canes are now planted was highly injurious, in a situation so 
much exposed to the wind and must prove extremely injurious to the canes.” 
�ese �elds were in the process of being abandoned. �e probate ends with these 
damning words, “We deem it necessary to remark—under all the circumstances 
of this property, that on demanding of the present manager . . . what salary he 
was allowed . . . he stated it be 100 joes [a large sum in 1817] per annum.”

�e account describes a Dickensian situation: a ramshackle estate with a few 
settlers and over one hundred slaves of all ages and origins, who use former cof-
fee lands to graze their cattle and livestock, run by an incompetent manager 
living in a rotting estate house. �e account is interesting in that it describes 
abandonment of prime land. �e probate’s authors’ disdain for the defendants 
is evident in their account of the owners’ misuse of the estate—converting prime 



2 Introduction

co�ee lands into cane �elds and hiring a manager whose ignorance was richly re-
warded. �e account is important because it describes a property and the people 
who lived on it in the wake of Dominica’s sugar revolution, a short-lived agrarian 
transition that coincided with Britain’s annexation of the island in 1763. By all 
accounts, the revolution failed. �e lives and livelihoods of the people are not 
clearly spelled out in the document. From the ways that parcels were named we 
can infer that free people squatted on the land. It also tells us that enslaved labor-
ers remained attached to the land even when their labor was no longer needed. 
Finally, it suggests that these people, living on the margins of empire, had to 
resolve problems that were not of their own making. An absence in the account 
above is water and its role in the everyday life of those le� to live on the estate. 
Water animated the landscape; it brought life to the soil. Its absence speaks to 
how much the people writing the account took it for granted as part of their ev-
eryday life. Its absence is also noteworthy for those who had to rely on available 
sources to drink, cook, wash, and water their animals.

�is book uses the lens of water to examine an environment modi�ed by slav-
ery on an island largely overlooked by historians (maps I.3 and I.4). �e predica-
ments faced by enslaved people described above were not unique.1 �e sugar rev-
olution, the “event” of this study, put into direct competition ordinary people’s 
daily needs to access soil and water with the manufacturing demands of goods 
destined for distant markets. It was not the �rst political-economic transforma-
tion in the Americas that centered around local and elite tensions over soil and 
water. Hydrosocial manipulation and agricultural intensi�cation, as well as their 
social control, are very much part of the story of states in the Andes, the Maya 
region, and central Mexico.2 Nor was sugar the last commodity to transform 
the Americas, as recently noted in Mexico City, Bolivia, and the United States.3

While the unequal distribution of water and its scarcity are very much part of 
the contemporary public transcript, we can understand this present narrative 
through its deep roots in the past. Archaeology as a �eld focuses on absent pres-
ences, mapping them in space and mapping how they change over time.

�e sugar revolution put into motion something the Americas had yet to 
see. Monoculture supplanted agricultural practices in which farmers had culti-
vated di�erent species as climate and soil conditions demanded. Sugar was the 
�rst botanical commodity exploited in the Caribbean that came from another 
part of the world. Whereas cotton, tobacco, and cacao were indigenous crops 
in the Americas, sugar originated in Southeast Asia and migrated through a 
long passage, in which its value and the social relationships attached to it 
evolved.4 �e revolution introduced into agriculture a high level of organization, 
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interchangeability of labor units, extreme time-consciousness, and, most import-
ant, separation of both production from consumption and workers from their 
tools. At the same time, enslaved Caribbean people who had become experts on 
the land aspired to many forms of freedom: freedom from the legal status that 
de�ned them as property, freedom from the physical violence that accompa-
nied slavery’s legal and labor regimes, and freedom from the slow violence that 
emerged through very simple but long-lasting competition between production 
of commodities and reproduction of lives and livelihoods.5

Enslavement is forced labor extracted under the threat of violence, where peo-
ple are compelled to solve problems not of their own making. To be enslaved is 
to face those problems as everyday predicaments surrounding security, mobility, 
and belonging. Because labor was extracted under constant threats of violence, 
slow and fast, securing life and livelihoods was a principal concern for those 
living in slave society. To secure life and livelihood, people were forced to move 
about the land in ways contrary to their captivity. Since the possession of captives 
was critical to cultural politics in slave society, those deemed property struggled 
to forge networks of community through di�erent idioms of belonging. In the 
eighteenth-century Caribbean—a context known for its industrialized relations 
of labor, racialized forms of di�erence making, and enslavement de�ned through 
chattel property—people struggled to secure their livelihoods in contexts where 
mobility was di�erently policed to pursue the politics of belonging.

�ese predicaments were not natural states; they were the consequence of 
plans authored in distant places of power and materialized locally. While the an-
cestors of the indigenous Kalinago took captives from neighboring islands and 
more distant shores, it was only in the 1700s that people in Dominica started 
facing the predicaments described above. It was then that colonists and slaves 
from neighboring Martinique and Guadeloupe began to establish agricultural 
concerns on the island. Amid entrenched slavery and its violence, anxieties over 
security, mobility, and belonging intensi�ed in 1763, when English and French 
planters pursued economic progress promised in colonizing discourses and 
undersigned by the cultivation of sugar. Archaeological and textual evidence 
provides clues about how enslaved people of African descent resolved everyday 
concerns over lives and livelihoods through their capacity to move about the 
landscape in order to pursue the politics of belonging. Forced to realize the plans 
of English-speaking elites, enslaved workers shaped the landscape by modify-
ing traditional ways of doing things. Enslaved Dominicans also engaged in the 
global economy in novel ways. Unexpected economies emerged that formed a so-
cial and political infrastructure, bringing maroons, slaves, and Kalinago in daily 
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face-to-face interaction. People formed communities that frustrated imperial 
categories of di�erence based on skin color and dispossession, and households 
formed associations around both kin and non-kin.

Colonizing discourses described Dominica as an island of latent potential 
that could be realized only through the capacity of slavery and markets. Sub-
scribers to these discourses invested their fortunes and the labor of others, only 
to �nd that cultivation of sugar was a failed project. In 1965, the Dominica 
Tourist Board branded the colony as “the Nature Island” to promote travel of 
“holidaymakers” from Europe. “Nature’s Island” also alludes to a historical 
process, as Dominica was the last quarry in Europe’s eighteenth-century land 
grab for growing sugar and implanting subjects in the Caribbean. �e “na-
ture” of the island changed in relationship to slavery and markets, and capital 
ambitions on the island failed when nature would not yield. “Nature’s Island” 
also signals the boundary work of eighteenth-century colonial accounts, in 
which slippages between “nature” and “culture” rendered Indigenous people 
invisible and enslaved Africans governable. All who stood in relation to slavery 
felt the consequences of these imperial ambitions, but those who were legally 
categorized as property bore the most signi�cant cost of their reproduction 
and resolution.

�ese accounts recognized that some people would pay more dearly for cul-
tivating new Caribbean colonies than others. Some provided �nancial outlays 
to accumulate land, build factories, and commission infrastructure. In the his-
torical record, little acknowledgment is given to costs for those whose labor was 
pressed into service to improve the land, work the factories, and ply the roads. 
Landowners needed workers for the commercial crops that increasingly blan-
keted the Eastern Caribbean: cotton, tobacco, co�ee, indigo, and sugar cane. 
People of African descent were pressed into service to work these plants into 
commodities. For them, the landscape in which they labored was one of lim-
ited options. �e slave trade inserted them into provinces or countries in which 
mobility required language skills and connections they were not expected to 
possess. Nor were they intended to move o� the land where they labored to �nd 
a home somewhere else, because the laws had prohibited such movement as a 
capital o�ense. Some did run away and join communities of maroons living in 
the island’s highlands, but such moves did not guarantee that their lives became 
free of servitude. Importantly, their labor bore much of the costs unaccounted 
for in colonizing discourses. As land was made available for the cultivation of 
commodities such as sugar, co�ee, and cotton, people living in slave settlements 
were o�en challenged to locate and improve water and soil to meet basic needs.
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�is book puts into conversation the work of scholars who question the prem-
ises of capitalism and its workings in the environment, historians concerned 
with the role of slavery and governance in colonial settings, and archaeologists 
engaged with spatial relationships inscribed into plantation economies.6 While 
contributing to a long-term conversation in which Caribbean scholars have cen-
tered these ecological relations in the making of social lives, it also considers 
a new way for archaeologists to conceptualize matter in conditions of intense 
social inequality and shows how archaeological data can contribute to broader 
conversations about nature, culture, and place.7 It thus examines “what manages 
to live” despite slavery.8

With few exceptions, archaeologists write for one another, limiting their con-
tributions to broader scholarly discourse. �is is a shame. �e material record 
they engage can contribute insights that move past apolitical commentary of 
the environment and situate political ecology in the violent histories of slavery.9

More than three decades ago, Jamaican cultural theorist Sylvia Wynter described 
Caribbean history as a competition between two priorities.10 One priority, that 
of the cane �eld, was framed in the idiom of property and improvement. Coloni-
zation of Dominica was a process of alienation where humans were transformed 
into labor “and nature to land.” Here the slave was dually alienated.11 �e process 
of colonization was a physical alienation by which people racialized as black were 
held captive in the Americas. It was also a political alienation of the relationship 
between those people and the earth, which reshaped the social �elds in which 
they operated. A second priority, that of the provision ground, was framed by 
idioms of reunion and cultivation. In provision ground spaces, Africans reunited 
with the earth through growing food. In so doing, they cultivated relationships 
on “the plot of folk culture,” which became another basis of social order.12

I hope to work against the insularity of archaeology by putting into conversa-
tion Caribbean scholarship in my examination of the changing nature of Dom-
inica in relation to an o�en-overlooked matter—water. �e book is divided into 
two sections, Properties and Cultivation, to mirror Wynter’s framing. Farms as 
an assemblage of plants, people, technologies, and animals became increasingly 
valued for their global relations, rather than more intimate ones. Sugar cane, 
chief among the crops valued for their ability to accumulate wealth, created par-
ticular predicaments for those forced to work the land. Gardens cultivated by the 
enslaved became a local articulation of alternative geographies. Here enslaved 
laborers sought “biotic,” political, and social refuge in which noncommercial, 
threatened species could survive.13 I hope to challenge the myth that on an is-
land barely larger than Chicago, with 365 rivers, nature was abundant, and its 
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elements, such as earth, air, water, and fuel, were virtually free. Bringing these 
relationships into sharp focus, this book advances one account of how engage-
ments with these elements emerged for residents of Dominica as a set of predica-
ments, reconstituting how people who did not set these processes in motion were 
able to socially and materially reproduce themselves.
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Ch a pter 1

Mapping Slavery’s Material Record

In Evening got opposite Roseau when several Boats came on board 
of us having the principal Gentlemen in the Island.  .  . In landing 
we went on board the A�ica, a Negro [slave] ship. We saw Boys & 
Girls dance & sing keeping time with their open hands striking each 
other –while a male got a sword in his hand & he made a number 
of curious movements with it looking frequently to his own limbs 
& wriggling with his back side. One female began [a] song [and] all 
joined the chorus – much in a way in highlands in their own native 
dialect. �e children have necklaces of beads on wrists & necks.

—Journal of Jonathan Troup, May 11, 1789

J onathan Troup arrived off the coast of Roseau, onboard �e Duch-
ess of Portland. Troup was recruited to practice medicine among sixteen 
“Mullato, French and English” physicians in Dominica a¦er he received his 

medical training at Marischal College in Aberdeen in 1788.1 New to the Carib-
bean, and in search of his fortune, Troup spent the next year documenting his 
practice, taking histories of various patients, describing maladies, and detailing 
ingredients of the remedies he prescribed. His prose is inconsistent, containing 
incomplete sentences, half-written words, un¬nished thoughts, and descriptive 
tangents. Topics include people, weather, diseases, terrain, and livestock, and 
how they played an active role on the island. Quickly drawn sketches of town 
scenes and the material culture that Dominica’s residents used accompany some 
of these descriptions (¬gure 1.1). Historians have discussed how his manuscript is 
in±ected with tones of sexual violence that pervaded colonial society, including 
accounts of Troup’s own interactions.2 Also important were the social lives of 
people on the island. �e list of actors who play pivotal roles in his descriptions 
of everyday life includes estate managers, plantation proprietors, doctors, peo-
ple classi¬ed as “free colored,” Africans classi¬ed as slaves, and both free and 
enslaved skilled tradesmen. �is last group is described most prominently in 



Figure 1.1. Watercolor paintings found in Jonathan Troup’s journal, highlighting 
some of the lives and livelihoods he encountered during his one-year stay in Dominica 

(UA, MS 2070, Journal of Jonathan Troup). Counterclockwise, from top le¦: 
“Water and Negroe Woman” (126), “Barber” (127), “Field Slaves and Town Slaves” 

(124), “Iron Bilboes and Wood Stockade” (123), “Hair Rings” (122v), “Ibbo Dancing” 
(121), “Negroes pulling a cart of goods” (133). Courtesy of University of Aberdeen.
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Troup’s account, which documents his observation of their social lives, language 
celebrations, and trials as he treated their maladies.

What Troup documented as he wrote about his walk across the slave ship Af-
rica was one node in a global commodity chain that was not legible from his van-
tage point.3 While Troup knew that the children were captured in Africa and 
brought to the Americas, he probably did not know that nearly 80,000 people 
had been brought to Dominica by May 1789, nor that nearly 30,000 would fol-
low.4 As a student at Marischal College, he might have been introduced to Adam 
Smith’s critique of slavery as ine¾cient.5 While some of the 103,000 people who 
arrived in Dominica were transshipped to other islands, colonies, or nations, he 
would not know which of those he had described would be purchased and put 
to work in this new West Indian colony. �e number of written accounts docu-
menting immediate experiences of the enslaved was limited. �ere were notable 
exceptions in the eighteenth century, including Phillis Wheatley, Olaudah Equi-
ano, and Ignatius Sancho. Given their centrality to debates surrounding slavery 
and abolition, and Troup’s uncritical musings, he most likely did not read them.6

In documenting slavery’s material record, Troup also became part of it. �ere 
was a world of events yet to take place. �e French revolution would continue 
for ten more years, during which the slaves in Guadeloupe would be freed brie±y 
and the Béké of Martinique would choose to align themselves with Britain to 
avoid emancipating their slaves. �e Haitian Revolution was still two years away. 
Its beginnings and a¦ermath would see a ±ood of French planters immigrating 
to Dominica to escape violence and establish coÃee estates. Also in 1791, the 
“New Year’s Day Revolt” would ensue in the southeastern parish of Dominica, 
shaking the con¬dence of the planting class. While the numbers of Africans im-
ported to the island were decreasing by 1789, the slave trade would continue for 
another eighteen years. �e institution of legalized slavery would continue for 
another forty-¬ve years. �is would be followed by eight years of apprenticeship. 
Troup could not have seen these events coming.

�is chapter maps slavery’s material record as an archaeological problem and 
an assemblage of predicaments. It introduces the cast of archaeological charac-
ters, who, when mapped in relationship to one another, reveal details of enslaved 
laborers’ lives, their priorities and predicaments, during agrarian transition. I 
build on historical archaeology, while using a more social approach to probe 
more deeply into the lives of diÃerentially positioned subjects to show how 
their ecological priorities shaped how slavery worked in practice.7 For hundreds 
of landowners, the promise of colonization—that it would provide a pathway 
from merchant to landed gentry, from provincial port town to metropolitan 
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elite, from shop to manor house—had proved to be a mirage. For the thousands 
of enslaved laborers, the violence (slow or otherwise) of colonizing discourses 
would provide a harsh reality in which any such social, economic, or geographic 
mobility came with its risks and costs.

Enslavement

During Troup’s life, livelihoods in much of the world were shaped by slavery’s 
material record. Take, for example, the diÃerent people and industries required 
to produce a hogshead of sugar or a barrel of molasses, a task at which many of 
the Africans described in the above passage would be put to work. One quickly 
begins to realize that many people contributed to the production. Some might 
seem relatively obvious—there were enslaved laborers who cultivated the ¬elds, 
boiled the sugar, built the houses, made the barrels, and cared for the sick and 
young. Others might not be so obvious. �ere were the miners in Sweden, Fin-
land, Russia, Cornwall, or Wales who dug for the iron and coal used to make the 
cane bills and hoes in Atlantic port cities of Britain and France.8 �ere were the 
sailors who gathered salt used to preserve the cod and herring ¬shed out of the 
North Atlantic.9 �ere were the enslaved laborers on farms in North America 
growing barley, wheat, and maize used as rations and feed in the colony.10 Wage 
laborers in iron foundries in Liverpool and London would cast the rollers and 
kettles necessary for crushing sugar cane and boiling its juice into a concentrated 
slurry.11 Massive potteries in the French and English Caribbean had to be built 
to manufacture the necessary vessels that re¬ned the boiled slurry into sugar 
and molasses.12

Despite this complex and densely networked world, few have stopped to con-
sider what is distinctive about slavery’s material record. Fewer still have consid-
ered this record as part of a larger ecology of things. As a social problem to be 
studied, slavery has the appearance of a transhistorical institution and invites 
comparison across times and spaces, but its workings are best understood at a 
particular conjuncture.13 As a historical problem, the term “slavery” introduces 
anachronisms and obscuring processes for which the term has become a short-
hand, including captivity, human tra¾cking, domination, violence, displace-
ment, and impoverishment.14 As an archaeological problem, slavery’s “relative 
social/economic status or rank can be de¬ned archaeologically . . . legal or im-
posed status cannot.”15

�e formation of slavery’s material record has been a central concern in the 
archaeology of “the modern world,” where debates have centered on whether 
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traditional ways of doing things and the meanings attached to them were re-
placed by customs and practices introduced through slavery.16 �ese are ques-
tions with political consequence. Many scholars have argued that the totalizing 
nature of the institution imposed new material practices and spatial regimes 
that pervaded everyday life through violence, captivity, and alienation.17 Some 
scholars focus on the violence and alienation associated with captivity, charting 
what is lost as material repertoires change among enslaved over time.18 Other 
scholars document what is retained despite violence and alienation in captivity.19

Still others argue that enslaved people of African descent, especially plantation 
workers, whose control over their everyday life gave them some autonomy, were 
a radical force for change.20 �ese are important debates, but the ¬gures who 
populate them can be static, and their proponents too hopeful about what the 
archaeological record might reveal.

As one piece of archaeological evidence that might provide novel insight 
into the problem of slavery, human remains can reveal the origins of a person, 
their conditions of labor, and, through associated goods, what the community 
thought of them.21 Human remains related to Atlantic slavery have shown the 
eÃects of the slow violence of malnutrition, repeated trauma, captivity, and in-
tense and repetitive labor.22 Unfortunately, mortuary practices remain the most 
elusive archaeological phenomenon in the Caribbean.23 In comparison to the es-
timated 4.1 million bodies inserted into the island chain, the number of human 
burials uncovered is relatively small. Archaeologists, not for want of looking, 
have been able to document only ca. 130 skeletons of deceased slaves between 
the islands of Barbados, Jamaica, Guadeloupe, Montserrat, and St. Martin.24 

In Dominica, no human remains have been found in archaeological contexts 
associated with slave life, yet questions of belonging attached to death and its 
memorialization are no less important.

Vincent Brown, in analyzing the social lives of enslaved Africans in Jamaica, 
has called for a shi¦ in perspective “from seeing slavery as a condition, to viewing 
enslavement as a predicament.”25 To use the laws produced by a plantocracy as 
ethnographic detail to understand slavery con±ates slaveholder ideology with 
the world of meaning produced in enslaved and non-enslaved households alike.26

Drawing on Brown’s insights, I suggest that three predicaments framed everyday 
life in Dominica: security, mobility, and belonging. Contemporary laws threat-
ened the security of marginalized peoples living with violence—immediate or 
slow. Slaves were discouraged from traveling from one parish to the next because 
planters did not trust them; yet mobility was necessary for survival and to forge 
belonging. For enslaved people and other marginalized individuals, to travel to 
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another valley was to risk brutal corporeal punishment at best, and cruel capital 
punishment at worst.

One of the signi¬cant departures in this book is to change the locations in 
which the predicaments of slavery are studied. A large body of scholarship in 
history, sociology, and anthropology suggests that provision grounds, located in 
the interstices of plantations, were important places in the social lives of the en-
slaved.27 �is literature has shown that slaves developed expertise in agronomy, 
¬nancial planning, and capital management in these provision grounds.28 De-
cisions regarding the feasibility and conditions required to grow certain plants, 
which crops might produce the most surplus to sell in the local market, and what 
to do with the cash obtained from such sales, required a mastery of local soils and 
crops, strategies of management, and anticipation of demand.29 A spatial coun-
terpoint to the plantation, provision grounds were sites where “enslaved Africans 
and their descendants never ceased to pursue the politics of belonging . . . and 
regeneration.”30 In them, the enslaved made “partisan use of the dead,” burying 
captive Africans, regardless of regional background, to “reconstitute their social 
worlds wherever they landed.”31

Despite the partial and limited nature of the archaeological record, as a com-
ponent of slavery’s material record it is amenable to mapping. Mapping involves 
locating in space and time objects that reveal the permeabilities between humans 
and nonhumans, ecologies and political entities.32 �e archaeological and ar-
chival research conducted for this book through repeated ¬eld seasons between 
2007 and 2017 reveals diÃerent ambitions in the archival record and the built 
landscape, along with the responses of ordinary people in the material record of 
everyday life. While selective accounting on the part of literate and powerful 
populations did not record the speci¬c challenges enslaved people faced on a 
daily basis, the archaeological record does represent an accumulation of solutions 
developed by enslaved people over many years.

Mapping compels the archaeologist to scrutinize the substantive nature of 
people’s material worlds and the schematic frameworks that must be applied to 
make sense of those worlds.33 It does so by asking four interrelated questions. 
First, there is a question of ubiquity. What elements of the past are visible in the 
archaeological record and why? Second is a question of relation. What systems 
of the world are carried within each object documented in archaeological survey, 
testing, and excavation? �ird is a question of volume. Because those systems 
were not pre¬gured, we have to ask how objects found helped fashion those 
worlds. Finally, a question of bias. One of archaeology’s principal concerns is 
the present absence—that is, seeing things that are there that shouldn’t be there, 
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or identifying places where we should locate things and do not. We should ask, 
then, which systems of the world are more visible than others and why?

�e disjuncture between the written and material worlds was integral to 
the creation of new problems—resource scarcity, provisioning, and soil loss, to 
name a few. Analysis of written and material sources of information discloses 
unexpected actions, decisions, and investments on the part of planters. For ex-
ample, when I ¬rst visited Bois Cotlette, a “typical” coÃee estate, in 2008, I was 
surprised to ¬nd a windmill and a sugar factory built during the estate’s most 
productive years of coÃee cultivation (1770s–1820s). I was even more astonished 
to learn that this was not the ¬rst sugar factory built on the estate. �e estate, 
according to nineteenth-century almanacs, had never produced sugar in signi¬-
cant quantities, yet here was evidence of not only experimentation but doubling 
down on an investment with a crop that experience had shown to be ill suited 
for the land. At the time, I couldn’t decipher how the lives and livelihoods of 
enslaved laborers were transformed by enterprises that never amounted to much.

Predicament
To analyze is to break down a problem, such as slavery, into predicaments. Pre-
dicaments are everyday concerns that marginalized people have to resolve.34

�ese di¾culties, and how people resolve them, shape peoples’ lives in mate-
rial and discernible ways. �e analytic of the predicament allows exploration of 
how each detail sets the conditions of possibility for other details, in changing 
con¬gurations. Archaeological details such as material, function, location, and 
concentration of things enable an examination of the “nature” of a person’s sur-
roundings. Ecological details, such as the plants present, the quality of the soil, 
the amount of rain, the presence of vermin, and the steepness of slopes, also 
shaped the lives and livelihoods of marginalized people who lived in Dominica. 
Customary practices and legal regulations could dictate where one could travel, 
on which land one could and must work, what one could have, and what one 
could own. While di¾cult to infer from the documentary and archaeological 
record, details such as social restrictions, values attached to particular places or 
invisible lines, and dispositions to how one should make a living also made a 
diÃerence in individual lives and experiences.

To adopt predicament as an explanatory framework is to counterbalance the 
language of calculation or people acting on environments. It articulates Marx-
ist critic Raymond Williams’s discussion of the lived experience of society as 
it takes shape in the present moment, with “all the known complexities, the 
experienced tensions, shi¦s, and uncertainties, the intricate forms of unevenness 
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and confusion.”35 Great weight is given to a historically small group of people, 
like Jonathan Troup, who documented their experiences in parliamentary tes-
timonies, unpublished physicians’ notes, published political tracts, and natural 
history texts. Some of the writers speak in detail about their visions and plans 
for a colonial Dominica. Others oÃer on-the-ground commentary. �e value 
of the small group of participants who le¦ behind a documentary record also 
rests in their observations about everyday life. In transcribing these documents, 
I sometimes corrected spelling and punctuation, or ¬nished thoughts (in brack-
ets) with what I imagine the topic or subject of a sentence might be. �ey doc-
ument slave lives and livelihoods, the antagonisms and solidarities of colonial 
subjects, and the use of material culture. For example, Troup’s journal, like those 
of other poor whites and mid-level managers like �omas �istlewood, provides 
informative, if cursory, descriptions of the conditions of slavery and the lives of 
enslaved laborers during a critical juncture in the history of the Atlantic world.36

�e priorities of imperial agents and colonial subjects invite us to examine 
how environmental policies and actions shape subjects. Agricultural intensi¬-
cation, actualized by labor on Nature’s Island, created everyday hardships, and 
these were negotiated in everyday uses and conceptualizations of water. West In-
dian slaves and planters lived in a diverse tropical setting with diÃerent patches 
of soils supporting an abundance of ±oral and faunal species. Some soils in the 
Caribbean more readily accommodated Europeans’ desires to grow commodities 
for export. Others did not yield. Because of these characteristics, the availability 
and potential utility of land impacted how people lived, built, and moved across 
the landscape. Additionally, people who lived in slave societies were particularly 
vulnerable to changes on the ground. Many decisions—including which trees to 
cut down, how to build houses, where to plant crops, and when to harvest—car-
ried long-term implications for the health of the soil, the presence of the water 
table, and the people who cultivated the land.

Some predicaments evident on Dominica were put in place centuries before 
the French established their ¬rst farms; others were made as water mills were 
built and rivers diverted to feed their chases. �e spatial scope varies: some of 
the predicaments connected the regulated villages, the ¬elds, and the factories of 
Dominica to factories and farms in distant England. Others involved exchanges 
with next-door neighbors or workers in the next valley over. �e nature of this 
engagement was not predictable, nor were the changes it inspired in the land. 
Whether elites of a parish were dominated by people who habitually spoke 
French or people who spoke English was the outcome of oceanic networks of 
investment and ambition, emerging senses of nationalism, and the movement of 
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speci¬c groups into the valley or up a hill. Some predicaments were shaped by 
more immediate concerns. Boundaries drawn on a map were hard to maintain 
as local practices of boundary making emerged, and the practicalities of everyday 
life became increasingly important for the bottom line. For Troup, the problem 
of slavery was a problem of disease and malady inspired by a climate he took as 
foreign. �ese were problems of the immediate that never made it into the poli-
tics of slavery and abolition in which Britain’s working class engaged.

�ere was a crisis of slave subsistence in the last quarter of the eighteenth cen-
tury.37 As the Windward Islands were divided into, more or less, two groups—one 
French, the other British—they did not simply co-exist side by side. �eir residents 
were linked through a shared predicament, since the prosperity of some depended 
on food they could obtain from others. Colonial residents obtained food in three 
ways: rations purchased through merchants and chandlers in Atlantic port towns, 
an internal economy supported by slaves’ part-time food cultivation, or some com-
bination of the two. �is predicament was uncomfortable for colonial adminis-
trators because it cut across colonial boundaries, prompted interaction between 
colonies, and provided infrastructure to forge belonging between people. �e pre-
dicament was dangerous for those who had to cross the waters illegally.

Colonizing narratives stressed economies of scale and e¾ciency in produc-
tion in plantation colonies. While a ration system inhibited the accumulation of 
capital, it linked technical e¾ciency with the amount of land and labor devoted 
to commodity cultivation. Planters provided clothes, household goods, and ra-
tions grown and processed for the express purpose of out¬tting slaves.38 Take, 
for example, the Ordinaire. In Guadeloupe and Martinique, Article 22 of the 
Code Noir obliged planters to provide two pounds of salt beef or twenty-three 
pounds of ¬sh, and six pounds of cassava ±our or seven and a half pounds of 
cassava. Yearly, enslaved laborers would receive two changes of clothes.39 Some 
of the farms that provisioned the Ordinaire could be found in North American 
colonies, others in Martinique itself. Colonies also relied on their own “inter-
nal” economy. Planters allocated land and time for enslaved laborers to culti-
vate crops, raise animals, harvest ¬sh, and hunt for food. �e enslaved would 
be expected to purchase household goods by selling surplus agricultural goods 
through legally sanctioned Sunday markets.40 �e time allocated to working 
provision grounds varied. In most cases, these approaches were not mutually 
exclusive. In Jamaica, Sunday and every other Saturday were considered “free 
time,” but less time was allowed during peak labor periods such as harvesting 
sugar or weeding ¬elds. In theory, both models increased the e¾ciency of plan-
tations and helped manage labor.41



20 chapter 1

Reducing the cost of providing for enslaved laborers and curtailing the ±ow 
of capital to neighboring colonies enabled some colonies to prosper. In Mar-
tinique, many planters did not adhere to the Ordinaire, opting instead for 
what was called the Brazilian system.42 Between 1700 and 1800, the number 
of slaves increased dramatically as more land was devoted to sugar cultivation. 
Enslaved people developed multiple strategies, including hiring out their labor 
on Sundays (mostly men) and growing provisions to sell on the street market.43

Despite metropolitan endorsement of the ration system and attempts to limit 
self-provisioning, eighteenth-century planters rarely followed these guidelines.44

�eir livelihoods changed very little when local councils passed ordinances that 
encouraged planters to cultivate land for slave subsistence six times between 1708 
and 1751.45 Household refuse recovered from regimented villages where enslaved 
laborers lived speak to this combination of strategies. For example, in Guade-
loupe and in Martinique where the Ordinaire was in eÃect, dietary remains, 
including butchered animal bone and locally made goods, indicate that slaves 
supplemented their rations through proceeds gained in hunting, ¬shing, sub-
sistence and cash-crop cultivation, or cra¦ production.46 �ese assemblages also 
show that the economic networks that circulated these goods extended beyond 
the con¬nes of their respective shores.47

Reducing such costs could also make colonies vulnerable. Warfare could in-
crease the coÃers of colonial merchants but could interfere with trade. During 
the American Revolution in 1776, slaves living in Barbados faced one such crisis. 
Planters in Barbados relied on imported foodstuÃs including maize, fresh and 
salt ¬sh, and ground provisions intercropped with sugar cane. �at same year, 
increased unrest among slaves in Barbados, including a crushed insurrection, 
brought the imposition of martial law. In addition to the increased troops re-
quiring food, there was also a drought, making subsistence strategies even more 
precarious. Fearing rebellion, planters prepared for slaves’ subsistence in St. 
Kitts, Antigua, and the Windward Islands, raising the costs of imported food-
stuÃs like rice and guinea corn. It would be a mistake to think that details such 
as natural disasters and political unrest impacted lives and livelihoods only in 
the islands where they were reported.

During hurricane season, food scarcities intensi¬ed for ordinary people, 
demanding on-the-ground alterations to food systems. Heavy rains and winds 
could blow down trees or wash away ¬elds. On October 10, 1780, a hurricane 
made landfall in Barbados, killing 2,033 enslaved Africans and 6,000 cattle. 
One year later, the number of deaths rose to 5,022.48 �e importance of regional 
food networks increased as a series of hurricanes and earthquakes reduced the 
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amount of locally grown provisions available to enslaved laborers. At one estate, 
income declined to 20 percent while costs to feed the slaves increased by 124 
percent, causing the owner to lose £1,130.49 While it would be easy to describe 
such death and destruction as the result of natural disasters, the disaster itself is 
a social construction whose ultimate outcomes relate to vulnerability and risk 
as well as to hazards. �e severe consequences of events such as the Barbados 
hurricane of 1780 followed directly upon the precarious nature of provisioning 
that evolved in the Caribbean.

In Dominica, which was perceived to have abundant land, crises also emerged. 
Before colonization, Dominica was a breadbasket for surrounding islands. It 
was during metropolitan attempts to limit self-provisioning in Martinique that 
farms discussed in the previous chapter were established in Soufriere. In the 
years immediately following the American Revolution, planters and merchants 
complained of desperate need for supplies to provision loyalists and their slaves 
who had been relocated to the island.50 �e loss of direct trade with North 
America forced merchants and planters to look to neighboring islands for pro-
visions and lumber—items that the island putatively had in abundance. Colo-
nial merchants, to supply the planters, sent large sums of money to the French 
West Indies to purchase lumber and provisions—a tactic fraught with prob-
lems. Governor John Orde of Dominica summed up the dilemma of the plant-
ers: “the di¾culties they labour under, in now procuring those supplies with 
which they formerly abounded, are sensibly felt.”51 Intercoastal trade, which 
had been historically important in Dominica’s economy and gained heightened 
signi¬cance in the wake of such shortfalls, prompted a series of complaints on 
the part of then-Governor Orde to the Board of Trade about such clandestine 
transactions.52

Enslaved laborers supplied a signi¬cant quantity of food staples consumed in 
the port towns: Portsmouth and Roseau. �is food system developed out of the 
complicated network of provision grounds, slave gardens, and maroon activities. 
In 1799, the Dominica Assembly renewed the 1775 Slave Act. A commentary 
authored by the president of the Dominica Assembly accompanied this act when 
it was presented to the British Parliament. Enslaved laborers, it explained, grew 
“abundant quantities of yams, plantains, bananas, cassada [cassava], eddoes, po-
tatoes, occraes, Indian corn, cale, pigeon pease, and several species of beans, and 
pine apples" in provision grounds in mountain woodlands. Many of these are 
fairly resilient crops that are relatively easy to grow. According to the governor, 
produce from these gardens would allow the enslaved to “purchase hogs, goats, 
and fowls, from the produce of their gardens.”53 Evidence from other islands 
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suggests that food was not limited to these starches. In Dominica, the most 
popular starches were root crops and cereals like guinea corn, Indian corn, and 
“mountain rice.”54

In contrast to provision ground produce, workers grew “many kinds of Euro-
pean garden stuÃ such as cabbages, carrots, turnips, beet root, lettuce, asparagus, 
artichoke, radish, cucumber, cellery, and herbs of all sorts, besides tropical fruits” 
in gardens near their houses.55 �ese crops require much greater care and fetched 
a premium on Dominican street markets. �e owners of an excess supply o¦en 
sold them at local markets. A 1789 report submitted to the House of Lords de-
scribed the colonies in the Caribbean with special attention to conditions of the 
enslaved. It stated, “if they cultivate them [gardens] industriously, they may not 
only feed and clothe themselves comfortably, . . . and usually acquires a property 
of from 10 to 50 £.”56 �e origin of that excess, however, could be a complicated 
set of relations. �e material qualities of vegetable matter are relevant here. Her-
baceous plants would rot if not quickly used. Tubers, such as tania, dasheen, 
and cassava, were more durable but would rot eventually. All were subject to the 
appetites of domesticated and wild animals such as goats and pigs. By the turn of 
the nineteenth century, colonial codes had accounted for the manufacture and 
sale of marketable goods by enslaved laborers; these codes merely legitimized 
commercial acts already in practice.

Of contemporary discussions of trade and subsistence through Dominica’s 
markets, Troup’s descriptions, though brief, are perhaps the most revealing. In 
notes that I transcribed, I documented thirty-nine transactions made by Troup 
at a local market ¬rst in Roseau and then in Portsmouth. For the most part, 
Troup’s transactions were ordinary, including clothing and foodstuÃs. Early on 
in his visit, he purchased a parasol, “of a French make from Martinique at ¬ve 
dollars.”57 Because the goods had to cross borders, they cost a bit more. In ad-
dition to parasols, and other costly items, such markets also aÃorded him the 
ability to procure supplies for his practice, including precursors for medicine 
such as sulfur stones, three good lancets for a quarter of a dollar, and items more 
particular to his professional ambitions.58 �at same market day he purchased 
an owl that “was found on a tree asleep & knocked down with a stick & killed 
in [the] woods” for a “bit and a half.”59 A bit was one eighth of a Spanish dollar. 
�e previous month he purchased the remains of a horse partially digested in 
the stomach of a shark.60

�at said, the market was dominated by foodstuÃs. Troup described an Au-
gust visit to the market where he purchased guava jelly, tanias, a large pineap-
ple, pigeon peas, picked peas, limes, and a crab. His delight with the variety of 
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available foods is apparent in the text. He also remarked on the cost: “in a word 
the vegetables are pretty cheap considering the price of other articles.”61 �ese 
goods were only available seasonally. Later that month, he complained a¦er one 
dinner, “�e Peas at the table—2 bits for a quart in the pod—at home ½ penny.”62

In February, during the dry season, Troup remarks, “Bought a bit of Irish po-
tatoes (10 small ones). Bought the last of sweet potatoes (40 large ones).”63 By 
March, Troup had begun to live in Fort Shirley near Portsmouth. His rations per 
month were 3.4 lbs of pork, 1½ lbs of butter, 1½ lbs of peas, 1 quart of rice, and 3 
pints of rum. In March, tired of the food at the mess, Troup le¦ dinner and sent 
“a Negroe to town with Pork to see and procure for me vegetables and ¬sh.”64 �e 
person he sent was most likely a huckster attached to the fort.

�e transaction Troup commissioned is also telling. While we will not know 
who was transacting the exchange, it is safe to assume that both the ¬sh and the 
vegetables were harvested locally by enslaved laborers. �at they were being sold 
on the market also suggests that these items constituted a surplus for those who 
were selling them. It also indicates that meat, salted or fresh, from domesticated 
animals had a higher premium. For example, Troup complained about the cost 
of lard due to excise taxes: “Spanish cattle for lard at 2 dollars & 2 ½ a piece. It 
will not sell less than 24 from the schooner because the duty takes greatly from 
the pro¬t.”65 �is cost was particularly burdensome for enslaved laborers. �e 
animals they raised—hogs, chicken, and goats—were not necessarily for protein. 
Instead, they had household tasks: chickens laid eggs, goats provided milk, and 
pigs ate the detritus of everyday life. Butchering one of the animals would not 
have been done lightly.

Fish and wild game, as in other parts of the Atlantic world, provided a signi¬-
cant amount of dietary protein.66 Troup described the popularity of crapeaux or 
the giant ditch frog (Leptodactylus fallax).67 Sometimes called mountain chicken 
in Dominica, this large amphibian is found in the woodlands near streams and 
springs in elevations up to 400 meters. Although well camou±aged, these ani-
mals were relatively easy to hunt as they stood still for long periods. In addition 
to the giant ditch frog, agoutis, possum, lizards, wild boar, and goat were animals 
that were hunted in the landscape.

Fish was an important part of island diets. Fish could have been caught by 
the eÃort of individuals or small teams using lines and small nets. Fishing could 
have also employed large groups. Troup witnessed the netting of ¬sh by a team 
of ¬sherman. He states, “I Saw as large a net spread . . . opposite Woodbridge . . . 
and a boat at each or canoe with another who throws stones—it is widely spread 
while twelve Negroes on shore draw it in in this Circular direction.”68 One of the 
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jobs assigned on plantations was that of ¬sherman. �ey were responsible for cap-
turing ¬sh to supplement the proteins provided in the ration.69 Accounts like this 
allow us to think about the coordinated eÃort that went into supplying the mar-
kets with fresh ¬sh. �at coordination might have been among free people of Af-
rican descent, but more likely it was among ¬shers who worked on diÃerent plan-
tations. Importantly, ¬sherman tended to have access to small watercra¦, which 
they could take out to sea, and, perhaps, across borders. Mobility was, therefore, 
embedded in the internal market system upon which island plantations relied.

Small, seemingly modest events can create devastating eÃects for lives and 
livelihoods in places thought of as disconnected. Elsewhere a colleague and I 
have described these events as “ripples that drown,” a phrase borrowed from 
Ó Gráda’s discussion of famine, death, hunger created by British imperial policy 
in India.70 As a rock thrown in a pond creates ripples, intercolonial relationships 
were linked and dependent. On islands that lacked the kind of standing or un-
used land that was set aside for laborers to cultivate their food, planters and their 
agents imported food from elsewhere. �e residents—enslaved and free, white 
and black—were far more reliant on intraregional food networks than regional 
and local networks. Without these, there was a greater likelihood for them to 
drown from a “ripple.”

�e list of details presented above is partial and dynamic, since the social, 
material, and political are not mutually exclusive. �e prevalence of boom-bust 
markets and war in a matrix where political access was de¬ned through a narrow 
franchise of sex, race, and landholding status meant that disease, hurricanes, and 
earthquakes had uneven political implications. Predicaments are shi¦ing and 
dynamic, but they are not random. Instead, they are in±uenced by historical 
context and the decisions of multiple (sometimes spatially or temporally remote) 
actors. Every detail has an individual yet connected history. A predicament is a 
tangling of these histories, in some cases deliberately, in other cases unintention-
ally. In all instances, predicaments have consequences. Importantly, the details 
that make up a predicament can be mapped.

�e details of subsistence provoke questions that should seem simple enough 
to answer: who got what, where they got it, and what they did with it. But be-
cause texts don’t treat slave life with the same kind of granularity as does the 
archaeological record, they limit the maps that can be made. Details of sub-
sistence are material and retrievable, if only partially, from the archaeological 
record. By bringing together material objects with site mapping, archival doc-
umentation, and visual representations, I examine a series of cultural acts that 
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had rami¬cations for survival, reproduction of social power and privilege, and 
ritual life. �e mundane recognition that master and slave households contained 
diÃerent kinds of commodities becomes a history of how materials traveled 
across oceans, were ¬lled with ±uids, sold in markets, carried back and forth to 
freshwater stations, and poured from at the table. Artifacts render the labor of 
hauling, pouring, cleaning, and distributing (or refusing to distribute) legible 
on human bodies.

Assemblages
�e image of plantations has become familiar through popular media. For some, 
it indexes a violent and traumatic past. For others, it is a site for monumen-
tal stately architecture, the aesthetics of manicured ¬elds, and the possibilities 
for self-su¾ciency. �e realities of everyday life, however, cannot be reduced to 
the spectacle of corporal punishment, or the whitewashed landscape in which 
it happened. Among the distinctive forms of evidence regarding plantations 
is the name: depending on the context, West Indians used the terms “estate,” 
“plantation,” or “habitation” to refer to the dispersed agricultural settlements 
where intensi¬ed agriculture took place. While the plantation has been called a 
“factory in the ¬eld,” plantations were not always seen as distinct, nor were they 
treated diÃerently, from colonies.71

To this point, the Oxford English Dictionary includes thirteen diÃerent de¬-
nitions of the term “plantation.” In all of these de¬nitions, creating a plantation 
entails either the act of cultivating, the act of colonizing, or the act of establish-
ing an institution. �e popularity of these de¬nitions has varied between the 
¬¦eenth and twentieth centuries. If one were to use “plantation” in the ¬¦eenth 
century, for example, one most likely meant an institution. In the seventeenth 
century, one most likely meant a colony. In the nineteenth century, one most 
likely referred to an agricultural practice. “Plantation” as used in the eighteenth 
century implied a combination of all three.

�e main diÃerence between a plantation and a farm is shi¦ing cultivation 
techniques: opening up new plots of land from woodlands and leaving old plots 
to go fallow and graze. In plantations, people lived in concentrated hamlets 
rather than scattered throughout the landscape. While they produced an enor-
mous amount of capital, subsistence was not always guaranteed. When people 
visited the island for the ¬rst time and documented their experiences, they did 
not meet anyone who ponti¬cated on the bene¬ts of these arrangements. What 
they described instead was a collection of acts, relationships, dispositions, and 
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objects of belonging. In short, they described the assemblages that composed 
the plantations.

I map predicaments through the lens of “assemblage geographies.”72 Geogra-
phers, philosophers, anthropologists, and others have adopted “assemblage” to 
refashion traditional objects of discussion (e.g., bodies, things, spaces) as net-
works of ideas and matter rendered socially. Some, for example, have recuperated 
Marx’s ecological priorities by discussing society’s metabolic assemblages. �e 
past 500 years have witnessed an increasingly globalized ri¦ where frontiers are 
sites where some problematic (e.g., the distinction between humans and nature) 
is resolved.73 Here, tropes of alienation, accumulation, and dispossession attend 
to ecological crises that frame capitalism’s diÃerent engagements.

Others have focused on the genealogy of assemblages, where “ideas and tech-
nology were not ‘pure’ forms brought to bear on a messy world of reality,” but, 
“emerged from the mixture and were manufactured in the process themselves.”74

Building on this, I use “waterways” to put into conversation the historical sub-
jects acting through particular conjunctures with an archaeological record cre-
ated and shaped by diÃerent generations in particular ecological contexts. Al-
though limited in the way that it can attend to “history at one point in time,”75

by considering the assemblage as an accumulation of decisions materialized over 
time, we begin to see the predicaments that shaped people’s lives and livelihoods 
most directly. In short, assemblages can tell us what is most important in peo-
ple’s lives, assuming we have a sample that is re±ective of those decisions.

Still others insist that humans exist in a world partially constituted of and by 
objects where “beings do not preexist their relating.”76 By studying the assem-
blages of matter we call “objects,” we can consider cultural and political acts of 
making categories.77 Assemblages are composed of a constellation of elements 
where the relationships of those parts are neither stable nor ¬xed, and the re-
latings are more than the sum of their parts.78 Such an approach works well 
with archaeology, especially as it relates to climate, as it translates these elements 
into “details” that can be mapped on the ground. Climate, for example, can 
be de¬ned as “constituted by the interrelationships and dependencies among a 
multitude of diÃerent materials, things, and organisms.”79

Indeed, environmental anthropologists have begun to recognize the value 
of examining slavery’s environmental subjects, noting the “devastating trans-
formation of diverse kinds of human-tended farms, pastures, and forests into 
extractive and enclosed plantations, relying on slave labor and other forms of ex-
ploited, alienated, and usually spatially transported labor.”80 Farms as an assem-
blage of plants, people, technologies, and animals became increasingly valued 
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for their global relations, rather than more intimate ones. Gardens maintained 
by slaves were a “biotic,” political, and social refuge.81 �ese refuges are spaces 
where “those species wiped out elsewhere” by disturbances, including the last 
interglacial period, “continued to thrive.”82 We can extend the latent potential 
of these spaces for “reworlding.”

�e questions posed by many archaeologists about the biases that inform the 
record we study can be added to this list. �e durability of goods limits the visi-
bility of past actions—we will ¬nd an estate house made out of stone more read-
ily than a Kalinago carbet made from red cedar and gommier. �e record is also 
aÃected by the questions that the excavating scholar ¬nds worthwhile. Scholars 
have productively addressed the incompleteness of assemblages, whether one is 
talking about the site formation process, the inability of a conceptual apparatus 
to confront diÃerence and variation, how the diÃerential preservation of mate-
rials is linked to inequality, or what assemblages conceal.83 By considering what 
is missing from the assemblages, archaeologists have brought about an ordered 
set of questions to some very messy and fragmentary data.

To understand the predicaments brought about and resolved in the wake of 
the sugar revolution, I consider assemblages of buildings scattered through the 
uplands of Soufriere and the lowlands of Portsmouth, two enclaves of Dominica 
(maps I.3 and I.4). Using the analytic of the assemblage, I detail where such struc-
tures were located, not just in relationship with each other, but in connection to 
other elements in the landscape such as soil, water, and woodlands. Constructing 
past landscapes always requires a bit of inference for archaeologists, but in this case 
such deductions are informed by evidence from repeated visits between 2010 and 
2017 and by the work of others.84 I also examine the assemblage of networks that 
frame the social relations of the plantations. Networks are helpful ways to map 
particular geographies, in that they enable us to explore the systems of the world 
carried within each object. As such, networks have the potential of providing 
a diÃerent map—one informed by the spatial practices of marginalized people. 
�e maps generated by these networks are not incorrect, but they are incomplete.

To provide a fuller accounting of predicaments and their resolution, one must 
attend to questions of volume within those networks. While our knowledge 
of the exact quantity of goods or ideas circulated through these networks will 
always be partial, comparing diÃerent types of evidence that speak to these net-
works—including refuse pits and customs accounts—can help us understand 
what we might be missing. �e ¬nal assemblage I examine is that of the house-
hold. Households are notoriously mercurial archaeological subjects. Family, pro-
fessional, and life histories, among other elements, cannot be assumed based on 
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co-residence. Similarly, objects recovered from households and their associated 
yards do not represent in a one-to-one fashion the material worlds of those who 
lived there. �ese di¾culties notwithstanding, houses are at the interface of 
political economy and the environment; as such, they produce key information 
about the predicaments of slavery.

One of the key predicaments faced by households in colonial Dominica was 
the scarcity of water. Household assemblages provide insights into Dominica’s 
waterways, created by the enslaved to resolve the issue of scarcity they had to 
negotiate to live. Water has received considerable attention in recent years. Envi-
ronmental resources are limited, and with neoliberal governance, public control 
over water is vulnerable to market ine¾ciencies. As a result, municipal govern-
ments and development agencies no longer consider substantive approaches to 
the land as viable possibilities. �ey instead promote optimistic, technological 
¬xes, based on the assumption that rationalization will bene¬t everyone in the 
end. �ese questions have critical political stakes. Historical archaeology is well 
positioned to contribute to understanding the intimate implications of agricul-
tural systems, tropical adaptations, deforestation, and climate change. For exam-
ple, many rural areas in the colonial Americas, particularly those found among 
Caribbean sugar colonies, used a diverse set of strategies to integrate farming, 
trade, and settlement into an interdependent landscape. Slavery’s material re-
cord o¦en speaks to the struggles of transforming manifold soils into arable 
land and to the administrative process of refashioning diverse peoples into co-
lonial subjects.

�e emergence of new waterways governed by global markets was avoidable. 
On many islands, land was corporately controlled by families. �e land was as-
signed to one family member or another in response to administrative pressures 
but was not necessarily treated as their property by the members themselves. 
Similarly, cash crops are grown in any number of land and labor arrangements. 
Today, land and labor may be organized along idioms of kinship on small farms, 
through mechanized and wage labor on industrial plantations, or a system of 
sharecropping. Each of these might lead to diÃerent relations to land and to 
the care with which labor stewards its resources. Under conditions in which 
economies of scale are not as much of a concern, they might use the resources, 
but they do not need to use those resources “e¾ciently” to sustain themselves or 
reproduce their relation with the land. Arising through some predicaments, and 
not others, such developments carry far-reaching consequences for people whose 
livelihoods depended on others’ labor (a mill worker or slave), but who may never 
have met them face-to-face.
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Planters had to squeeze resources from machines, humans, and the earth, 
each of which had a cost and a breaking point. Enslaved men and women sal-
vaged usable water out of dirt, soaked gourds in it to fashion vessels, and sought 
refuge from its ±oods. We imagine the households of Dominica also nestled 
against rainstorms and withstanding, or not, winds and landslides. Water was 
a danger in its abundance, too. Ultimately, the relationships with and through 
water, what I call “waterways” in this book, were forged to meet these predica-
ments. My use of waterways builds on the work of cultural anthropologists and 
geographers to incorporate the archaeological record in the analysis of people’s 
relationships with and through water.85 �ey are a preservation of lifeways, rit-
ual, physical need, and satisfaction, providing evidence of a life outside of and 
above slavery. Waterways are a starting point for understanding the weaving of 
nature and culture, capturing social, political, and environmental processes.86

Waterways remind us of deprivations but also shared meals and libations and 
the reproduction of slavery’s calculus in a variety of realms.

Research in Practice

�e archaeological record is part of the set of predicaments it embodies, some-
times as a repercussion of predicaments felt in far-away places, but more o¦en 
as an active set of processes encompassed in the related predicaments. As with 
most, the archaeological sites that inform this study, including the landscape, 
the buildings, and the detritus, have developed slowly. Changes in soil accumula-
tion can signal changes in land use. �e surface scatters of household furnishings 
and buried detritus allow us to infer the location of activities. Some of these 
activities took place in spots expected by witnesses’ statements. Others did not. 
Attributes of the materials recovered from these deposits—sometimes includ-
ing details invisible to the naked eye—allow us to tell a more complete story 
about how these fragments were found in a speci¬c location. Coordination of 
fragmentary materials and documents in an eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
landscape allows us to identify and understand intersecting predicaments.

My involvement in Dominica began in 2005, when I joined Ken Kelly to 
conduct postdoctoral research sponsored by Direction Régionale des A�aires
Culturelles (DRAC) in Guadeloupe. �e goal was to map, collect, and analyze 
pottery we believed to have been made in the Caribbean between 1700 and 1900. 
Using sources including a cadastral map produced in the 1780s, a dissertation 
written by a St. Lucian archaeologist working on Martinique, and site reports 
and surveys completed by staÃ members at Institut de recherches archéologiques
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préventives (INRAP) in Guadeloupe, we identi¬ed, mapped, and described 
potteries, plantations, and colonial settlements throughout Martinique, Gua-
deloupe, and St. Martin. We focused on islands where French was spoken, either 
as an administrative language or habitually as part of Creole. At the time, a visit 
to Dominica was preliminary, potentially never to go back, but rather to ¬ll in 
a sampling strategy so that we could complete a map of ceramics people used in 
the Lesser Antilles. But I kept going back.

Beginning in 2009, I started a systematic research project, the Archaeological 
Survey of Colonial Dominica (ASCD). �e goal of this eight-week intensive 
archaeological survey was to identify and record discrete archaeological com-
ponents associated with the transfer from French to British imperial control in 
1763. �is research was proposed to be a ¬rst step in a larger project to identify 
common characteristics and substantive diÃerences between Atlantic-era em-
pires in the Caribbean (including Spain, Britain, France, and the Netherlands) 
and compare them with the imperial strategies more commonly described ar-
chaeologically (i.e., Aztec, Inca, and Roman empires). By looking at the orga-
nization of space and economic networks represented in material remains, I 
hoped to examine how colonial empires “administered diversity.” It built on my 
previous research in Jamaica, which sought to identify and explain how colonial 
settlers and slaves relied on local and global economic networks to provision 
themselves during the eighteenth century.87 I was also hoping to continue the 
research Ken Kelly and I had started and explore the contours of trade and how 
it changed over time.88

�e research was informed by the geography of the island—both past and 
present. In his book Peasants and Capital, Michel-Rolph Trouillot describes 
Dominica as a “patchwork of enclaves,” where, until recently, diÃerent commu-
nities in the northern, southern, and eastern parishes were relatively isolated 
from each other, each producing separate cultural trajectories.89 I focused on 
two enclaves, Portsmouth and Soufriere. Soufriere contains some of the oldest 
French settlements on the island. Access to Soufriere was mostly by canoe until 
1968, when a long and precarious road was built connecting Soufriere to the cap-
ital, Roseau. While proximate along the southeastern and southwestern coasts, 
the rugged terrain, steep slopes, and narrow coastlines made Soufriere an island 
unto itself. At certain points in its history, Soufriere was a “spatial beyond the 
state” throughout nominal French control in Dominica.90 Portsmouth, located 
in the northwest of the island, is the second largest city in Dominica, laid out 
only a¦er the British annexed the island from the French in 1763. Because of the 
natural harbor, residents of the enclave have always had easy access to regional 
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and global trade networks. Creole was spoken in both enclaves, though habitu-
ally so only in Soufriere.

I use the case of these two enclaves to focus on the people, forced or other-
wise, who made Dominica their home. �ese enclaves aÃord a broad coverage 
of Dominica, not only regarding history but also concerning the predicaments 
inhabitants faced. One such predicament was water insecurity. �e people in 
Soufriere, for example, had far less access to water than people in Portsmouth 
(Grande Anse) (table 1.1).

�e willingness of people to work with me and patiently guide me through 
the investigation also conditioned the research. �ere was and is little cultural 
heritage infrastructure on the island. Existing infrastructure came from the free 
time and eÃort of a few individuals, one of whom is Lennox Honychurch. For-
mer radio personality, senator, and professor, he did the job that would employ 
four or ¬ve people in most governments, facilitating the research of anthropol-
ogists, botanists, zoologists, volcanologists, and archaeologists. I was lucky to 
know him, especially because during his doctorate in anthropology, he focused 
on the ethnohistory and archaeology of the island. Honychurch was instrumen-
tal in leading me to certain documents in the archive, suggesting a particular 
lead, and assisting with my research design.

Many people, from Dominica and beyond, assisted me with excavation. Part 
of building a heritage infrastructure meant training a local team in excavation 
techniques, site documentation, and site management. I did not do this work 
myself. I relied on the help of Edward �omas, a village council chair, and Mi-
chael Sanford, a Kalinago estate caretaker. Both had worked extensively with 
archaeologists in previous years. As such, I had to organize the workday and 
seasons around their ability to contribute. In some cases, it meant starting ear-
lier than some student volunteers were used to, or working later in the day than 
I would have liked. As a result, we got to see sites and landscapes at diÃerent 
times of the day. Contrasts in soil are highlighted as the sun rises and sets. �e 
temporality of excavation attuned us to environmental conditions and how they 
aÃected archaeological visibility of the objects of our study.

Following what has become common practice in archaeological survey, I 
visited each of the enclaves—by myself, with Honychurch, or sometimes with 
the whole team—always a¦er obtaining permission from the landowner. Hon-
ychurch and team members assisted me greatly in these moments. I relied on 
their goodwill and people’s knowledge of them to vouch for me. At ¬rst, some of 
the landowners or community members were hesitant to grant me access. �ey 
worried that I was interested in purchasing the land, prospecting for minerals, or 
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assessing the land’s “real” value for the government. Typically, people told me that 
there was nothing of interest, or feigned interest and never got back in touch. Sev-
eral landowners told me about another archaeological team interested in doing 
work in the area and how they found no evidence of a village—though we were 
standing on a scatter of artifacts from the eighteenth century. I respected their 
wishes and only worked with those landowners who would allow me on their 
land. I was polite but stubborn, with every return visit asking if I might walk 
the property. A¦er a while, most landowners consented and le¦ us to our walks.

In the following years, I followed what is called a multistage research design, 
increasing in intensity from pedestrian survey to test excavations to the excava-
tion of houses and their yards. Since variation in construction practices, settle-
ment location, and intensities of occupation can create diÃerential preservation of 
features of plantation sites, some settlement components can comprise “oÃ-site” 
(slave villages) and “non-site” (provision grounds) deposits. In 2010, eight of us 
walked transects, that is, straight lines up hills, through brambles, and down 
slopes at set intervals. Team members on either end maintained the cardinal di-
rections of the survey using a compass. �is straight line o¦en wound up being 
theoretical. Depending on ground visibility, forestation and topography, the in-
tervals had to vary as we brushed aside leaf matter to see if there were any arti-
facts on the surface. Surface survey proceeded to identify evidence of foundations 
associated with the plantation complex, house platforms, agricultural terraces, 
known exotic fruit trees, and artifact scatter. Ruins of factories or estate houses 
could, in some cases, be easily discerned, and in other cases presented a challenge. 
Fast-growing ¬cus trees blanketed some structures, including factories and wind-
mills. People, over time, o¦en used rubble for agricultural terraces, nearby house 
platforms, or new enterprises, wishing to take advantage of a burgeoning tourist 
industry. Development in the twentieth century also meant that entire villages 
and estates were destroyed, with only a few subtle clues to signal their past pres-
ence. Of all the artifacts, the class most clearly identi¬able on the surface on plan-
tation settlements was bottle glass. Regional surveys conducted throughout the 
Caribbean have come across similar challenges.91 While not unique, Dominica, 
perhaps because of its terrain, most prominently highlights these predicaments.

Climate also shaped my research design. While I did have a chance to visit the 
island during each of the major seasons, I spent most of my time on the island 
between January and July. DiÃerent times of the year oÃer distinct advantages 
and disadvantages for archaeological research. �e dry season meant much bet-
ter visibility on the ground—but it also meant hard soil and a constant need 
for fresh drinking water and shade for the team. �e wet season carried risks. 
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Diseases are part of the yearly cycle, and between 2010 and 2017 there were out-
breaks of Zika and Dengue fever. Beyond this, there was the general discomfort 
that accompanies the humid and heavy air of low-pressure systems approaching 
the island. �ese conditions meant that some elements of archaeological research 
could take place during the dry season while others were best accomplished at 
the onset of the wet season. During our time there, an earthen natural dam that 
contained a highland body of water called Miracle Lake burst during a tropical 
storm, ±ooding the Layou Valley. Tropical storm Erica devastated the village of 
Edward �omas, the Dominican archaeologist who helped organize the research 
team and plan the excavations. Two years later—in 2017, when excavations were 
done—Soufriere was devastated by Hurricane Maria. Homes were destroyed 
and livelihoods were threatened—including those who worked on the ASCD, 
exposing many to the predicaments I discuss in this book.

Over the years, my eyes came to be more familiar with the vegetation—es-
pecially the kinds that o¦en grow where humans once lived. At the same time, 
members of the team who had never looked for sites before came to recognize the 
diÃerence between a glass bottle made in the eighteenth century and one that a 
local farmer carried into the ¬eld just a couple weeks ago. We had yet to under-
stand, however, what was happening under the surface. On Dominica, laborer 
households were identi¬able by the presence of platforms using a complex of 
terraces to level the steep slope of the land. If more recent agriculture made such 
terraces challenging to see, artifact scatters, including the bottle glass described 
above, were a clear indication.

Figuring out how these villages looked (including where they were located in 
relation to more visible structures), how they were organized, how many houses 
were there, and the age of those houses, required a series of techniques that I 
could not accomplish by myself. To answer such questions, archaeologists have 
traditionally relied on evenly placed test pits no larger than a half meter in cir-
cumference. By recording the absences and presences of artifacts, we began to 
develop a pointillist impression of the village shape. Test excavations also estab-
lished a chronology for the plantation settlement. To map anomalies, we used 
other techniques, borrowed from geophysics, that record diÃerences in the level 
of moisture or changes in the magnetic ¬eld. �eoretically, if enough anomalies 
make geometric patterns, we can infer the presence of architecture. Utilizing 
both strategies, we more clearly understood that within the past three hundred 
years, the enclaves around both Soufriere and Portsmouth underwent enormous 
modi¬cations in the land. In some areas, soil layers dating to the eighteenth 
century could go so deep that excavators were physically unable to dig to the 
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bottom. In other areas, such contexts could be reached a¦er only 20 centimeters 
of testing. Where soils contained materials from people living in Dominica be-
fore 1700, the strata tended to be relatively deep, but not always.

On some sites in the Caribbean, soil accumulates at a snail’s pace. Dry con-
ditions, shallow soil horizons, or low topography have led to some conditions 
where thousand-year-old sites could appear a few millimeters under the sur-
face.92 �is is not the case in Dominica, where soil accumulation can occur at 
dizzying rates. In years where the dry season and the wet season were extreme, 
a particular set of circumstances could arise in which soil would lose its abil-
ity both to retain water and to anchor to underlying sediments. In such cases, 
landslides or increased sedimentation can occur. �e diÃerences in pre- and 
post-1700s stratigraphic soil depths were directly in±uenced by changing land 
use. Deforestation exacerbated these conditions. When high convection rainfall 
hits during tropical storms and hurricanes, soils can destabilize and slide. New 
residents o¦en repurposed old village sites to create new villages. In some cases, 
agricultural activities that plowed the earth meant communities that were once 
home to two to three hundred people were practically invisible on the surface.

By the end of archaeological testing, we had examined the layout of ¬ve villages: 
two in Portsmouth and three in Soufriere. We made preliminary assessments 
about the location of houses, and ventured forward with household excavations. 
�e team successfully identi¬ed a rich archaeological record from residences rep-
resenting occupations both before and a¦er this agricultural transition. Among 
these ¬ve estates, we excavated areas associated with twenty houses. �is record 
included evidence of architecture such as iron nails, postholes, and foundation 
materials. �e record also has evidence of diet and changes in procuring food. 
�e team recovered a rich collection of plant remains. �is evidence was retrieved 
from garbage middens, cooking hearths, and living surfaces in the yards.

To locate relevant sources, I relied heavily on published work, including sec-
ondary sources that included transcriptions or interpretations of documents. 
Archival research in Dominica is indebted to the work of Lennox Honychurch 
for his examination and organization of the archives into a form more readily 
usable by scholars. Polly Pattullo compiled rebels’ testimonies recorded during 
trials in the a¦ermath of a maroon war in Dominica. �ese testimonies are some 
of the few ¬rsthand accounts of enslaved life on the island.93 Her work also in-
cludes the accumulated historiography and anthropology of the island. Travel 
writers and anthropologists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
described language, folk histories, and material culture of island folk, including 
Kalinago and Dominicans of African descent.94 Archaeologists who gathered 
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environmental data to interpret a pre-Columbian past, environmental scien-
tists wishing to understand the aÃordances of the landscape better, and earth 
scientists who attempt to describe the complex evolution of island geographies 
conducted research in the last two decades that assists in the contextualization 
and interpretation of the archaeological record.95

Some interrelated factors hinder scholarship on slavery and slave life in Dom-
inica. In part, the archive is dispersed across Antigua, Dominica, Grenada, Bar-
bados, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Metropolitan France, the United States, and 
Britain due to a complex political history in which the island was only formally 
colonized in the second half of the eighteenth century. Before the island’s annex-
ation by the British in 1763, there was just a light French bureaucratic presence 
in Roseau, the seat of Dominica’s commandant beginning in 1727.96 Archives 
nationales d’outre-mer (ANOM) in Aix-en-Provence serves as the principal ar-
chive of interest for any scholarship during the French occupation. Subsequently, 
the island passed between British and French control twice, leading to a patchy 
archival trail in metropolitan France and Britain. Between 1763 and 1787, enu-
merations, maps, petitions, and laws related speci¬cally to Dominica are located 
in Martinique and Guadeloupe.97 Additionally, at diÃerent points in its British 
colonial past, Dominica was variably administered as an independent colony, 
as part of the Leeward Islands Colony, and as part of the Windward Islands 
Colony.98 As such, relevant sources about the political and social history of the 
island can be found in Jamaica, Antigua, Barbados, and Grenada, in addition to 
the UK’s National Archives (BNA) and Dominica.99

�e conditions of the archives also hinder historical scholarship. Domini-
ca’s National Archives (DNA) is located on the third ±oor on Kennedy Street, 
in between Bath Road and Queen Street, a location much aÃected by various 
factors, notably environmental conditions. �e ±ooding of the public records 
vault in 1979, a¦er Hurricane David, and the June 1979 destruction of the Land 
Registry in the Old Court House by arson, have le¦ many incomplete folios, 
damaged documents, and illegible manuscripts.100 For example, of the 158 Deed 
Books, 6 were “fragmented,” 24 in “poor” condition, 120 in “fair” condition, 
and 2 in “good” condition. Most (29) of the manuscripts described in poor and 
fragmented condition date between 1763 and 1829. In short, poor curation and 
document handling destabilized many papers and led to a particularly critical 
absence in the documentary record—especially as compared with larger, more 
extensively studied islands such as Barbados and Jamaica.

Perhaps most helpful here are administrative documents in circulation, such 
as testimonies, laws, and minutes taken on the island, in the region or across 
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the Atlantic—for example, the Parliamentary debates related to the cessation 
of the slave trade, which began 1787. At the same time, enslaved Africans 
played a role in abolition with regular and persistent resistance. �e debates 
can be mapped through the Parliamentary Papers published by the Irish Uni-
versity Press.101 Either through circulated letters or in direct testimony, plant-
ers appeared and described the conditions of plantations in the West Indian 
colonies. We also tracked o¾cial correspondence, including testimonies of 
Dominican planters, who testi¬ed in both French and English, which led up 
to the 1799 renewal of a slave amelioration act. In these deliberations, we can 
glimpse some of the distances between imperial designs of this island colony 
and its everyday life.

�e thing I did not expect to see was that people’s livelihoods increasingly 
depended on island-based resources as they became increasingly engaged in the 
global economy. Before the transition to sugar, colonists and slaves made use of 
many goods and foodstuÃs from the island and beyond. A¦er the agricultural 
transformation, slaves and colonists used a higher number of species of ¬sh and 
local game as food. �is shi¦ meant that matter required for the everyday life 
of all actors, plantations, land, animals, and humans became more important 
and precious. �e record also included evidence of economic activities. Trade 
goods—including pottery, coins, and other small ¬nds—recovered from the 
gardens and yards immediately surrounding each of the houses speak to some 
of the market activities in which slaves were involved. �ese remains indicate 
how slaves were integrated with global markets as consumers. �ey also talk to 
poorly documented, locally organized, informal commercial networks. While 
preliminary, results seem to indicate two critical trends a¦er the introduction of 
sugar. First, informal relationships with neighboring French Martinique contin-
ued and possibly intensi¬ed a¦er the annexation of the island by Britain. It also 
indicated an increased diÃerence between houses on the estates.

Comparing Waterscapes in Two Dominican Enclaves
To compare waterscapes is to document how slavery worked through the en-
vironment it created (map 1.1). Waterscape generally refers to the interface be-
tween land and water from the vantage point of humans. In 1763, this waterscape 
changed for all of the residents of Dominica. �e United Kingdom annexed 
Dominica, encouraged monoculture plantations (coÃee and sugar), and com-
mitted the island to a “sugar revolution.” �e “sugar revolution” as a crop boom 
can be de¬ned through a number of dimensions. Landowners shi¦ed their di-
verse agricultural base to monoculture, while labor was increasingly de¬ned 
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through idioms of property, made up of people who lived in denser settlements 
and most o¦en racialized as black. �ese new arrangements with labor, land, and 
things were put in place to produce more wealth out of a single acre of land than 
previous crops, such as cotton, cocoa, and foodstuÃs.102

Despite the “ongoingness” of people’s relationships with and through water, 
it is important to document how Dominica’s waterscape varied from one place 
to the next. Dominica, relative to other territories in the British Empire, was 
environmentally, socially, and economically diverse. Despite being a “wet island” 
(some parts receive 9,000 millimeters of rain per year), some areas contain little 
surface water and receive far less rain (1,800 millimeters per year). �e dry season 
(ca. January/February to May/June) creates a “green desert” where temperatures 
rise. �e island can be divided into lowlands (23 percent), hilly uplands (27 per-
cent), and mountainous highlands (50 percent) (table 1.2). Dominica’s soils also 
vary signi¬cantly, but six types dominate: young soil, protosol, kandoid latosol, 
smectoid clay, allophanoid latosol, and alluvium.103 Each has diÃerent poten-
tial to retain water, hold nutrients, and stabilize the land. �ese soils are not 
static. �e mineral composition, drainage, and growth stability of the topsoil 
is informed by the subsoil. Likewise, the subsoil borrows organics and water 
from the topsoil that can, in turn, help recharge aquifers. �is diversity is readily 
expressed in the two enclaves I studied.

Agricultural intensi¬cation in the eighteenth century was an ambiguous 
assemblage of local traditions and trajectories; diÃerent ventures of political, 
economic, and technological expansion; uneven potentiality of particular crops; 
and local engagements with water. �e research for this book concentrated on 
comparing material practices in two regions constrained by mountainous to-
pography and varied links to neighboring islands.104 Portsmouth and Soufriere 
aÃord diÃerent potentialities and provide a means to examine how the imposi-
tion of new agricultural regimes aÃected the everyday life of enslaved laborers 
and free settlers (map 1.2). While these two enclaves diÃered in multiple ways 
signi¬cant to this study, key contrasts are: the birthplace of the residents and 
their inferred status, landscape modi¬cation and its eÃects on the land and its 
resources, the hydrosocial nature of trade through material circulations, and 
everyday conceptualizations and uses of water in households. Portsmouth was 
dominated by immigrant English settlers and enslaved Africans, both new to 
the Caribbean and Dominica, living in an environment with ±at plains, year-
round rivers, and rich alluvial soils. Soufriere was dominated by Creoles, many 
from neighboring islands (both enslaved and free people), living in a dry and 
mountainous environment with poor soils (map 1.3).
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Between Portsmouth and Soufriere, the land varies considerably. Soufri-
ere’s enclave contains dispersed agricultural soil and limited groundwater. 
Soufriere’s waterscape includes little in the way of surface and groundwater. 
�e land is nearly evenly divided between lowlands, uplands, and mountains. 
It is remarkably hilly, with 70 percent of the land on a twenty-degree slope or 
higher. In 1978, the land was either under cultivation (60 percent), constituted 
of disturbed submontane forest, or “other.” “Other,” in this case, includes town 

Elevation    Dominica Portsmouth    Soufrière

Lowlands
(0–70 m)  23% 71% 28%

Uplands
(71–333 m) 27% 19% 39%

Highlands
(334–1516 m) 50% 10% 34%

Slope Dominica Portsmouth    Soufrière

0° to 5° 6% 27% 3%
5° to 10° 15% 17% 6%
10° to 15° 18% 15% 10%
15° to 20° 17% 14% 11%
20° to 90° 44% 27% 70%

Soils Dominica Portsmouth    Soufrière

Allophanoid Latosol 42%  
Alluvium 1% 3%  
Beach Sand 1% 1%  
Kandoid Latosol 22% 48%  
Other 7% 2% 3%
Clay 1% 5%  
Protosol 2% 53%
Skeletal 11% 28% 12%
Smectoid Clay 5% 6%  
Young Soil 8% 7% 32%

Table 1.2. Percentage of land area by elevation category, slope, and soil class
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settlements and sulfur springs. �ere is one perennial river, ¬ve drainages with 
wet season creeks, and three freshwater springs. A combination of freshwater 
and sulfur springs feeds the river, making it di¾cult to drink, especially in the 
dry season. For most estates, freshwater springs were close to two kilometers 
from their respective villages, with an ascent as high as 500 meters. Cisterns 
commissioned by and for planters dot this landscape. Transportation of water 
from other enclaves, or properties, was hindered by very steep topography and 
legal codes restricting unfettered movement of slaves. �is created a predica-
ment that needed to be negotiated. Soufriere’s soils are shallow and relatively 
young, including protosol, young soil, skeletal soil, and Soufriere (sulfur-rich) 
soil. �ese soils are usually shallow and prone to erosion. �ey are, however, 
excellent soils in which to grow foodstuÃs. �ese soils contain rich nutrients, 
including phosphorous, and drain well. As such, with su¾cient rain, they have 
the potential to be fertile.

Portsmouth’s enclave contains rich agricultural soil and abundant freshwater 
sources. Most of Portsmouth is low-lying and relatively ±at. Today, most of the 
land is devoted to active cultivation (approximately 60 percent), or comprises 
submontane rainforest (25 percent), urban development (10 percent), or man-
grove swamp (15 percent). Groundwater is plentiful, with a number of freshwater 
and sulfur springs. �ree river-systems with tributaries feed ¬elds and people 
within the enclave. In the wet season, rivers agitate sediment, while during the 
dry season they can become murky, creating pools of stagnant water. Rivers were 
diverted to create aqueducts that fed small reservoirs to control water ±ow to 
millraces and to water mills to crush sugar. Most villages were less than 500 me-
ters from these reservoirs and races. �e land in this enclave contains alluvium, 
smectoid soil, and kandoid latosol. Water drains poorly through these latter two 
soils, and the natural fertility of the soil is low. �e combination of a shallow soil 
that is susceptible to hardening during the dry season with poor water drainage 
during the wet season means that erosion is a constant threat. �ey are, how-
ever, well structured soils and have good water- and fertilizer-handling capacity. 
Importantly, this soil is good for growing sugar cane, but only when fertilized.

�is diversity is important because it speaks to the amount of land, the type 
of soils available, and how people conceptualized their potentials for export and 
subsistence agriculture in the eighteenth century.105 DiÃerent environmental 
and landscape conditions favored certain export crops. �e uplands and high-
lands favored coÃee, and forests favored cocoa, while sunny and well-drained 
areas were preferred for sugar.106 Certain crops, like plantains, cotton, indigo, 
and tobacco, were more ±exible and o¦en constituted a ¬rst stage in plantation 
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development.107 Other crops, including coÃee and sugar, were far more partic-
ular about soil conditions and the amount of water they would need to thrive. 
�e soils interacted with these biomes in important ways. �e lowlands of 
Portsmouth required fertilizer and drainage to cultivate sugar. �e uplands of 
Soufriere required methods to stabilize the soil and retain its moisture content 
to grow coÃee and sugar. Ultimately, some soils in Dominica more readily ac-
commodated the desires of Europeans to grow commodities for export. Others 
could not bear them. Both were subject to the attention of plantation owners to 
bend the soil to the purpose of sugar.

�is diversity is also important because it speaks to the diÃerent predicaments 
of water abundance and scarcity that new residents (enslaved and freed) would 
face when sugar was introduced. Plantation settlements and houseyards were 
our units of observation. Plantations are o¦en de¬ned, functionally, in terms of 
what they produced and how they served as a social institution.108 Houseyards 
are o¦en de¬ned descriptively, containing houses and the small gardens attached 
to them. As I will describe in the next chapter, they both constitute an assem-
blage. Sidney Mintz, for example, de¬nes a houseyard, “as a setting for daily 
activity” where “decisions are made, food is prepared and eaten, the household 
group—whatever its composition—sleeps and socializes, children are conceived 
and born, death is ceremonialized.”109 As an archaeological deposit, they oÃer a 
readily comparable set of information that allows us to determine substantive 
diÃerences and similarities in material practices during the “sugar revolution.”

Conclusion

In small-island colonial contexts it is easy to imagine a homogenous past. But 
given the intensity of interaction that accompanied the agrarian transition on 
small islands, the past becomes politically and economically complex. �e sugar 
revolution created predicaments throughout the island in diÃerent ways. �e 
two enclaves pro¬led here reveal diÃerences in landscape transformation and 
water scarcity, the hydrosociality of trade and mobility, and material disposi-
tions of residents and the politics of belonging. �ese re±ect the varying degrees 
to which the sugar revolution brought about competing agendas of production 
and reproduction. �e recovered evidence begs the question: given the same eco-
nomic and political constraints, do waterways of laborers living on estates in 
diÃerent “waterscapes” look the same?
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Ch a pter 2

Mapping Caribbean Waterways

Dr. Fillan gave Mr. Andrew Smith Priestley’s reputed machine for 
impregnating waters—He appears to think very much of it but very 
little of its application.

—Journal of Jonathan Troup, August 3, 1789

I n Troup’s first few weeks, Dominica looked as though it was a colo-
nial venture with a stable society (�gure 2.1), functioning without threat of 
insolvency, whose populace thrived in the lush environment. �e mountain 

forests, the bustling port town on the water’s edge, and the orderly plantation 
�elds between the two were misleading. Morning rains that fell almost like 
clockwork had given him the mistaken impression that water was everywhere. 
Water was not always abundant, and for those who did not own land its access 
was not guaranteed. Precipitation could vary signi�cantly. �e leeward slopes, 
just north of Roseau, were in rain shadow for most of the year. Groundwater also 
varied in quality. Wells dug close to the shoreline could become brackish in high 
tide, and many springs on the geologically active island were hot and contained 
elements of the earth that made it less than palatable. Surface water found in 
rivers and ponds could also vary. While the island is the putative home to 365 
rivers, only one of those rivers, fed by sulfur springs, ¦ows in the Parish of St. 
Mark. In Dominica, there were many types of water.

Water, a kind of material, mattered for those forced to enact the plans of 
English-speaking elites in eighteenth-century Dominica. In the above passage, 
Troup and his colleague Mr. Kemp are excited about a new instrument devised 
by Joseph Priestley, who was one of the preeminent chemists of the time. In 
his book, Directions for Impregnating Water with Fixed Air, Priestley provides 
a detailed account of how to add bubbles to water. As a physician, Troup was 
familiar with the book and its �ndings. While instructing the reader on the art 
of making carbonated water, it also described qualities of water and how those 
qualities could be changed. In the appendix, for example, Priestley describes a 
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“decoction of a Peruvian bark,” most likely the same used in quinine, to alleviate 
the symptoms of “fever, loose stool, and immoderate thirst.”1 What this book 
makes clear is that water was not just a natural substance. It could be cra°ed in a 
way that could transform its qualities. �at said, people had been cra°ing water 
for years before Priestley came to the scene.

Water was both ¦uid and entangled with the environment, and was a key 
predicament of slavery. In the context of eighteenth-century slave colonies, peo-
ple living on plantations were o°en challenged to obtain water to drink, irri-
gate their gardens, wash themselves, and cook their food. Some of their creative 
methods to get water were passed from one generation to the next. Others were 
borrowed from strangers whom they met for the �rst time in the Caribbean. 
Still others were improvised by undocumented inventors struggling to resolve 
the predicaments they faced in everyday life. �ese waterways stretch back in 
time, before the poorly documented date when strangers from across the ocean 
met on this island. �ey extend out to the cultural attitudes that people held on 

Figure 2.1. Roseau, Dominica, drawn by Lieut. Caddy, Royal 
Artillery, and engraved by J. Harris. 1837. Hand-colored engraving. 

255 × 330 mm. Courtesy of Library of Congress.
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those distant shores from which the strangers came. �ey anchor down imme-
diate and concrete, such as where precipitation and soil conditions inform the 
availability of groundwater for cultivation, and metabolic and household needs. 
�ey gesture inward to the nearby and particular concerns that informed how 
strangers dealt with each other when they met face to face. �e emergent water-
ways variously inscribed themselves into the landscape, household assemblages, 
and the way people talked about them.

Caribbean Waterscapes

A crucial element of waterways is the waterscape they inhabit. Typically, “water-
scapes” include water and how people’s relationship with and through it shapes 
life on land.2 Waterscapes are an important part of the waterways through which 
people framed their lives. Anyone who has spent signi�cant time in the Carib-
bean is forced to consider water as a central factor in everyday life—both in its 
scarcity and in its abundance. As with most regions situated between the Tropic 
of Cancer and the Equator, its climate is structured by dry and wet seasons. 
Droughts and hurricanes, while irregular, are not infrequent. Such events punc-
tuated everyday life in terms of the food that grew, the water that people drank, 
and the degrees of freedom people had in moving about the landscape. As such, 
water was something people managed but never resolved. People’s relationship 
with water reaches to the distant past, when they �rst entered the region and 
brought or developed new practices and ideas of how water could be managed. 
Analysis of waterways sets the stage for understanding colonizing narratives, 
including those that shaped colonial policies and distant markets, and the im-
plications of these narratives for enslaved Africans and the people who claimed 
ownership over them.

�ose familiar with the Caribbean know that the islands are a living land-
scape. �e environment is not a pre-existing condition altered through the plans 
of English-speaking elites. Rather, relationships evolve with and through the 
environment. Certainly, there is a kind of agricultural intensi�cation of this 
land that accompanies settler colonialism, where the indigenous frontier is “im-
proved” in the minds of Europeans to commercialize its resources into com-
modities such as silver, sugar, and cotton.3 But to describe the world in which 
Europeans entered as a “First Nature” would be to overlook the millennia of 
world-making that islanders had already accomplished.4

When Dominica was intensively settled by Europeans by the mid-eighteenth 
century, the landscape had already been modi�ed by human settlement and land 
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use.5 For a newcomer like Troup, the landscape he entered might have appeared 
wild despite millennia of humanization that shaped soil, biodiversity, and even 
climate. To be precise, humans entered and began to manipulate the insular 
landscape more than 6,000 years earlier. �ey and those who followed precipi-
tated the extinction of a host of species, introduced others, and shaped the land 
through trees they felled, soils they modi�ed, and plants they cultivated. Of 
course, the physical geography of the insular Caribbean also had important im-
plications for relationships of people with and through water.

Wayfarers entering the Caribbean encountered a region rich with land and 
sea resources, some of which were vaguely familiar to those they had seen in 
South America. �e sea contains several island chains that are typically sepa-
rated into four major groups: the Greater Antilles, Lesser Antilles, Bahamas, and 
those adjacent to the South American mainland, including Curaçao, Bonaire, 
and Aruba. �e 115 islands (not counting islets or cays) comprise approximately 
240,000 square kilometers—roughly the size of the United Kingdom. Most of 
that landmass (95 percent) is the Greater Antilles. Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, 
and Puerto Rico have large interiors, long rivers with wide valleys, and diverse 
landscapes that approximate those on the continents that surround the sea. �en 
and now, these islands were home to larger populations that could be supported 
on terrestrial resources, though not exclusively. �e Lesser Antilles are smaller, 
with a total land mass just under half the size of Hispaniola. �ese islands con-
tain far less diverse landscapes compared with the Greater Antilles, though they 
can look quite diÁerent from one another. Given the smaller interiors, their 
denizens relied heavily on a combination of maritime and terrestrial resources.

�e terrain on which people lived looked diÁerent depending on the island 
they lived on. In this tectonically active region, earthquakes and volcanic erup-
tions can dramatically change the amount of land, its relief, and the resources 
that it can aÁord. Caribbean islands can be broken down to fault block, carbon-
ate, volcanic, and mixed islands. In the Greater Antilles, mountains forming 
Cuba’s Sierra Maestra, as well as the central spines of Jamaica, Hispaniola, and 
Puerto Rico, are extensions of mountains found in Belize and Guatemala. �is 
chain was formed from the vertical displacement of land at the fault line of the 
Caribbean and North American plates. As such, many of these fault-block is-
lands are prone to earthquakes. �e majority of the Lesser Antilles belongs to 
one of two overlapping and parallel island arcs. �ese arcs were formed from 
the expanding Atlantic plate and the subduction of the South American plate 
underneath the Caribbean plate. �e older, outer arc begins with Anguilla 
and St. Martin and extends in an irregular shape through to Grand-Terre and 
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Marie-Galante in Guadeloupe. �ese islands are characterized by low relief and 
carbonate bedrock formed from marine reef deposits on sunken islands upli°ed 
or le° stranded by receding sea levels.6 �e younger, inner arc begins in Saba and 
continues through Basse-Terre, Guadeloupe, and Grenada. �ese islands contain 
steep mountains, narrow valleys, and much less in the way of ¦at land.

�e terrain that people entered continued to evolve. �e Kalinago, an 
Arawaken-speaking people whose ancestors saw Columbus’ caravels on his sec-
ond voyage on Sunday, November 3, 1493, call Dominica Wai’tu Kubuli. �is 
roughly translates to “tall is her body.” It was given this name principally for 
two reasons. For people who lived on this island, "�e earth was an indulgent 
mother who furnished them with all things necessary to life.”7 �e mountain 
ranges that form the spine of these islands are, for the most part, extinct or dor-
mant, including Dominica’s �ve peaks. Kalinago ancestors experienced tremors, 
earthquakes, and eruptions, which would have reminded them of the earth’s 
active and sentient nature. Sometime between 340 and 420 CE, the southern-
most volcano in Dominica erupted, burying one of the villages documented by 
archaeologists on the island.8 �e same volcano erupted more than a thousand 
years later, between 1410 and 1590.9

No eruptions have been documented in Dominica since Europeans arrived 
in the sixteenth century; however, the region is still active. To the north, Mont-
serrat experienced a devastating earthquake in 1995. In 1902, Mount Pelée in 
northern Martinique erupted with an explosive pyroclastic ¦ow that leveled the 
town of St. Pierre and hurled massive stone boulders several meters from their 
perches. For some time, Pelée had been active. Relatively minor eruptions oc-
curred in 1792, and in 1851 an eruption deposited a �ne ash lens. In this way, the 
islands continue to be a living landscape that shapes everyday life.

�e geological history is important because it informs, indirectly, the amount 
and kind of precipitation as well as the amount and volume of groundwater. 
Not all islands oÁer the same relief, and this topography aÁects the intensity 
and location of rainfall. Climate specialists generally talk about three kinds of 
precipitation: cyclonic, convective, and orthographic. Cyclonic precipitation 
results from high-energy events, including tropical waves, tropical storms, and 
hurricanes. �is typically heavy rainfall is accompanied by high winds. People 
living in Dominica encountered hurricanes more frequently than islands to 
the south and less frequently than islands to the north. Convective precipita-
tion falls when moist air is warmer than its surroundings. Relatively short in 
duration, intensity varies depending on the speed of the wind, the diÁerences 
in air temperature, and the moisture content of the atmosphere. In Dominica, 
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convective rainfall can happen with some regularity in the wet season. In the dry 
season, precipitation can be quite negligible. Orthographic rainfall occurs when 
moist air, near the surface, is forced upward into cooler layers of the atmosphere 
when prevailing winds reach tall mountains. Moisture in the atmosphere is re-
leased. �e regularity and intensity of rainfall has changed since humans �rst 
arrived on the island.

Precipitation informs both surface and groundwater availability. Groundwater 
that permeates into the soil and porous rock varies considerably. Layers of the soil 
saturated with water are the land’s aquifer. �e barrier between saturated rock and 
the nonsaturated rock above it is the water table. �ese water tables are rarely hor-
izontal and o°en re¦ect the topography of the underlying geology. DiÁerent ge-
ologies have diÁerent levels of porosity and permeability, which means that water 
does not move around the same way, nor is it captured to the same degree. Carbon-
ate bedrock, found in both the outer arc islands and Barbados, is both permeable 
and porous, leading to signi�cant aquifers that feed springs or can be reached by 
digging wells. Weakly cemented volcanic ash, which underlies many of the dis-
persed soils in the inner arc islands, is permeable but has low porosity. �is means 
that it drains well but cannot capture the water. “Perched” water tables can form, 
but only when the underlying rock is impermeable, creating subterranean basins. 
�e water generally drains laterally from these basins into springs (Fr. source). In 
some cases, these interfaces are near active volcanic zones creating hot springs (Fr. 
sou�ière). Aquifers are recharged through precipitation. �erefore, the depth of 
the water table can lower during dry seasons, or droughts, or if more water is being 
removed from the aquifer through wells than rainfall is able to recharge it.

�e vegetation present can also aÁect the amount of groundwater. A combi-
nation of plants with shallow root systems and intensi�ed precipitation cycles 
can lead to soil erosion, destabilizing permeable layers of soil that contain water. 
Monoculturing plants in areas where aquifers need constant rainfall to recharge 
can have the eÁect of lowering the water table and putting plants and animals 
in competition for the same resource. Plants are not agnostic when it comes to 
aquifers. Take, for example, cotton. It prefers “dry feet.” �at is, cotton prefers 
to grow in areas with a well-drained soil where the aquifer is relatively deep.10

Other plants are more tolerant. Rice yields do not suÁer as much from having 
waterlogged soils.11 Sugar cane is somewhere between the two. Yields increase 
signi�cantly when the water table is deeper than sixty centimeters.12 In Dom-
inica, where plants in some regions rely on perched water tables, new relation-
ships between water, soil, and plants that accompany some crops could create 
new kinds of groundwater scarcity.
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Landscape
�inking about how humans related with and through water invites us to extend 
our scale of inquiry in time and space to consider the �ve-thousand-year history 
of settlement in Dominica. If we consider the important work on paleoenvi-
ronment in the region,13 evidence collected by archaeologists, geographers, and 
environmental scientists provides a general picture of sea level rise. While such 
general data omits a more nuanced local picture of how coastal erosion, vegeta-
tion, and maritime animal communities shaped and were shaped by new coast-
lines,14 there is consensus that Caribbean sea levels have risen during the past ten 
thousand years.15 Climate is also thought to have changed enormously over the 
past ten thousand years—the Caribbean was once a much more humid place.

Humanization of the Caribbean began sometime around 5000 BCE. �e 
exact path is of some dispute. Traditionally, archaeologists described an early 
eastward migration of people from Mesoamerica into Cuba, made possible by 
an archipelago that existed from the coast of Nicaragua to Jamaica (the Nica-
ragua Rise).16 As relative sea levels rose through the Holocene, many of these 
islands and shelves were submerged, most disappearing between 3000 and 2000 
BCE.17 Simultaneously, people migrated northward from South America using 
the Lesser Antilles as stepping stones.18 Archaeologists suggested this dual-path 
hypothesis to explain two seemingly discordant observations. First, the earliest 
human-made materials have been, by and large, recovered from the Greater An-
tilles. Second, canoe traÊc was easier using the lesser Antilles as stepping stones. 
Recent research and reporting placing the earliest sites in the Caribbean’s north-
ern islands and its southernmost islands has shi°ed our understanding of the 
humanization of the Caribbean.19 Computer modeling suggests a third pathway, 
where early South American wayfarers entered into the Caribbean near Curaçao 
and followed strong sea currents northward into the north Caribbean, bypassing 
the Lesser Antilles. People then moved successively southward.20 While which 
of the pathways may be debated, it’s clear that sea levels, currents, and the skill 
of the Caribbean’s earliest inhabitants to navigate them were all key factors in 
the islands’ humanization.

When humans began to occupy the Lesser Antilles, sea levels were still ris-
ing and the climate may have been in a particularly wet phase of the region’s 
history.21 �e ¦uctuations in sea level challenged these distant ancestors and 
required resolution through the choices they made in locating their settlement, 
the way they made a living oÁ land and sea, and the architecture they lived in. 
But so would changes in weather. Archaeologists suggest that El Niño prompted 
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a series of droughts with which people had to contend.22 �e annual cycle of 
hurricanes also challenged everyday life for the early migrants. While hurricanes 
are a fact of life, when and where they reach landfall seemed unpredictable. Hur-
ricanes threatened settlements with ¦ooding.23 In some instances, settlements 
were built on arti�cial mounds to protect communities against tsunamis and 
heavy storms.24 People began to reinforce their housing with seemingly redun-
dant poles. �ese structures show a degree of resilience and planning for the high 
winds and heavy rains.25

�e cycles of dry season and wet season were crucial for successful harvests 
among the horticulturalists that moved into the Caribbean beginning in the 
late BCE and who continued to occupy the islands through the subsequent cen-
turies.26 Slashing and burning areas of forest too early meant that the seedlings 
and tubers withered and died. Too late meant that preparing soil was more dif-
�cult, and immature tubers and seedlings rotted before taking root. �e North 
Star, the Pleiades, and Ursa Major were all constellations whose position could 
be used to predict the annual cycles of precipitation.27 Charting the stars was 
not just a matter of tracking the days. It was part of a complex cosmology in 
which rain and sunshine had both constructive and destructive elements.28 It 
is clear that water �gured prominently in settlement decisions for people in the 
Caribbean. It is also clear that people were not just reacting to the environment, 
but trying to account for climatic variation and plan for the vagaries of water 
diÁerences in the islands they settled.

Mobility
�e long-term history of human-environment interactions also allows us to 
make crucial points about the perceptions of geography that newcomers—in-
cluding the islands’ �rst nations, European colonizers, and foreign research-
ers—brought with them. �e Caribbean on the eve of European conquest was a 
“cultural mosaic.”29 Its people held varying customs, organized through surfeit 
political institutions, and made a living on a range of environmental engage-
ments.30 �e same could be said for the people who inhabited the coastal villages 
of Barbados, Grenada, St. Vincent, St. Lucia, Martinique, or Dominica as early 
as 400 BCE.31 By CE 1500, shared styles of Cayo pottery in the Eastern Carib-
bean islands and the Koriabo style in Guyana provide the most direct evidence 
of durable circulations of people, animals, and things through raiding, trading, 
and intermarriage. Studies of the fabric that makes up these pottery traditions 
suggest that these clay objects recovered from the Eastern Caribbean are strongly 
aÊliated with contemporary ceramics recovered from Guyana.32
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A map of the Caribbean drawn by a Kalinago in the sixteenth century in-
cluded the South American mainland. James Ley, the Duke of Marlborough, 
describes a map of that world: “�e Carybes have tenn Rivers. . . . And one other 
little Iland . . .”33 �is map includes rivers like the Macouria, Kourou, Suriname, 
and Coppename in Suriname and French Guyana, as well as the islands of Dom-
inica, St. Vincent, St. Lucia, and Grenada. In 1596, Lawrence Keymis explored 
the South American littoral coast and traveled the Orinoco Delta. He stated 
that the nation of Iapios on the mainland spoke the same language as the people 
of Dominica.34 �is geography maps well to what archaeologists know about the 
migration of people into the Caribbean and the continued circulation of people 
and goods in the millennia that preceded European colonization.35

�is map diÁers signi�cantly from the one that would be drawn by 
English-speaking elites at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War in 1763. For 
pamphleteers and cartographers working in the lead-up and a°ermath of the 
peace, Eastern Caribbean islands shared a geographic aÊnity with North Amer-
ica, especially the colonies that would putatively bene�t from their inclusion 
into the empire.36 �is discourse naturalized political and economic sinews 
that circulated foodstuÁs such as rice and wheat—grown in South Carolina 
and New England, respectively—that would be used to feed the enslaved labor 
force, which cultivated and processed botanical commodities for elsewhere. Ka-
linago construction of territory did not con�gure easily with land or territory 
as understood by the Europeans. �is is not to say that the Kalinago did not 
distinguish between islands.

Literary sources, including Père Raymond Breton’s Dictionnaire
Carraïbe-Français, can be useful in establishing how people who called them-
selves Kalinago understood these geographies.37 Breton (1609–1679) was one of 
four Dominican missionaries who established a mission for the Frères prêcheurs
in the Eastern Caribbean. He arrived in Guadeloupe in 1635 and returned to 
France in 1653. He carefully transcribed indigenous words, commenting on 
taxonomies and semantics. Most accounts did not record these subtleties, nor 
document the cultural and social milieu in which they were used.38 �e source, 
therefore, has been invaluable in oÁering some clues about everyday life of the 
Kalinago and their ancestors. Breton records diÁerent names for the windward 
islands: Caloucaéra, or Guadeloupe; Ioüánacaéra, or Martinique; Ioüànalao, 
or St. Lucia; Iouloumain, or St. Vincent; and Camáogne, or Grenada.39 Names 
aside, the Kalinago also shaped the islands in important ways.

�ere are historical implications for the diverse structural geology described 
in earlier pages. DiÁerent geologies meant that diÁerent islands had diÁerent 
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things to oÁer. Because of the diÁerences in how and when these islands formed, 
and their diÁerent compositions of geological matter, similar objects made on 
diÁerent islands can look quite diÁerent from one another. Subtle diÁerences in 
these parent materials were recognized by the Kalinago. According to Breton, 
there were stones for women, stones for men, and one variety of stone that was 
counterfeit. �ese stones would be sourced from diÁerent islands. Some stones, 
while not semi-precious, were similarly important for their use in manufacture. 
�ere were diÁerent words used by Dominican Kalinago for the pumice stone 
used in making canoe paddles.40 Pumice stone from Martinique was called 
méoulou. Pumice stone from Marie Galante was called cherouli.

Archaeologists have used these subtle diÁerences to mark interisland traÊc 
in everyday objects, such as pottery used to store water on long canoe trips, or 
semi-precious stones that were readily found on one island but not others. Var-
ious materials circulated within and between the Greater and Lesser Antilles 
at diÁerent points in time, suggesting interregional trade. Ceramic, lithic, and 
guanín (gold-copper alloy) objects, as well as tools and ornaments of coral, shell, 
and bone, were brought to the Caribbean islands from the South and Central 
American mainland.41 �ese included items of adornment made from armadillo, 
opossum, deer, and jaguar bone. �ere are also shell objects made from fresh 
water mollusks available only in Venezuelan river systems. Archaeologists have 
also found beads and pendants made of semi-precious stones that are not found 
on readily exploitable geologies of the insular Caribbean.42 �ese include agate, 
amber, amethyst, aventurine, barite, carnelian, malachite, nephrite, and olivine. 
�ere is also strong evidence that shells of queen conch, Eustrombus gigas (com-
monly found in the insular Caribbean), were circulated sometimes as far as the 
hinterland of what is today Venezuela.

Waterways enabled similar material repertoires. �e circulation between 
Guyana and the islands of Dominica, Martinique, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, and 
Grenada—the heartland of the Kalinago, and the home territory of people 
whom the Spanish would later identify as Island Caribs—was particularly dense. 
A robust trade in semi-precious stones—amethyst, quartz, and greenstone—
brought Caribbean trade to life. It is becoming increasingly clear that some is-
lands specialized in stones, while others in some other kind of good. Take, for 
example, petaloids found throughout the region. Petaloids are stone axes made 
of diorite, rhyolite, or basalt. �ese stones are not part of Barbados’s ecology; 
therefore, the axes found there represent trade with regions where such stones 
were quarried. �e petaloid as a trade good was likely one element in a complex 
system of social, political, and economic interaction.
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�is mobility shaped the Atlantic world, and there is a political-economic 
aspect to it. Early in Europe’s engagement with the Eastern Caribbean, Indige-
nous peoples were important commercial and political actors. As stated earlier, 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Kalinago of Tobago produced 
a signi�cant quantity of tobacco for the European market.43 In Barbados, the 
English relied on the Kalinago of Dominica to supply cotton hammocks and ar-
rowroot for their domestic and overseas markets.44 Finally, the French, English, 
and Spanish relied on Kalinago expertise in local waterways for turtle �shing, 
navigating canoes, and waging raids against European adversaries. �ere is also 
a hydrosocial aspect to trade. Goods, including petaloids, coins, beads, and other 
items, were a medium of foreign relations that marked the connectivity between 
shores. Beads and coins carried with them certain expectations on the part of the 
Arawak-speaking peoples. Channels of water, in these instances, were far from a 
territorial boundary. Rather, they signi�ed a connectivity between shores. �is 
connectivity contrasted with European conceptions of channels and the barriers 
they thought they should signify. �is fundamentally diÁerent view of space 
would continue to shape the circulation of goods well into the twentieth cen-
tury, identifying some goods, no matter how mundane, as contraband.45

Everyday Uses
In his Dictionnaire Caraïbe-Français, Breton documented that the Kalinago had 
a highly complex taxonomy of water. Relationships with water in this document 
parallel some taxonomies found in English, but with some signi�cant diÁer-
ences. �e term tona can be used interchangeably for both river and water. As 
a liquid, it can be contrasted with arágoni (urine), araógane (sweat), conóboüI 
(rain), inhali (manioc juice), or ira (juice or liquor), among others. As a landscape 
feature, it can be contrasted with acoúllou (a pond, pit, or abyss), balánna (sea), 
and icópoüi (brackish pond). As a substance, water can be quali�ed. It can be 
a �shy river (káricheti tona), but it can also be combined to create something 
other than the sum of its parts. �e word amoyen means “cold,” but, when used 
in combination with tona, means “fresh water.” �e pre�x bácha signi�es heat. 
When combined with water, báchuetitona can mean “stomach ¦uids” or “brack-
ish water.” Inchiali means to smell bad, but, but inchiénli tona means “saltwater” 
or “troubled water.” Such terms are useful in reconstructing some of the taxon-
omies that might have been salient for the Kalinago during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries.

Water could purify, but water is de�ned narrowly according to this taxon-
omy. Liquids holding these latent qualities must come from the river. �e act of 
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bathing, nicobi niabou, was a way for water to wash away other kinds of liquids. 
Breton commented that every morning, Kalinago men “go to wash at the river 
(women and children go there at another time),” especially in the places where 
the river is “heated” from sulfur springs. He goes on to say, “If they are wet with 
seawater, rain, or if they are dirty, or if they are too hot from some work, they 
return to wash.”46 From this description, we can surmise that diÁerent quali-
ties of water mattered for the Kaliango; though we cannot assume that baths 
were required for the same reasons, Breton describes these qualities in relation 
to health. Work brought about araógane (sweat). Seawater did carry with it a 
connotation of dirt. Rain might chill the body too much.

Water carried important symbolic signi�cance. For example, children re-
ferred to the wife of their father who was not their mother as their noucouchou-
tonarou. �is roughly translates to “my mother by water.” �is presumably ref-
erences three aspects of Kalinago kinship: �rst, that consanguinity, relatedness 
by blood, did dictate some of the terms under which family was constructed; 
second, that family structure was polygamous; and �nally, that many of the 
members of the family were brought in from other places by canoe. Objects in 
a landscape are important elements in understanding such taxonomies. A clue 
to the ritual signi�cance of water and precipitation in early- and late-ceramic 
ages are etched into portable objects and stationary rock surfaces. Take Atabey, 
the frog lady. She is one avatar of the apical female deity of Taino cosmology. 
She is also the mistress of the wind and the destructive force of hurricanes. �e 
location and alignment of petroglyphs reveal that their carving was a largely 
political act: aligning living descendants with ancient ancestors of a particular 
deceased cacique or cacica (master or mistress).47 Rock art depicting frogs has 
been found throughout the Windwards, including Grenada (six instances), St. 
Vincent (thirteen), St. Lucia (�ve), Martinique (three), and Guadeloupe (twelve). 
�e presence and frequency of rock art could be an indication of anxiety over 
water security and the attempt to control it through spiritual means.48

Recurrent themes of this art—the fruit-eating bat and the tree frog—re¦ect 
Kalinago concerns about the annual cycles of precipitation and its ritual man-
agement. �e coquí, or tree frog, “comes from beneath the surface of the water” 
and is linked to the destructive hurricane season. �e fruit-eating bat “lives out 
of the water . . . and is a dry animal” linked to the equally destructive dry season, 
when many islands can best be described as a green desert.49 Petitjean Roget 
argues that these two motifs re¦ect attempts on the part of ritual specialists to 
in¦uence the regularity and intensity of dry seasons and wet seasons. He argues 
the rock art is in areas where people would want to ensure the safety and security 
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of water sources. On dry islands, like Anguilla, petroglyphs are located near one 
of the few water sources on the island. In the Windwards, petroglyphs tend to 
be located on boulders in riverbeds where annual cycles of wet and dry seasons 
aÁect the safety and security of the water. By extension, the fact that only one 
example of rock art has been recorded in Dominica might mean that the Kalin-
ago felt more water secure. Following this line of reasoning, one of the reasons so 
little rock art exists on Dominica is that water was rarely scarce, even in the dry 
season. �is had less to do with its management and more with the capacity of 
the land to hold groundwater in perched water tables and deep aquifers.

One can look to everyday objects to see how people might have captured fresh 
water from precipitation in locations where there was no groundwater or surface 
water available to drink. As described above, fresh water was not always abun-
dant on islands. On the drier islands on the South American littoral, surface 
water can be diÊcult to locate. Queen conch shells, turned upside down, were 
used to harvest rainwater.50 On beachfronts, harvesting water can be further 
complicated by the introduction of seawater into the water table. We know the 
Kalinago had this problem, since they used a speci�c term for pond water cre-
ated through permeating saltwater (icópoüi). One strategy was to construct a 
cistern by burying pots without bottoms, stacked one on top of the other. �e 
walls of the pots acted as an impermeable layer against the surrounding soil. As 
rain fell, it collected in the basin created by the pots with little contamination 
from the surrounding soil. �is ingenious system relied on water density to make 
fresh water. �e water in pots, while shallow, separated into layers. Fresh water 
coming from the rain and surface contained little salt, thus having less density 
than brackish water in the soil or saltwater from the sea. Less-dense fresh water 
¦oated on top of denser salty water. �e brackish water in between the two sepa-
rated the saltwater and fresh water. �is added to the fresh water on the column’s 
surface.51

Features such as these highlight the inventive strategies that the Kalinago 
employed to make drinking water. More important, they also materialize a tax-
onomy about water that the Kalinago held. In this case, the relationship between 
objects re¦ected a taxonomic distinction between fresh water (amoyenti toana) 
and seawater (inchiénli tona). Báchueti tona, brackish water, separates into both 
seawater and fresh water. What is remarkable about these labels is that they seem 
to be common in a very multicultural region. It might be, as some authors sug-
gest, that such similarities emerge from a common source that grows diÁerent 
over time. It can also be the result of a diÁerent set of processes, in which people 
and ideas move between communities that speak diÁerent languages but share 
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common concerns. Like elsewhere in the world, Caribbean waters were both ele-
ments of the landscape that people took advantage of and the product of human 
ingenuity. By the time Europeans entered on the scene, water had been made in 
the Caribbean for more than three thousand years.

What Europeans changed is how it was made. �ese varied relations of hu-
mans and water, or waterways, have particular material engagements that pro-
vide a larger context in which to frame the glass bottles and kwaÁes so common 
on eighteenth-century sites. As such, these engagements speak to an important 
point about waterways. Waterways are also a kind of assemblage.

Assemblages of Water

My focus on waterways surrounding the sugar revolution in Dominica builds 
on archaeologists’ traditional concerns about water in relation to agricultural 
intensi�cation, land management, and power. Water has been used as a founda-
tion to study “management” linked to states and the consolidation of power.52

Implicated with these very issues are the roles of infrastructure, the making of 
surplus, or a mode of agricultural production where humans, “reacting speci�-
cally to the water de�cient landscape, move towards a speci�c hydraulic ordering 
of life.”53 One of the shortcomings of this approach to water control, land use, 
and power, is that it tends to assume hierarchical modes of production, where 
water infrastructure is evidence of political centralization, as in European states. 
Recent scholarship has begun to focus on the hydrosociality of waterways;54 it 
juxtaposes the hydrosocial and the hydrological, emphasizing the sociopolitical 
as well as the biophysical processes that make water ¦ow.55 Waterways—includ-
ing rivers, streams, and currents, they argue—are not simple ecological mecha-
nisms that can be fully controlled by human institutions.56 �ey stress that infra-
structure comprises assemblages of human-environment interactions, providing 
a lens into how people and nature in¦uence each other.57

Water is an assemblage of qualities. �ere is a �rmness to water that makes it 
part of everything we know as humans. It brought to life the Atlantic economy 
as a source of power and a medium for transportation. It animated Caribbean 
landscapes as a basic substance essential for the metabolism of plants and ani-
mals. It is also an important agent in cra°ing the objects and subjects of everyday 
life. Recognizing the diÁerent types of water and how people used them can be 
quite diÊcult. Water is always on the move. As matter, it is subject to natural 
forces. Gravity makes it ¦ow downhill. Excessive heat causes it to evaporate. �e 
cooling of humid air causes it to fall as precipitation. Water also moves between 
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bodies as part of metabolic processes. It is in the vegetable matter that humans 
eat, the urine and feces that human excrete. From these substances, water seeps 
into the soil and streams from which we drink. It also moves within and between 
the types of water we use. �erefore, we must pay special attention to the histor-
ical and social contexts in which categories of water are created. Approaching 
water as a cultural substance moves our analyses beyond environmental recon-
struction to interpretations that explore the relations between humans and the 
environment through the many social, cultural, and ideological uses and mean-
ings of water.

Animating Landscapes
Waterways are not accidents of nature. Dominican waterways were created 
through the ingenuity of human beings wishing to move, contain, and use water. 
Paraphrasing Matt Edgeworth, waterways are an entanglement between nature 
and culture, where both the water’s form and its ¦ow trouble distinctions be-
tween the two.58 Humans settle adjacent to rivers, oceans, and seasonal creek 
beds, and this was certainly the case when they entered the Caribbean three 
thousand years ago. Written this way, waterways are not o°en understood as 
material culture. Yet if you think about material culture as “those aspects of 
the environment modi�ed by human interaction,” as Jim Deetz suggested, most 
waterways can be described as a kind of material culture in that they are shaped 
by human interaction.59 Canals can be cut, river banks can be modi�ed, and 
even ocean currents can be interrupted by decades of production based on the 
burning of fossil fuels. As material culture, waterways are uncooperative ones, 
in that their materiality, which makes them so useful for human purposes, also 
makes them diÊcult to manage, control, or regulate. Water ¦ows.

Attending to the made-ness of waterways concentrates archaeological ex-
amination on landscape and its modi�cation over time. Water is necessary for 
people to make a living oÁ the land. Whether it is in the domain of agriculture, 
horticulture, or raising herds of domesticated creatures, water is essential for 
the metabolism of plants, animals, and even the microbial biota that make up 
the soils of the earth. It is the principal constituent of life, composing 85 to 95 
percent of most plants and 60 to 80 percent of most animals. It facilitates the 
chemical reactions that convert substances into energy, and vice versa. Water is 
also a medium of transport, moving nutrient-rich soils across distances to restore 
the capacity of soil on a plot of land to grow foodstuÁs. It also moves those 
nutrients found in the soil between bodies, soils, and matter. In the absence of 
water, plants, animals, and microorganisms will die. �at said, some organisms 
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do better in some environments than others. For example, too much moisture 
contributes directly to deterioration of fats, vitamins, ¦avors, and colors within 
foods through the work of enzymes. Moisture allows molds and other micro-
organisms to grow on the surface of an organism, further contributing to in-
creased decay.

Landscape features, infrastructures, and terrain modi�cation are venues to 
explore food production, social lives, and the polities that employ them.60 Here, 
water infrastructure is physically integral to political processes, rather than just 
a means of water accumulation.61 While identifying the types of infrastructure is 
important, understanding them as part of a larger network of water is essential. 
“Natural” features such as aquifers, rivers, springs, and ponds can be shaped 
by human action. Watercourses can be modi�ed, ponds can be enlarged, and 
aquifers can be overexploited by planting crops that require more water than can 
be recharged through precipitation. Landscape features also include “cultural” 
features. Wells can be dug to take advantage of aquifers that are hard to reach 
from the surface. Soils can be moved from one place to another and retained 
by walls of stone or earth to elevate �elds. �ese can be arranged on mountain 
slopes to create terraces or along coastal plains to create raised �elds. Canals can 
be dug to distribute water to areas in which there is little, or away from areas in 
which there is too much. Water in streams and canals can be diverted by weirs. 
It can also be dammed with dykes, creating large catchments of water. Some of 
these catchments can be found downstream as tanks to feed people, others can 
be found upstream to create reservoirs.

Such infrastructure continues to exert in¦uence, well a°er those who de-
signed it. Take the historical ecology of water in the Basin of Mexico.62 Perhaps 
because of the prominence of canals in early depictions of the Aztec capital, 
Tenochtitlan, encountered by Bernal Diaz and Cortés, or the sheer size of the 
cities they supported in the classic (Teotihuacan) and post-classic (Tenochtitlan) 
periods, irrigation and water control in the Basin of Mexico has been one of the 
more thoroughly examined cases of raised �eld agriculture in the Americas. �e 
transition from the semi-mobile food-growing hunters during the pre-classic 
period, to the rain-fed and minimally irrigated crops of the urbanized and hier-
archical world of the classic period, would not have been possible without major 
changes in the control and use of water. �ese changes were both technical—
with the development of canals, dykes, and causeways allowing for the more ef-
fective containment and redistribution of water—and social-cultural—re¦ected 
in, for example, linkages between legitimate rule and the provision of irrigation 
water, and in shi°ing diets and food practices.63 �e operation of political and 
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social power was (and to a great extent still is) bound up with the control of and 
access to water. �is, however, has clearly been a long-contested domain and an 
arena for con¦ict and negotiation—cultural as well as political and economic—
rather than the exclusive province of a centralized elite.64 �ese relations did 
not change abruptly when Spain usurped control, nor were they changeless in 
the wake of face-to-face interactions with other displaced peoples. To describe 
the hydrosocial requires documenting the many relationships that humans have 
with water and how those relationships are framed.

Caribbean water systems introduced to grow and process sugar cane were 
borrowed from Mediterranean shores, especially those controlled by Muslim 
polities in the Levant, North Africa, and southern Spain.65 Cane cultivation 
and processing was, in turn, in¦uenced by hydrosocial relations in South India. 
Crops grown in this arid landscape include “thirsty” plants like sugar cane, rice, 
and fruit.66 Farmers also grew millet and legumes that required less water and 
diÁerent strategies of investment in irrigation. Annually, the area receives less 
than 500 mm of rain, the majority of which falls during the monsoon. Out-
standing examples of waterworks were engineered in the region. Canals, reser-
voirs, and wells were built to meet the needs of farmers to water their �elds and 
feed themselves. Some of the reservoirs were �lled by canals fed by rivers. Other 
reservoirs relied on precipitation and runoÁ to �ll their hold. Some of these were 
solitary tanks; others were linked through a network of tunnels controlled by 
stone sluices. In Dominica, planters wishing to build sugar plantations had to 
transport water across distances to power sugar factories and move water from 
places where there was an abundance of water to places where it was scarce. As 
in South Asia, this included a system of catchments, waterways, and dykes. If 
one were to focus only on aqueducts, it would appear as if control of water were 
highly centralized. Yet, together with other landscape features, we see a host of 
management strategies in which ordinary farmers exercised planning and con-
trol over water and its distribution.

�e plantation indexes just one of many relationships between humans and 
water in the Caribbean. Africans brought to Dominica had equally complex 
ways to manage water in order to promote cultivation. Intercropping and en-
hancing landscape features were strategies practiced by African farmers thrust 
into slavery. �ough sometimes depicted as a state of “permanent cultivation” 
that is less elaborate than hydraulic systems that support monoculture, inter-
cropping can support large urban centers, cohorts of artisans and merchants, 
as well as long-distance trade.67 �e retreating waters exposed clayey soils that 
could trap water in back swamps and ponds. Farmers sowed more land with 
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plants in close proximity that had diÁerent water tolerances, including rice and 
sorghum. To produce high yields, farmers enhanced the banks to create terraces 
that would hold water through the dry season. Farmers became adept at judging 
which crops would be suitable for these areas.

Judith Carney documented three diÁerent water regimes associated with rice 
cultivation in twentieth-century Guinea.68 �e �rst, used in drier climates, was a 
rain-fed system. �e second, used in inland swampy areas, relied on groundwa-
ter collected from artesian wells, freshwater springs, and wells dug into perched 
water tables. �e �nal water regime, used on tidal waterways and ¦oodplains, 
had to retain fresh water and keep brackish and saline water from entering into 
�elds. �e ¦oodplain system of growing rice required thorough manipulation 
of water ¦ow through ¦oodgates, canals, and ditches. �ese strategies involve 
planning that would calibrate the investment of time and labor in relation to 
variation in wetness and dryness of soil over the year. For those being thrust 
into slavery, there was no single water regime they brought with them to the 
Caribbean.

For farmers entering the Caribbean in the centuries before Columbus, con-
structing raised �elds was a technique available to manage water.69 Wetlands in 
the tropical Americas were, on the one hand, rich in fertile soils; on the other, 
those soils could be waterlogged.70 In an environment that experiences both 
drought and ¦ooding, growing maize (which prefers drier soils) and manioc 
(which prefers wetter soils) presented a particular challenge. Farmers on the Ca-
ribbean’s South American coastline used raised �elds to regulate water during 
annual heavy rains and dry spells, constructing small agricultural mounds with 
wooden tools.71 �ese raised �elds provided better drainage, soil aeration, and 
moisture retention. �e �elds also bene�ted from increased fertility from the 
muck continually scraped from the ¦ooded basin and deposited on the mounds. 
�e farmers limited ¦ows, preserving soil structure and conserving soil nutrients 
and organic matter. While there have been no documented archaeological exam-
ples in the insular Caribbean, such techniques have been documented in con-
temporary Puerto Rico.72 Given this and their use in deep history, it is not un-
reasonable to argue raised �elds were one strategy farmers used to manage water.

In contrast to the massive irrigation works employed by Europeans to make 
land suitable for crops such as sugar, the modi�cations employed by Indigenous 
peoples and Africans may have seemed humbler. �ey were no less complex, re-
quiring consideration of the time and labor to necessary to account for the soil’s 
moisture variations over the year. �ese strategies involved calculations of risk 
about catastrophic consequences. Investment of time, matter, and energy did 
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not always yield in ways that the farmers had intended. Finally, these strategies 
required communal labor to create the earthworks responsible for retaining or 
draining �elds. �is included earthen ditches and embankments to drain water 
from �elds, ponds that captured fresh water in the wet season and retained it in 
the dry season, alignments of stone that might act as dykes, and terraces with 
stone retaining walls that could capture or slow the movement of water down-
hill. �ese are the archaeologically visible features that re¦ect strategies of sub-
stance where water is concerned.

�e Atlantic
Humans took advantage of natural waterways to traverse distances, cut across 
boundaries, and ship goods. Take, for example, work in the Mediterranean. Ar-
chaeologists have mapped the circulation of goods and ideas through economic 
networks, framed these circulations with geographic aÁordances, and drawn 
inferences about global entanglements—some of which could have extended 
into sub-Saharan Africa.73 Along Caribbean waterways, peripheral ¦ows were 
essential to placemaking.74 Concentrating on moments when people from dis-
tant shores interacted forces an examination of the hydrosociality of the Atlan-
tic, not only as a body of water bounded by continents, but also as an assemblage 
of currents that ¦ow. �is approach to landscape is particularly useful because 
it focuses on the connectivity of regions. Concentrating on the movement of 
objects and people along these networks allows us to interrogate some of the 
assumptions about territoriality and the movement of subjects across borders.

�e Atlantic, like other areas of archaeological interest, is a region with a large 
number of niches for human exploitation.75 It is, simultaneously, a profoundly 
uncertain environment where climate can be unpredictable. Since Atlantic 
microregions are diverse, the possibilities of each are diÁerent, and catastrophe 
in one will not aÁect all. So, for example, against the threat of a wheat crop fail-
ing in one place, insurance can be found partly in growing other grains such as 
maize or millet and, more importantly, in producing surpluses of goods that can 
be exchanged for grain.76 Because of these features, from early on no economy in 
the Atlantic was merely a “subsistence economy.” All crops could be cash crops 
or subsistence crops, depending on the circumstances of a particular year. Trade 
is not a sign of the modern world, but a feature of the many regions, like the At-
lantic, that shaped trade’s history. Foregrounding the diversity of microregions 
does not lead to a geographic determinism in which outcomes can be predicted. 
Rather, it opens up a world of possibilities, in which the sea becomes an inter-
face for social organization. For example, the scarcity and abundance created 
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through uncertain climate conditions leads to a variety of diÁerent social strat-
egies: redistribution of wealth, overproduction, or the spreading of risk among 
community members. �ese are considerations that shape the historiography of 
the Atlantic world.

�e distance it takes to travel from one side of the ocean to another, political 
boundaries, and the restricted mobility of many, meant those residing in these 
settlements would not or could not ever meet. Yet their lives were all touched 
through the ¦ow of goods on water. �ere is, however, one critical diÁerence 
between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. �e Mediterranean is an enclosed 
sea. �e Atlantic is not. �e land masses that these bodies of water touched had 
their own waterways, which informed the goods circulated on Atlantic currents. 
Along the West African coast and its environs, African merchants employed 
an extensive network of waterways connecting—at least seasonally—an area 
stretching from the Volta River in modern Ghana to the Niger Delta, and possi-
bly beyond.77 �ese interlocked waterways, which later became “feeders” of the 
Portuguese-controlled slave trade, were organized by the Portuguese.78 Textiles, 
glass beads, and copper goods were rare and prestigious items that had long been 
percolating in limited quantities from North Africa, besides other small pro-
duction centers in Sub-Saharan Africa. Whereas the Portuguese and other early 
European actors of the trade thought of themselves as merchants, they actually 
plugged themselves into pre-existing networks that, from an African perspec-
tive, did not belong to the realm of trade, but foreign relations.79

�e Atlantic is connected to a network of ¦ows. Water ¦ows in rivers along 
many ways.80 On one end there is a tributary river system. Many small streams, 
rivers, and springs merge successively into larger waterways that eventually ¦ow 
into rivers and then a sea. On the other end of the spectrum are distributary 
systems. Here there is a ¦ow of water from a single source, primarily in one di-
rection, to many diÁerent waterways. Goods circulated on this system can be a 
source of power. For people circulating on this ¦ow, there are a limited number 
of paths to take, and at each point where decisions have to be made about where 
to move goods, they can scrutinize and control this ¦ow. Many rivers have inte-
grated systems: they contain a network of waterways that combine both distribu-
tary and tributary properties. In a tributary system, there are multiple sources of 
water feeding into one large waterway. �ese convergences are loci where goods 
and power are accumulated. In between these two endpoints are the braided 
waterways found in an integrated river system. Here there are multiple paths to 
get from one point to another, and none is easily scrutinized or controlled from a 
single point. As such, ¦ow is a function of not only the hydrological but also the 
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hydrosocial: ports, ships, bridges, and other infrastructure. Both take advantage 
of the aÁordances described above and shape the ¦ow, creating new pathways.

To a certain extent, the Atlantic Ocean can also be viewed as a river system. 
On the one hand, it is a tributary river system (map 2.1). �e Eastern Carib-
bean island chain to which Dominica belongs was strategically located between 
North and South America, at the intersection of the Guiana Current and a cir-
cular waterway known as the North Atlantic Gyre. �is gyre formed the main 
trunk of the river, so to speak, and comprises the North Equatorial Current, the 
Gulf Stream, the North Atlantic Dri°, and the Canary Current. �e Guiana 
Current is fed by the South Atlantic Gyre, comprising the Brazil, Benguela, and 
South Equatorial currents. �e Eastern Caribbean is strategically located be-
tween North and South America at the intersection of two important oceanic 
currents. �e Caribbean Sea is in¦uenced by waters fed by the Guiana Current 
that move north along Brazil’s coast, some of which ¦ow through the Grenada 
Channel. �is fast-moving ¦ow is the Caribbean Current, which enters into 
the Gulf of Mexico through the Yucatán Channel. �e majority of the ¦ow 
moves around the Gulf Coast of the United States, ¦owing down along the west 
Florida coast before moving through the Straits of Florida to become the Gulf 
Stream, which moves northward through the Bahamas and along the eastern 
coast of Florida. On the windward side of the Lesser Antilles, waters caught 
in the Guiana Current are joined by those in the North Equatorial Current 
to form the Antillean Current. �is current joins with the Gulf Stream near 
the Bahamas.

�ese currents have important implications for vessels traveling by sail or for 
human-powered vessels in the Eastern Caribbean. Winds and currents power-
fully shaped this trade for sailing vessels. Sailing vessels from Western European 
ports found it much easier to sail westward a°er �rst reaching latitude 30° north, 
oÁ the coast of West Africa. At the same time, there were other trade winds from 
the South Atlantic. �ese trade winds link the important slave-trading ports on 
the Bight of Biafra and Southwest Africa with the Americas. Trade winds would 
propel vessels westward, reaching the Caribbean rather than going straight to 
North America. Returning from the Caribbean and North America, it was eas-
ier to follow the Gulf Stream in a northeasterly direction, propelled by the wind 
pattern known as the westerlies. On the windward side, a strong and prevailing 
current moves water and vessels from North to South. On the leeward side of 
the islands, the general movement of currents in the Caribbean Sea is from east 
to west. Vessels wishing to move north found it much easier to travel on the 
windward side. Canoes and sail cra° could take advantage of the strong current 
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heading north. �e currents on the leeward side of the islands are much less pow-
erful, and the winds were broken by the tall mountains of islands (at least in the 
inner arc island chain). �is made southward traÊc possible. Human-powered 
canoes would not have struggled against the Caribbean current.

Historical accounts allow us to understand the time it took to travel some 
of the distances between islands using smaller cra°. Dominican priest Père 
Jean-Baptiste Labat (1663–1738) traveled to Martinique in 1694 and Guadeloupe 
in 1696, and returned to Europe in 1706, where he published accounts from his 
voyage.81 He owned one estate, Fonds Saint-Jacques, where he developed new 
techniques and applied “modern” machinery to process sugar. During his as-
signment, he traveled by canoe in the region, visiting the islands of Dominica, 
St. Lucia, and St. Vincent. �ese large dugout canoes were made from gommier 
trees, ranged in size from twenty-nine to forty-two feet long, and, by the time 
Labat was writing, had been modi�ed with the addition of two small square 
sails. He goes on to say that they could carry as many as �°y people and trans-
port large amounts of cargo long distances.82 According to his journal, travel 
time between neighboring islands was less than half a day’s journey and could 
precipitate activity on a diÁerent island (map 2.2).83 For example, one Jesuit mis-
sionary who lived in Martinique would travel to Grand Bay in Dominica every 
Sunday a°er giving mass in St. Pierre to supervise a plantation there.84 Captains 
of sail cra° would tack against westerly trade winds to move southward, though 
at some distance from the mountainous islands. Such ¦ows profoundly shaped 
Caribbean history.

Eastern Caribbean islands were a geographic and economic interface. �ey 
had the bene�t of strong winds and currents, which would facilitate interre-
gional Atlantic trade with ports in Africa and North America, and at the 
same time an intraregional trade managed mostly by small dugout canoes and 
wind-driven sloops. In the early to mid-twentieth century, sailors would refer 
to proceeding northward from Barbados as going down-island—inverting what 
a North American reader might take for granted as directions in the ¦ow of 
ships and goods. For human-powered canoes, the islands would oÁer shelter 
from the Atlantic’s strong winds and currents. For smaller, more nimble sail 
cra°, including sloops and vernacular watercra°, this enabled an intercoastal 
trade moving both north and south among the islands. Both canoes and sloops 
became important vessels in an interisland trade in goods and people that was an 
important part of the colonial economy. So, when Troup �rst arrived in the Ca-
ribbean at Barbados, it was not because that island was closer to Europe. Rather, 
it is more likely that the ship captain was accounting for prevailing winds and 
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strong ocean currents to �rst stop at Barbados and then move northward to 
other ports, with less resistance than if the ship had gone the other way. Dom-
inica was critically located at the intersection of the gyre and prevailing wind 
patterns. For this reason, many early accounts of Indigenous people are located 
either in Dominica, Marie Galante, or Guadeloupe.

Everyday Life
Water created distinctions in everyday life. Sidney Mintz famously stated, 
“tobacco, sugar, and tea were the �rst objects within capitalism that conveyed 
with their use the complex idea that one could become diÁerent by consuming 
diÁerently.”85 I extend this observation to water. For Cynthia Robin, the ev-
eryday concentrates archaeological focus on “ordinary places and objects” and 
their extraordinary role in human society. Viewed in this way, water is a cra°ed 
substance. Ordinary objects are used to store speci�c types of water. But some-
times objects don’t just store types of water—they cra° it. In some cases, water 
is cra°ed for the purpose of people using it. By mapping ordinary “water” ob-
jects in ordinary spaces, archaeologists trace how water “can socialize people into 
existing social relations and produce new social forms.”86 In this way, ordinary 
objects play a role in cra°ing people who use them. In cra°ing water, people also 
cra°ed themselves.

Archaeologists have increasingly attached cultural scrutiny to the categories 
they employ in describing objects as part of larger constellations of forces shap-
ing everyday life. Archaeologists use the term “folk taxonomy” to label everyday 
understandings of the material world, found in all societies, that are revealed 
through analogical reasoning of the archaeological record. People use such tax-
onomies to classify the world around them without second thought. �ese are 
part of everyday common sense, and are subject to considerable aÁective and in-
tellectual investment. DiÁerent taxonomies can be embedded in the same object. 
�us objects, or in this case matter, are portable across taxonomic categories.87

According to Zedeno, index objects “play key roles in ontological taxonomies 
because of their relational properties, in particular their potential for animating 
objects and places around them.”88 In other words, humans and nonhumans 
alike carry within them a certain latency that can be activated when they come 
into contact with each other.

Water is a particularly useful material to consider such taxonomies, as it 
moves between the categories that people use. As a “biophysical basis of reality,” 
water is also subject to particular discourses about nature.89 Attaching cultural 
scrutiny to objects, and to the categories we employ to interpret substances and 
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things, is at one level a taxonomic exercise. Our knowledge of taxonomic cate-
gories employed by people and their references to water organizes those objects 
in particular ways that provide a diÁerent sort of map of the world. �inking 
through taxonomies asks us to consider what people thought water was, the dis-
tinctions they made between types of water, and the rules that governed the 
appropriate use for diÁerent types of water in diÁerent circumstances.

Categories that appear simple to ascertain are subject to the historical and 
cultural discourses in which knowledge about water is gathered: animate and 
inanimate, sweet and foul, or sacred and ordinary. Anthropologists have docu-
mented systems of belief where water was animate in and of itself. For instance, 
water spirits, some of which had antecedents in Africa, could be called on to act 
on someone’s behalf, including for love, protection, and accumulating wealth.90

As discussed below, some archaeologists have interpreted x-marked pottery as-
sociated with eighteenth-century Africans in South Carolina as a constituent 
of waterside spiritual ceremonies.91 Pottery, charged with meaning, activated 
landscapes in which water was a crucial element.92

�e categories foul and sweet are equally contingent. Dr. Henry A. Alfred 
Nicholls completed a report on yaws in the Windward islands in the 1890s. 
Yaws is a disease contracted by contact with others infected by the disease. 
While in Carriacou, Nicholls suspected the source might be drinking water 
“got from brackish wells, and muddy ponds wherein the surface drainage has 
collected.”93 Nicholls felt that the combination of laundry, human bathing, 
and the watering of cattle made these ponds “muddy, stagnant and foul.”94

According to original notes held by Lennox Honychurch, Nicholls interviewed 
one man who had spent two years in Grenada, where he had drunk the clean 
public water from the island’s free ¦owing streams. �is man complained 
Grenada’s water “was too light,” and he was relieved to be back in Carriacou, 
where the water “had more body.”95 For the townspeople of Hillsborough, the 
taxonomy of water was not contaminated versus clean, but light versus heavy. 
�is diÁerence in taxonomy had implications beyond the water itself. Whereas 
for Nicholls cattle contaminated the ponds, for the townspeople they were im-
portant to sealing the ponds so that a more ¦avorful water could brew. Nicholls 
claimed the villagers said that cattle were necessary: “cattle tread down and 
harden the muddy bottoms, and prevent the ponds from ‘leaking.’”96 Cleanli-
ness or purity was not part of the equation of what made a good glass of water. 
Cows made it thus.

Contemporary illustrations map some of the vessels that slaves used to store 
types of water. In a visual database run by Jerome Handler and Michael Tuite, 



Table 2.1. Historical illustrations depicting items and landscape features 
identified with water in the British and French West Indies

Source: Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the A�ican Slave Trade  
and Slave Life in the Early A�ican Diaspora 

Vessel Use Year Location Title Artist

Jar Transport 1801 Antigua Sugar Plantation Nicholas Pocock

Glass Bottle Drinking 1807–18 Barbados Plantation Scene John A. Waller

Goglet Drinking 1807–18 Barbados Plantation Scene John A. Waller

Pond Source 1830–40s Barbados Ashford Plantation Anonymous

River Washing 1770–80s Dominica Washing Clothes Agostino Brunias

Bucket Transport 1808–15 Guadeloupe Cooking Le Magasin

Calabash Cooking 1808–15 Jamaica Pounding Cassava William Berryman

Barrel Storage 1808–15 Jamaica �atched Rural Houses William Berryman

Goglet Transport 1808–15 Jamaica Carrying Goods William Berryman

Bucket Transport 1808–15 Jamaica Carrying Goods William Berryman

Glass Bottle Transport 1808–15 Jamaica Carrying Goods William Berryman

Goglet Sale 1838 Jamaica Water-Jar Sellers Isaac Belisario

Jar Sale 1838 Jamaica Water-Jar Sellers Isaac Belisario

Krish Sale 1838 Jamaica Water-Jar Sellers Isaac Belisario

Goglet Transport 1826 Martinique Slave Quarters Alcide d'Orbigny

Goglet Drinking 1826 Martinique Street Scene, St. Pierre Alcide d'Orbigny

River Washing 1791 Dominica Washerwomen Agostino Brunias

Biot jars Storage 1824 St. Vincent Sugar Plantation Yard Anonymous

Glass bottle Sale 1830s Trinidad Sunday Marketing Richard Bridgens

Calabash Divination 1836 Trinidad Discovering a �ief Richard Bridgens

Calabash Transport 1836 Trinidad Woman Carrying a Child Richard Bridgens

Calabash Transport 1836 Trinidad Plantation Field Laborer Richard Bridgens

Bucket Serving 1836 Trinidad Sugar Cane Cultivation Richard Bridgens

Calabash Transport 1836 Trinidad Sugar Cane Cultivation Richard Bridgens

Calabash Transport 1836 Trinidad Punishment in Stocks Richard Bridgens



Mapping Caribbean Waterways 73 

twenty-�ve images, created between 1760 and 1840, depict features and material 
culture associated with water distribution or use in the Caribbean (table 2.1).97

While it is dangerous to use such images literally, contemporary paintings in 
published and unpublished manuscripts indicate that slaves captured, trans-
ported, and consumed liquid through a variety of vessels made of diÁerent ma-
terials. Broadly speaking, enslaved laborers on plantations employed water for 
three purposes: washing, cooking, and drinking. Surface water, including riv-
ers and ponds, was used for washing clothes and bathing. Leather and wooden 
buckets, barrels, and jars were used to transport groundwater or surface water 
for use and, in some cases, sale. Buckets, barrels, and jars also stored water that 
would later be used for cooking and drinking. Gourds, earthenware pitchers, 
and glass bottles stored, transported, and served drinking water.

Cra°ing Water

�ese vessels didn’t just store types of water; they were also used to cra° water in 
everyday life. �e choices people make about consumption, including water, are 

Source: Carmen �yssen-Bornemisza Collection

Vessel Use Year Location Title Artist

Pitcher Serving 1770–80s Dominica Creole Woman and 
Servants

Agostino Brunias

Glass Cup Serving 1770–80s Dominica Creole Woman and 
Servants

Agostino Brunias

Bucket Transport 1770–80s Dominica Caribbean Women in 
Front of a Hut

Agostino Brunias

Bucket Washing 1770–80s Dominica Caribbean Women 
Indoors

Agostino Brunias

River Washing 1770–80s Dominica �ree Caribbean  
Washerwomen

Agostino Brunias

River Source 1770–80s Dominica West Indian Landscape Agostino Brunias

Jar Transport 1770–80s Dominica West Indian Landscape Agostino Brunias

Source: Journal of Jonathan Troup

Bucket Transport 1789 Dominica Water Jonathan Troup

Barrel Storage 1789 Dominica Water Jonathan Troup

Sources: Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the A�ican Slave Trade and Slave Life in 
the Early A�ican Diaspora; Carmen �yssen-Bornemisza Collection; and the Journal of 
Jonathan Troup.

Table 2.1 (continued)
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situated within regional constellations of ideas, meanings, and practices.98 Some 
are rooted in local knowledge and communities of practice, while others depend 
on, or are enabled or constrained by, the choices made by other communities of 
practice. �ese networks enabled people to “share ideas about how to make and 
use objects.”99 Getting water and consuming it can be a highly social activity. 
People make choices about what waters to drink and how to prepare it based on 
local knowledge about what is the best, most appropriate, or most eÊcient way. 
�ose people living in the villages who collected, processed, and consumed water 
formed distinct communities of practice.

When a cup of water was drunk, diÁerent physical and cultural structures, 
individuals and agencies came together. Many were involved: people who made 
pots, grew and carved calabashes, cultivated botanicals, and fetched water from 
nearby sources. Each of these activities required experience and improvisation. 
Fetching water required knowledge about which spring to gather water from or 
where on a stream to pull a bucket. �ere was a complex relationship between 
the needs and desires of the person drinking the beverage and the caretaker’s 
ability to cra° a substance that met that person’s taste. Elements that aided in 
cra°ing water could be reused, most notably glass bottles used to store liquor or 
ceramic vessels built to process sugar. Much of the act of cra°ing water involved 
repurposing such vessels, to make modi�cations to water at hand, rather than 
collecting water anew.

For instance, the conceptualization and cra°ing of tea was always a more 
complex process than a simple translation by a cook from idea to physical reality. 
“Tea” was cra°ed with substances obtained at some distance, namely, the black 
tea purchased at the local shop. In the eighteenth century, there were numer-
ous treatises on brewing and serving tea, many of which pay special attention 
to accessories, including “a teapot, slop bowl, container for milk or cream, tea 
canister, sugar container, tongs, teaspoons, cups and saucers.”100 Many of these 
accessories were made as re�ned earthenware in the Old World, including pot-
teries in StaÁordshire, England, and Nevers, France. Services, such as Chinese 
porcelain, were highly valued for the quality of manufacture, the distances trav-
eled, and the symbolic capital they conferred on their users. �e assemblage of 
objects, then, can be seen as a catalyst of these ideas. �e vessels are signi�cant 
in that they cra° both the drink and the person. �e idea may never have had a 
material existence as a recipe or prescription on a piece of paper, but it did exist 
in the �nal form of the assemblage.

Today, Dominicans use the word “tea” to refer to any hot beverage. In ad-
dition to black tea, the term can refer to “�sh tea,” “cocoa tea,” coÁee, and 
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“bush tea.” Tea was seen to have curative properties. According to Dominicans, 
drinking tea daily mitigates the gas and cold that accumulates overnight and 
is trapped in the body. Bush tea, made with herbs, grasses, or barks, such as 
mint, lemongrass, or bwa (Cr.), was prescribed for diarrhea or worms.101 People 
attributed several symptoms to worms, from what was most likely lactose intol-
erance to diabetes.102 A “�t tea” was cra°ed from the herb sime kontwa (Cr.) and 
water collected in a nearby river. �is water was boiled with the herb for one 
minute until chartreuse in color. �e person cra°ing the water knew what that 
water was supposed to be, how it should be used, what qualities it was intended 
to have, and the manner through which it should be taken. �e cra°er of the 
water translated this idea into the assemblage of objects used to transform and 
hold the substance in its �nal form.

Of the images of vessels containing water, the only one with accompanying 
text is by Isaac Belisario: “Water-Jar Sellers” (�gure 2.2). �e image shows two 
men carrying the array of vessels one might �nd in the colonial Caribbean to 
store and cool water. �e pottery in the tray includes “goglets” or goblets; a 
“monkey” or “monkey jar,” and several other unspeci�ed forms. �e large pot 
being carried on the right appears to be a Jamaican version of the “Spanish jar.” 
Along with the print, Belisario provides a brief treatise on water in colonial 
contexts, stating, “Water, that grand refresher of animal life, is here rendered 
an object of the �rst consideration, more especially in the domestic economy—
from being unattainable in such purposes.”103 �e reason for these vessels and 
water carts was not only to counteract the leaching of salt into the water table, 
but also to prevent water from becoming foul. �e jars were important because 
they protected water from “�e eÁect produced by a tropical climate in cor-
rupting it.”104

�e importance of safe and clean drinking water was at least a part of ad-
ministrators’ calculations. Belisario describes the attempt of Falmouth, on the 
north coast of Jamaica, to build main and service pipes like “those adopted in 
the Mother Country.” Likewise, colonial administrators in Point-à-Pitre and 
Basse-Terre, Guadeloupe, would provide safe water for town residents.105 Belisa-
rio continues to provide a detailed description of Kingston’s water supply: “there 
are pumps in every street and wells in almost every yard, but so strongly are their 
waters impregnated with salt . . . (with few exceptions), as to be totally un�t for 
culinary uses . . .”106 �e jars, according to Belisario, would be used to carry water 
in water carts on the tops of the heads of servants, who “traversed the city.” Be-
lisario goes on to describe how homes should have a “water pantry, in which jars 
of large dimensions, serving as reservoirs are deposited.” �ere, a “trusted” slave 
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would clean and resupply the vessels. It appears, therefore, that such vessels were 
important for transporting and storing water.

In slave villages, drowned animals, human waste, or the everyday activity of 
bathing contaminated the water supply and made slaves vulnerable to water-
borne diseases.107 Abolitionist Robert Nickolls invoked pond water to assert that 
slavery deprived people of basic needs.108 People had to develop diÁerent ways 
to make water potable. �ere were additive methods that made water palatable. 
Slave apologist �omas Atwood states that a daily ration in the rainy season 
was a “pint of rum and water, sweetened with molasses.”109 �is method was 
not unique to Dominica or slavery. While today grog is considered a type of 
alcoholic drink, in eighteenth-century Dominica it was more associated with 
water. Rum was a way to make fetid water stored in barrels palatable on long 
naval voyages. In many West Indian islands, water for grog came from ponds, 
which were easily polluted.

Figure 2.2. “Water-Jar Sellers,”1836. �is lithograph depicts ceramic water 
containers, including monkey jars, goglets, and water jars. Courtesy of 
“Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave 

Life in the Early African Diaspora.” http://www.slaveryimages.org.
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�ere were also methods to remove elements. Elite kitchens o°en had “porous 
stone-mortars” called dripstones. �ese were carved limestone vessels with ar-
chitectural features designed to capture and percolate water. Water that fell on 
a roof ¦owed into deep hollows cut into a large dripstone. It percolated through 
the constituent material and slowly dripped onto another dripstone with a shal-
lower hollow. Impurities in the water were �ltered out as water dripped through 
the porous stone jars. Under the pair of stone jars, a receptacle received the water 
as it trickled down. �ese stones were heavy, diÊcult to move, and found primar-
ily in the homes of wealthier free residents in slave colonies.110 Other residents 
allowed sedimentation to clarify their water. �ey placed stones or lead disks at 
the bottom of large earthen jars, like the one depicted in Belisario’s painting, to 
help the sediment settle. Others placed beans from the strychnine tree at the 
bottom of a pot “as in the Coast of Coromandel.”111 Sedimentation is in part a 
function of volume and time. By decreasing the volume of water, one decreases 
the amount of time it takes for sediment to settle. Sediments also �ll the spaces 
between stones. As I describe in later chapters, Biot jars made in southeastern 
France, local earth jars called D’Aubain, and drip jars, made to process sugar, 
were commonly used for water storage in estate houses and slave settlements 
throughout the Windward Islands.

Finally, there were methods that transformed water by its very interaction. 
Goglets, or coarse earthenware pitchers, appear frequently in images depicting 
slavery in the late eighteenth century. Derived from the French gargoulet and 
the Portuguese gogoleta, they are also called goblets or “pot l’eau.”112 In Grenada, 
Dominica, Nevis, and Antigua, goblets are “A long-knecked open clay jug for 
keeping and serving cool water.”113 �is vessel has a much older etymology than 
the monkey jar.114 �e earliest documented use of goglet in the English lan-
guage is in 1681, “Gurgulets and Jars, which are vessels made of a porous kind of 
earth.”115 A 1773 English-Portuguese dictionary describes it as “an earthen and 
narrow-mouthed vessel, out of which the water runs, and guggles.”116 �e shape 
and manufacture of these colonial ceramics are similar to those of counterparts 
made in the Mediterranean.117 One subtle social transformation occurred as 
water was �lled in goglets: it cooled.118 Beyond qualities such as freshness, salinity, 
clarity, and murkiness, porous vessels added a new dimension to water—coolness.

Conclusion

�e study of water and how humans relate to it is far from new. Archaeologists 
have examined peoples’ relationships with and through water to understand the 
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emergence of “complex society.” Debates have centered on the persistence of al-
ternative arrangements of power, the emergence of long-distance trade, and the 
centralization of control over infrastructure. At the same time, anthropologists, 
geographers, and sociologists have brought attention to water security and its 
everyday uses.119 In most cases, the amount of water available is not the primary 
concern. Rather, the potability of that water, in light of competing interests of 
agriculture, mining, and industry, has drawn attention to issues of water secu-
rity. Contributing to this discussion is an overtaxed infrastructure, privatization 
of utilities, and changing patterns of population and settlement.

Combined, these streams describe how the richness of the archaeological re-
cord can address how people conceptualized and engaged with water in the past 
to encounter the predicaments they faced. Windward Islands, such as Dominica, 
that were colonized in the last quarter of the eighteenth century with the express 
purpose of increasing sugar and coÁee production faced similar crises. Reach-
ing back in time, it is clear that water security has always been a concern in the 
Caribbean, but never fully resolved. �e way that people managed water inse-
curity diÁered both within cultural traditions and between traditions. Despite 
the Caribbean’s long-term history with and through water, colonizing narratives 
depicted islands such as Dominica as a place of latency that could be realized 
only through the intervention of markets and slavery. Analysis of archaeological 
remains from slave houses provides an entrance into the exploration of social 
relations around drinking water and its implications for the reproduction of 
slave society.
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Mapping the Sugar Revolution

I was at Sugar Estate and saw the Negro Hospital & them [the 
slaves] lying on tables like a Butchers stall. I saw the sugar & rum 
making. Cane is cut in bundles and introduced between 3 cylin-
ders covered with tin, each touching one another. �ese are turned 
around by wheels driven by a water Mill. �e sugar juice is expressed 
and runs through a canal into Boilers 4, 5, 6 of them together. Fist 
full of lime introduced to coagulate and clarify the sugar. �e better 
it is [the quality of juice], so much the less lime is requisite. �en it 
[the resulting slurry] is cooled to put into hogsheads with holes in 
them to let o� the Molasses. From it, [the molasses], the Rum is 
distilled & made.

—Journal of Jonathan Troup, May 15, 1789

J onathan Troup described this sugar estate a few days a¦er arriving 
in Dominica.1 Filled with aspirations for making a fortune in the new col-
ony, he set up a small practice among sixteen “Mullato, French and English” 

physicians in the town. Shortly a¦er arriving o� the coast of Roseau, Troup 
witnessed the operations of a sugar estate during harvest. Dominica was still 
a relatively new colony undergoing some growing pains. Accounts such as his 
are useful for archaeologists, as they animate many of the standing ruins we 
document when we walk the landscape. For example, it is possible that Troup 
is describing Sugarloaf Estate, though he could be referring to any of a num-
ber of sugar-producing estates along the leeward side of the island. �e physical 
description by Troup matches well the physical layout of Sugarloaf Estate. �is 
“canal” was a narrow-gauged wooden gutter lined with lead.2 �e boiling house 
had six cauldrons—unusual for sugar plantations in Dominica, but not for the 
largest ones.

Such documents also attune our eye to those things that might be less visible. 
By the time Troup was visiting Dominica, plantation managers and owners had 
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begun to commission in¯rmaries, sick houses, or “negro hospitals” close to the 
villages, but far enough away to avoid spreading disease. Enslaved workers o¦en 
avoided going to these in¯rmaries when they were sick, preferring their own 
homes and caretakers. �e site of the hospital and his analogy to a butcher stall 
foreshadowed Troup’s experience. Troup spent just under a year in Dominica, 
becoming increasingly despondent and critical of Dominica’s plantocracy. As a 
physician, he saw the cost of slavery as the Nature Island’s promise was met with 
the slow violence that accompanied everyday life.

Dominica’s sugar revolution signaled the predicaments that emerge when you 
replace one crop with another. �ese predicaments reach back in time to the sev-
enteenth century, outward to colonial policies and distant markets, and inward 
to the very immediate and concrete: which crops grew where, the patterns of 
rainfall, and the implications for enslaved Africans and the people who claimed 
ownership over them. Slavery did not begin in Dominica with the introduction 
of sugar, but the sugar revolution did entangle unwilling actors at a rate that 
had yet to be seen. Assemblages of land, buildings, and artifacts scattered in the 
hilly uplands of Soufriere and the ²at lowlands of Portsmouth index profound 
changes in political authority and how social relations were mediated through 
the environment. �ey also signal the predicaments of enslaved laborers faced 
with such transformations. Water insecurity was created by colonizing nar-
ratives that stressed a latent abundance of Dominica’s nature and encouraged 
English-speaking elites to improve their situation by rendering the island pro-
ductive and governable.

�e Sugar Revolution

Water insecurity materialized through competing agendas of production and 
reproduction that emerged a¦er Dominica’s sugar revolution. Between the sev-
enteenth and twentieth centuries, crop booms of tobacco plants, cotton bushes, 
sugar cane, co�ee, cocoa, and lime trees marked Caribbean economic history. 
Taking advantage of various social factors, landowners consolidated land and 
invested in infrastructure. �is prioritization of cash-crop farming decreased 
land availability for growing foodstu�s and other crops. �ere is a large body of 
research attempting to determine the impacts, if any, of increasingly intensi¯ed 
cultivation and processing of cash crops in colonial contexts, including the Ca-
ribbean. Sugar cane has been an especially favorite target of investigation. An ex-
port-oriented crop introduced under old colonial regimes to the Americas, and 
one increasingly promoted for its ability to generate wealth, this species of grass 
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has high nutrient demands.3 Many have linked capitalism and its predicaments 
with sugar’s cultivation, including widespread deforestation, hydrologic manip-
ulation, and manuring.4 Sugar draws attention, since the ²ow of export value is 
merely a disguised form of topsoil, nutrients, and water, spirited away from local 
¯elds, leaving Caribbean soils and farmers vulnerable to climate variation—even 
as merchants and investors in distant capitals turn signi¯cant pro¯ts.

As a concept, resource security is controversial, as it can have the unintended 
consequence of weaponizing resources.5 Yet water security and insecurity are 
issues that people have to contend with in everyday life, and the scholarship 
recognizes it as such.6 �e context of eighteenth-century Caribbean security is 
an appropriate framework, as it evokes the social reality of violence that accom-
panied slave society in both its spectacular and everyday forms.7 Security also 
maps well onto the idea of slow violence, a concept forwarded by Rob Nixon. 
Nixon de¯nes slow violence as a “violence that occurs gradually and out of sight; 
a delayed destruction o¦en dispersed across time and space.”8 He attends to the 
“long dyings” resulting from environmental crises, rather than the spectacular 
and sensational accounts of crisis that drive media outlets. Nixon says the po-
litical impact of those who examine slow violence is o¦en limited by the scope 
and frame within which their work is read—as historically situated critiques 
bound through national frames. �e violence, therefore, is twofold. First are the 
ecological and human casualties that occur in seemingly unconnected ways but 
are symptomatic e�ects of priorities forged at the centers of empire and endorsed 
by colonizing narratives and market imperatives. Second is the relative blindness 
to the ways such globally connected predicaments are linked. Importantly, while 
the violence is slow, it is not invisible for those most directly a�ected by it. Water 
insecurity as slow violence did not result from the insu¾ciency of the land or 
inadequacy of the people forced to work it. It was a consequence of colonizing 
narratives that attempted to take advantage of the the Nature Island’s latent 
abundance through slavery and markets.9

Clearing the Land
English-speaking elites in the late eighteenth century loved plans. From the 
1720s onward, elite writers, mostly men with aspirations of title and land, com-
missioned and consumed a plethora of printed treatises aimed at giving advice 
to the empire, mapping lands and properties in distant territories, or producing 
paintings of the people who lived in those territories. �ese plans schematized 
the management of colonies, the roles of property owners and their inferiors, and 
techniques of husbandry and debt. �ese plans created predicaments for colonial 
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administrators who designed legal, economic, and land systems to realize these 
ambitions, and for ordinary people, many of whom were enslaved, who labored 
to materialize those designs in everyday life. One such plan was widely discussed 
for the ceded islands, including Dominica, a¦er their annexation to the British 
Empire in 1763. English-speaking elites wanted to take these islands with moun-
tainous and densely forested interiors and create plantation colonies— that is, 
colonies that could provide lucrative commodities for the European market, and 
act as markets themselves for metropolitan manufacturers. Although Dominica 
became an o¾cial colony in 1763, its colonization extends back in time in ways 
that are di¾cult to track through the documentary record. Seventeenth-century 
accounts describe the island’s latent abundance. �e colonizers were rarely able 
to take advantage of the possibilities for agricultural and economic expansion 
before its colonization between 1729 and 1763. To realize the potential abun-
dance, colonizers had to prepare the land. Preparing the land meant removing 
the Kalinago in a physical and discursive manner.

�roughout the seventeenth century, the number of indigenous settlements 
decreased, and those settlements were located on fewer and fewer islands. Be-
ginning in the sixteenth century and continuing well into the eighteenth cen-
tury, European slave raids targeted Indigenous peoples in the Eastern Caribbean 
(both autochthonous and refugee). European settlers also displaced Indigenous 
peoples as they moved into new islands, o¦en through violent means. Impor-
tantly, the Kalinago were o¦en caught in the middle of geopolitical struggles 
extending beyond the Caribbean theater. On islands in which Europeans had 
established territorial claims, Indigenous peoples were o¦en expelled in response 
to political action or due to the potential of political instability they signi¯ed. 
Only a few contested islands (Dominica, St. Vincent, and Grenada) remained 
Kalinago strongholds. �eir status was conferred to maintain an uneasy peace 
in the Caribbean between European powers and made secure by the reputation 
of ¯erceness that the Kalinago developed. Shi¦ing alliances with France and 
Britain throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were used as justi-
¯cations for punitive raids and military outposts on islands such as Dominica.

Europeans labeled all Indigenous occupants of the Eastern Caribbean 
“Carib,” which erased the multicultural and politically diverse Indigenous 
landscape. Breton, for example, documented that residents of the island called 
themselves Kalinago, “of the islands,” to distinguish themselves from those 
from the South American mainland.10 Eighteenth-century refractions of that 
diversity into racialized taxonomies by European military and civilian admin-
istrators “fractured” ethnicity into “new identities that might be dubbed ‘Black 
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Carib’  .  .  . ‘White Carib’  .  .  . and ‘Red Carib.’”11 Late-eighteenth-century ad-
ministrators began to rely on distinctions between “true Caribs” and escaped 
slaves who were “pretending,” the latter providing justi¯cations for expulsion or 
administrative oversight.12 By the time �omas Atwood claimed, “there are not 
more than twenty or thirty families, who have their dwellings on the east part 
of the island, at a great distance from Roseau, where they are seldom seen,” in his 
History of Dominica (1791), administrators were using the claim of “pretending” 
to expel Indigenous peoples.13 �is was certainly the case of the Garifuna, who 
were expelled from St. Vincent.

While Indigenous populations were subjected to violence in land grabs, mar-
kets also played an important role in remaking the landscapes of the Caribbean. 
Between the 1700s and 1740s, various European farmers, would-be planters, 
lumbermen, and fishermen settled smaller Caribbean islands to gain stand-
ing in a region where land suitable for export crops was increasingly scarce.14

Would-be smallholders immigrated to Dominica from Martinique and Guade-
loupe during the early part of the eighteenth century for a number of reasons.15

A head-tax was imposed on free people of color, e�ectively pushing a class of in-
dividuals to seek their economic fortunes elsewhere. An earthquake devastated 
the economic fortunes of cacao planters, creating a class of small landholders 
willing to sell land for hard currency. Co�ee was also introduced, o�ering new 
possibilities for accumulation but also making land scarce, especially in northern 
Martinique. It is no surprise, then, that the earliest agricultural enterprises on 
Dominica required less capital to establish and relied on existing agricultural 
expertise of the enslaved who labored for them, and could ¯nd a ready market 
in the region.16 �ese enterprises cultivated cotton, co�ee, cacao, and provisions, 
including root crops and plantains, that were grown for rations.17

Many, such as “Lewis” de la Ferriere Constance, a “Creole” of Martinique and 
owner of Bois Cotlette, continued to live in Dominica a¦er 1761, when Britain 
solidi¯ed its position in the region and sent its navy and army to wrest control 
of the island from the French. For those who complied with the conditions insti-
tuted a¦er the Treaty of Paris in 1763—like the owner of Morne Rouge, Joseph 
Bellot—the new colonial order took advantage of their possession of the land 
and claims to ownership over people. Transactions made in subsequent years 
provide some clue about crops grown under nominal French rule. For example, 
when Constance gi¦ed one third of his estate as a wedding gi¦ to his niece and 
nephew, Adrien and �erese Constance, the will catalogues thirty thousand cof-
fee, twenty thousand cacao, and four thousand plantain trees, as well as ten acres 
of cassava, and six and a half acres of sweet potatoes.18 For co�ee and cacao trees 
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to have reached maturity to bear fruit, they needed to be planted in the 1740s.19

Because Dominica lacked legal access to European mercantilist networks, these 
yields were ferried to northern Martinique.20 Dominican co�ee and cacao were 
folded into Martinican yields, allowing the commodities to be exported as the 
product of the French colony.

Despite the proximity of the French and their territorial claim over the is-
land, there are very few archival records from the period of French occupation 
in the ¯rst half of the eighteenth century. Until 1729, the nearest French o¾-
cial to Soufriere was in the northern communes of Martinique. �e same could 
be said of Portsmouth and the southern islands of Guadeloupe. �at year, the 
French asserted nominal rule over the island when the governor of Martinique 
appointed commandant LeGrand to administer island a�airs. Installed by mili-
tary appointment, the commandant oversaw the island’s defenses. LeGrand and 
his successors in turn appointed “capitaines de quartier.”21 �ese men were nom-
inated among the planters and acted on behalf of the commandant to captain 
the militia. �e French relied on these captains to indirectly monitor the island. 
In 1730, 1731, 1743, 1745, and 1753, the commandant tabulated the population, 
crops, domesticated animals, and weapons in each quarter (see table 1.1). 22

Nicholas Croquet de Belligny was one such planter. As a wealthy proprietor 
of co�ee estates in Le Prêcheur, northern Martinique, Belligny and his wife 
established an agricultural concern in Dominica sometime between 1723 and 
1745.23 While land and capital were available to planters such as Belligny, they 
resisted growing sugar. As Dominica was a colonial dependency of Martinique, 
sugar cultivation was kept to a minimum. �e illegality of settlements led to an 
ever-present fear of evacuation that prevented investment. Martinique’s plan-
tocracy did not want competition and lobbied to restrict sugar cultivation in 
Dominica. �ere are no documents speci¯cally detailing what these estates grew. 
We can infer from the recensement described above that it was most likely co�ee, 
cocoa, foodstu�s, or some combination of the three. A 1770 testament in which 
Belligny designated his heirs lists a “Farina House” at Morne Patate, suggesting 
that slaves on the property cultivated and processed cassava into ²our.24 Food 
grown here could have been for his properties in Martinique or sold to planters 
who failed to cultivate su¾cient rations for enslaved workers.25

While both smallholders and plantation owners had their own reasons for 
establishing plantations in Dominica in the ¯rst half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, they also shared priorities. Dominica was an island with unrealized latent 
potential to grow co�ee and cocoa for the international market and food to 
meet the needs of the growing urban and enslaved populations in neighboring 
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Martinique. Land made available through exclusionary forces, such as expelling 
the Kalinago, allowed them to accumulate wealth by meeting demands in both 
local and global markets.

Improving the Land
In 1761, Dominica was captured by Lord Admiral Rollo during a campaign in 
the Seven Years’ War. At the conclusion of the war, the British formally annexed 
the island, thus ending nearly one hundred years of o¾cial “neutrality.” In 1763, 
British colonial planners and agents set rules that established who got what land 
and how that land could be used in their newly acquired “ceded islands,” Dom-
inica included. It is convenient, then, that Diderot’s encyclopedia published the 
entry on sugar plantations in his 1751 release of Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire
raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers.26 As in other land grabs, treatises 
on husbandry, like this dictionary, and advocates of slavery “created principled 
arguments about the ways in which land may, may not, and must be governed.”27

�ese regulations and principled arguments revolved around “improvement.”
�e “philosophy of improvement” gained currency in mid-eighteenth-cen-

tury Britain because it married both “pro¯t and moral bene¯t” through En-
lightenment ideals of utility, personhood, reason, and religion.28 According to 
this philosophy, individuals had a moral duty to take advantage of latency in 
land and better themselves through its improvement, thus entangling the land 
with technological, economic, and social agendas. Improvement was also a part 
of state-making: “forcing Scottish peasants into modern agriculture was thus 
bringing them into the present and, as reformers saw it, into civilization.”29 In a 
newly formed United Kingdom that included Scotland, highlanders were dis-
sonant subjects.30 �ey transgressed social norms of unionist sentiments that 
stressed Britishness, including being primary belligerents in the Jacobite rebel-
lion in 1745. Eighteenth-century accounts stressed the poor management of land 
by Scottish highlanders. Accounts described unemployment, overpopulation, 
crop failures, and famine.31 �ey argued that “rational” land stewardship, in-
cluding proper ¯eld drainage and novel fertilization techniques, increased pro-
ductivity and relieved predicaments. By “improving” the land, such policies 
sought to secure dissonant subjects whose allegiance was tenuous.

Such ideas can be extended to endeavors to create a British Empire, in which 
French settlers, Scots, and Irish were potential dissonant subjects of colonial 
territories. It is useful to question, as Sherwin Bryant does in eighteenth-cen-
tury Quito, slavery’s uses in governing colonial subjects.32 In addition to feed-
ing a political economy, slavery also improvised racialized modes of marking a 
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di�erence between Europeans and non-Europeans, which allowed for governing 
a potentially dissonant set of subjects.33 Speci¯cally, slave relations entangled 
people categorized as Indios and Negros in predicaments that were central in 
governing a colonial state.34 In Dominica, slavery had an enormous imprint on 
the regulation, norms, and practices of the land and its resources. At the close of 
the eighteenth century, even as the instability of colonies dominated by enslaved 
labor became increasingly expressed in the form of revolts and rebellions, and 
the productivity of and returns from sugar waned, the total number of slaves 
living on sugar estates continued to increase. Slave relations also entangled peo-
ple into governing colonial states through policies that described who could get 
land and how it could be used.

Principled arguments surrounding the colonization of the ceded islands ex-
tended these policies into the new territories. Slavery and markets associated 
with commercially oriented agriculture of sugar and co�ee created the condi-
tions necessary for “improvement.” Properly activated, this latent abundance 
also “improved” the situation for enslaved Africans and the people who claimed 
ownership over them. For example, a pamphlet authored by Sir William Young 
(1725–1788) explicitly discusses the improvement of newly acquired territories 
and links it with the improvement of people, dissonant subjects included. Prime 
Minister George Grenville nominated this Antiguan-born Scot to oversee the 
Commission for the sale of lands in the ceded islands of Dominica, St. Vincent, 
Grenada, and Tobago.35 �e treasury, the board of trade, and Young spent the 
next year negotiating the regulations and policies that shaped the sale of land. 
Young’s pamphlet, Considerations Which May Tend to Promote the Settlement 
of Our New West India Colonies by Encouraging Individuals to Embark in the 
Undertaking, was part of this endeavor.36 �is document, which summarized 
the year of work and negotiations between stakeholders, prescribed a series of 
actions that, among other things, ensured that goods began to ²ow immediately, 
and that there was a laboring population to help transform the land.

Young confronted two issues with the settlement of Dominica: ̄ rst, securing 
the political and economic integrity of the island through building forti¯cations 
to monitor enemy (in this case, French) navies and contraband trade; second, 
generating wealth for the metropole through immediate sugar production. He 
also had to integrate French settlers, who occupied the land, grew co�ee, and 
purportedly had continued economic and social ties through trade with Marti-
nique and Guadeloupe. A two-part e�ort ensued to convert much of the land for 
sugar production and to retain the co�ee estates owned by French settlers.37 Fi-
nally, there was the instability of a society where enslavement was foundational, 
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with the added risk in Dominica that some also had pre-existing social and eco-
nomic relationships with neighboring islands.

Smallholders, state actors, corporations, and would-be planters tried to take 
or keep control over land and its resources during land grabs.38 �e actors in-
volved in Dominica’s sugar revolution were equally diverse. Governors ap-
pointed by the crown were frequently at odds with a local plantocracy—made 
up of absentee and resident British proprietors, some of whom operated through 
agents—that composed colonial assemblies. �ere was also an in situ class of 
smallholders who had been cultivating food crops and selling them to neighbor-
ing islands for nearly ¯¦y years. �ese smallholders were generally creoles who 
spoke French, and at least some of them were of African descent. As such, they 
were excluded from the political franchise in the island assembly, but controlled 
some of the infrastructures that made the colony work.39 French subjects—such 
as Belligny, Bellot, and Constance—were encouraged to remain on the island 
to continue cultivating co�ee. �ey took advantage of the change in sovereignty 
to transform farms on which slaves grew food, cacao, and co�ee to also culti-
vate sugar cane. It was unthinkable in the colonial context to allow Kalinago or 
runaway slaves to purchase or lease land. Rather, local militias and state actors 
used violence and its threat to gain access to and exercise control over land and 
its resources. Despite these e�orts, large portions of the island were le¦, and a 
small enclave was designated for “Caribs.”

Young promoted the development of sugar on this vast new frontier through 
absentee proprietorship. It was believed there was always a market for sugar that 
the land could produce. �ere was also a market for land.40 English, Irish, and 
Scottish merchants accumulated wealth through their ties to the West Indian 
trade or through interest on debts encumbered by the crown in its prosecution of 
the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–
1763).41 Between 1755 and 1763, Britain’s debt had grown nearly sevenfold, and to 
service that debt required an expenditure of nearly 63 percent of Britain’s annual 
budget.42 �ese merchants were largely excluded from the pro¯t accumulated by 
owning a sugar estate. By the time they had amassed the capital to start such a ven-
ture, land was unavailable—Jamaica was the last major island annexed by England 
in 1655. Britain attempted to take advantage of new territories to reduce debt ac-
quired through the wars of the previous ¯¦y years. �e sale of land in Dominica, 
along with increased revenues from sugar production, o�set the state’s debt to the 
same merchants they hoped to sell the land to.43 At least, that was the plan.

�e lands to be settled and the settlers to be improved were diverse. For 
Young, the right people were to make use of the right land for the right crops. 
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Young appointed John Byres to survey properties purchased and leased in the 
years a¦er British annexation.44 Byres mapped the apportionment and sale of 
94,345 acres (¯gure 3.1, maps 3.1 and 3.2). Byres linked this map to an index 
of ownership that detailed who the freeholders of the land were and who the 
leaseholders of the land were. To encourage proprietorship and reduce the va-
garies brought on by speculation, Young suggested that no one should be able 
to purchase land “more than 300 acres.”45 �e remaining French subjects were 
required to lease the land they previously considered property from the British 
crown until they were able to demonstrate their loyalty. Young proposed “that 
the French inhabitants of Dominica, are permitted to enjoy their possessions, by 
leases unto the Crown . . . that is to say the lessee is to take the oaths of allegiance 
and subscribe the declaration of abjuration against the pretender. He is to hold, 
by his lease, only such lands as he was, at the surrender of those islands.”46 Poor 
settlers were given access to plots of land of ten to thirty acres. In exchange, they 
were to make a small annual payment (quit rent) of six shillings and clear the 
land in seven years. Failure to clear the land or pay penalties resulted in severe 
penalties.47 By implicating French subjects in the improvement of the island, 
Young secured the political and economic integrity of the island.

Byres’s map was also a mechanism to attract prospective owners. Byres under-
emphasized the topographic di¾culty of the island, creating vast plains where 
none existed in reality. �is made Dominican land more attractive to prospective 
buyers. In reality, the physical geography of Dominica is very steep. Less than 8 
percent of Dominica’s land mass has less than a ¯ve-degree slope. In the Byres 
map, just over 50 percent of the land was displayed as a ²at plain. �is was no 
mere cartographic hyperbole. So keen were the British to attract settlers to the 
island that they glossed over the actual nature of the landscape. For example, in 
describing the island, authors of a Gazetteer published in 1776 say: “Its appear-
ance is rugged and mountainous . . . but assent is easy . . . some have reported it 
to be the best of the Caribbees for its fruitful valleys, large plains, and ¯ne rivu-
lets.”48 �is was despite the steep terrain that made roads expensive and di¾cult 
to build. It also le¦ little room to pasture cattle responsible for dragging ox carts 
and manuring ̄ elds—a vital step in refreshing the soil. �e map had a short-lived 
success. Within the ¯rst years of public auction, some buyers were reimbursed 
a¦er detailed surveys revealed inaccuracies in the initial sale.49 By improving the 
island through absentee ownership, Young’s design also implicated Scots, Irish, 
and English into a project of Britishness and empire overseas and abroad.

Young’s pamphlet not only made clear the regulations under which land 
could be purchased or leased, it also spoke to the principled arguments that 



Figure 3.1. “Plan of the Island of Dominica Laid Down by Actual Survey,” 
by John Byres, 1776. (See Edelson, New Map of Empire, for a thorough 

discussion of this project.) Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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legitimized the land grab. “Natural” resources permitted colonists to avoid some 
of the mistakes made in the ¯rst wave of sugar revolutions. �e potential for 
wealth, Young argued, is tied to the potential of the land: “Old islands, being 
less mountainous, and almost entirely cleared of wood, [have] become extremely 
dry and unseasonable; at the same time the lands in them, by long and constant 
planting, have . . . lost their spring and spirit of vegetation, as to stand in need 
of more rains than they had before.”50 �e soil, according to Young, is new and 
“will be rich, yield large and regular crops, ratoon longer, require less planting 
and be cultivated with moderate expense and fewer negroes.”51 His assessment 
was not based on mere speculation. Grenada, which had been more intensively 
settled by the French, had more than three dozen sugar estates by the 1760s.52

�e ceded islands had other advantages over older British West Indian col-
onies. �e limited size of Barbados, Antigua, and St. Kitts meant that wealthy 
merchants and poor settlers could not take advantage of di�erent types of land 
to grow di�erent crops. Young argued, “Our new islands [including Dominica] 
are something larger in extent than any of our older ones, excepting Jamaica.”53

�e number of potential acres put to cash crops in Dominica exceeded those 
of the “older ones.” As such, wealthy investors might buy fertile valleys to grow 
sugar, while poor settlers could take advantage of hilly uplands to grow co�ee. 
At the same time, the island was not too large. Unlike Jamaica, where roads were 
necessary for developing the interior, on the ceded islands, canoes and sloops 
could ferry much of the tra¾c between estates and transshipment ports (“long 
land carriage of burdensome commodities is destructive to cattle, and renders 
the interior part of the country of little or no value”).54 Quick access to the coast-
line meant that plantations were easily connected to signi¯cant ports employing 
small boat tra¾c—cabotage.

Young’s pamphlet also enthusiastically described the potential of planting in 
the “fertile” ceded islands for those for whom “there has been no such oppor-
tunity of improving private fortunes.”55 Here Young is targeting poor whites 
excluded from purchasing land on other islands, and tradespeople, like Troup. 
Linking the improvement of the land with the improvement of personal fortune 
was a way to enlist Scots, Irish, and French, poor or wealthy, in the project of 
building an empire on the margins. For leaseholders and poor whites, this meant 
investing in a “few negroes” and “erecting temporary huts and buildings, of little 
cost.”56 From there he argues that the best return for such a modest investment 
was “the culture of indigo, cotton, co�ee, or cocoa.” For those who own larger 
tracts of land, Young argues, “it is evident that by these and similar means, be-
ginning with provisions, cocoa, co�ee, cotton and indigo,” estates can be grown 
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at an “easy rate.” Upon reaching a level of ¯nancial security, he argues that the 
land can then be converted into “sugar plantations, or if the proprietors be so 
disposed might probably be sold for four-or ¯ve-hundred percent advantage.”57

Young does not mention enslaved laborers o¦en in his pamphlet. He uses the 
words “slave” seven and “negroe” eight times. In most cases, he refers to them in 
terms of the value they add to estates. For example, to improve the land, wood-
land had to be cleared. He estimates “Twenty or thirty will, perhaps, at ¯rst be 
su¾cient for the largest possession . . . [for] clearing . . .”58 �at said, he does link 
the improvement of the land with the improvement of their person. He describes 
how “moist and good grounds . . . greatly lessen the cost of feeding and supporting 
the slaves.”59 But, as described above, improvement in the eighteenth century also 
carried with it moral connotations: “�eir pride should be cultivated. . . . It would 
be wished moreover, that some sentiments of religion could be instilled into the 
minds of our negroes.”60 Mentioned only in passing, the enslaved were an import-
ant but unstated part of the plans of English-speaking elites to improve the land.

Woodlands became an important category when the plans of English-speaking 
elites were materialized in the colony. To further encourage white settlement 
and land cultivation, West Indian assemblies in the British Windward Islands 
passed what have been referred to as the Diminishment Acts.61 In other colonial 
contexts, distinctions such as forests, savannas, and farmland are part of the dis-
course of state-making.62 In Dominica, the act ̄ ned each owner six shillings per 
acre of land that was still a woodland. �ese acts were not so much to rid private 
landowners of woodland, but to promote white settlement. �e act paid out of 
the public treasury twenty pounds per annum for every white person on each 
estate over the age of fourteen. As with any law, we should always be suspicious 
about the degree to which it was enforced. We could, however, read acts such as 
the woodland tax act as promoting deforestation. Governors considered these 
acts necessary because, at the time, absenteeism was high in Dominica and such 
an act encouraged owners to populate their estates with white families.

By linking the personal fortunes of in situ and would-be smallholders and 
plantocrats with “improvement,” the regulations and legitimizing arguments, 
an exclusionary force in and of themselves, implicated diverse peoples. �ere is 
some evidence that the commission’s e�orts began to bear fruit by the time of 
the American Revolution. According to an enumeration taken by the French 
in 1785, there were 216 co�ee and “other” estates and 65 sugar estates on the 
island; among the sugar estates, there were 54 water mills, 18 cattle mills, and 6 
windmills.63 Between 1753 and 1801, enslaved residents grew from approximately 
4,690 to nearly 23,000.64
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Insecure Assemblages

Most historians who discuss agricultural transitions in Dominica stress the fail-
ure of sugar and the dominance of co�ee as an export-oriented cash crop with 
good reason.65 �e amount of land devoted to sugar retreated slowly through the 
nineteenth century. In 1825, estates in the Portsmouth enclave were producing 
fewer than ¯ve hundred hogsheads of sugar per year, and estates in Soufriere 
were producing just over one hundred. One estate, Bois Cotlette, produced only 
two hogsheads in that year.66 Di¾culties in maintaining a steady and skilled 
labor force, coupled with a perceived lack of quality control on the part of the 
sugar board, led to a “partial or entire abandonment of many sugar estates” by 
1884.67 In 1896, there were only two estates exclusively cultivating sugar on the 
island, neither of which was in Portsmouth or Soufriere. �e total acreage of 
these two estates, along with other parcels on estates growing a variety of crops, 
composed only 975 acres of cultivation.68

�e number of factories detailed in the French enumeration suggests that 
Dominica did experience a crop boom. Anthropologist Derek Hall de¯nes a 
crop boom “as a rapid increase in a given area in the amount of land devoted 
to a given crop as a monocrop or near-monocrop, and when that crop involves 
investment decisions that span multiple growing seasons.”69 Importantly, crop 
booms are not events with discrete beginnings or ends. Rather, they are pro-
cesses through which social, political, and economic arrangements change. �e 
sugar revolution is not so much a historical moment or a realized ambition. To 
approach it as such is to mistake a sugar revolution as an ideology with a sugar 
revolution as a lived reality. As Higman notes, it is important that we not con-
²ate technological shi¦s with speci¯c crops, nor frame such transformations as 
totalizing.70

Crops were not the only things that proliferated during crop booms. Build-
ings began to dot the landscape (¯gure 3.2). Some of the buildings were con-
structed to process sugar, co�ee, or some other botanical into commodities. 
Other buildings housed people. Like all assemblages, some of these buildings 
were more visible than others. Archaeological analyses of plantations have typ-
ically mapped the relationship between estate houses, factories, and dense arti-
fact scatters indicating villages.71 �is project of mapping has bene¯ted from a 
discussion of variation from the norms described above, particularly how built 
landscapes vary from idealized notions. Estate houses, industrial works, de-
pendencies, and laborer villages were constructed in a particular physical and 
cultural geography, and created tensions in past landscapes. Estates were also 
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organized to enact certain power relations where lines of sight and spaces of 
partial visibility all interacted to create a spatial dialectic.72

Plantations were assemblages of the insecure. Certainly, the polite archi-
tecture of estate houses signals that its commissioner o¦en had something to 
prove.73 Additionally, plantations were not just about the buildings but also the 

Maison de Maître, Bois Cotlette

Moulin Vente, Bois Cotlette

10 m0 m

Boiling House, Bois Cotlette

Boucan, Bois Cotlette

Water Mill, Sugarloaf

Farina House, Morne Patate

Ti Kai, Sugarloaf 
(Interpretation)

Figure 3.2. Buildings of the “Sugar Revolution.” �ese buildings were 
documented during the course of archaeological survey. All of them, 

excluding the co�ee “boucan” and the farina house, seem to have been built 
during the ²urry of activity subsequent to 1763. Illustration by author.
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landscapes they inhabited.74 �e location, orientation, and size of plantation 
buildings describe spatial practices of power and the clever concealment of labor 
upon which that power was based. Living spaces were purposefully obscured in 
everyday life, save for surveillance devices such as a bell tower to which only the 
planters had access. Landowners also placed buildings and manipulated land-
scapes to be in sight of each other, allowing visual or aural communication. In 
contexts where an enslaved labor force outnumbered those who claimed owner-
ship over them ten-to-one, such communication allowed planters to exert control 
and aid each other during rebellions.75 Plantations were also assemblages of the 
insecure because of what the crop boom entailed for those who labored in them.

Securing the Plantation
Moments of agricultural intensi¯cation, like the sugar revolution, are subjects 
on which archaeologists have focused considerable energies. Archaeologists de-
¯ne agricultural intensi¯cation as “attempts to increase concentration of pro-
duction” through the manipulation of space, labor, and technology.76 For some, 
land as a container of resources, including soils, vegetation, animals, minerals, 
and water, has value in and of itself, but can only be fully realized through its 
management and modi¯cation.77 �is approach maps well onto plantation stud-
ies where proxies, including architecture and landscape features for which we 
have a general sense of labor requirements and productivity, can suggest inten-
si¯cation.78 Economic and social historians have carefully mapped out the labor 
requirements for di�erent cash crops. It is taken for granted that the number of 
workers, the degree of specialization, and the organization of that labor required 
for cultivating and processing cotton were far less than the requirements for 
processing co�ee or sugar.79 Detailed analyses of maps and documents have been 
particularly helpful in describing the material indices of such estates.80 From 
these we can infer whether a plantation grew co�ee, sugar, cotton, indigo, or 
tobacco, based on the kind of outbuildings devoted to transforming crops into 
exportable commodities, and the rough number of laborers employed to culti-
vate and process those crops. Mapping both the standing and ruined buildings 
provides di�erent information about the tempo and extent of Dominica’s sugar 
revolution (maps 3.3 and 3.4).

�e diversity of structures built in Portsmouth and Soufriere in the years sub-
sequent to 1763 is remarkable (table 3.1). Perhaps the most spectacular ruins are 
remains of factories. Factories had di�erent building con¯gurations depending 
on the cash crop being processed. Cotton factories, for example, contained a 
magazine to remove seeds, and indigo facilities contained vats to soak vegetable 
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matter. Co�ee factories included a structure that contained trays for drying cof-
fee beans (boucan), adjacent to a paved open area (glacee) where those beans were 
dried during sunny days, and a mill (moulin) in which water was ̄ lled to remove 
the ²eshy pulp from the seed. Sugar factories also had mills to express juice from 
the cane, and a platform (batterie) with kettles in which cane juice was slowly 
boiled into a cane slurry of molasses and sugar (map 3.3). All of the sugar factories 
in these two enclaves were built in the years immediately following annexation 
and used di�erent methods to crush the cane. Four in the low-lying plains of 
Portsmouth (3) and Soufriere (1) were quite large and employed a water wheel 
to power the rollers. Four more, located in the uplands of Soufriere, employed 
cattle mills to crush the sugar cane. Only one sugar estate, also located in the 
Soufriere uplands, employed a windmill, and it is unclear the degree to which 
it ever operated.

Factories drink and feed o� the land, o¦en creating the conditions for soil 
displacement. Soil erosion can undermine and bury foundations on the upslope 
and downslope sides of buildings. As part of standard practice in survey archae-
ology, insights gained from geophysical testing and subsequent analysis of soil 
pro¯les show how, in the case of one of the low-lying estates, erosion, brought 
about by precipitation, damaged the complex of structures associated with the 
sugar mill. One of the walls of the wheelhouse at Sugarloaf ’s water mill in Ports-
mouth had subsided and required repair by 1820. In the uplands of Soufriere, it 
appears that adjustments were made at about the same time. �ere was clear evi-
dence, in the form of larger and partially buried masonry structure at one of the 
upland sugar factories, that the ¯rst boiling house, associated with a windmill, 
was also abandoned in 1810. Productivity might be measured by the size of the 
factory and the number of “coppers,” or cauldrons, used to reduce cane juice into 
a slurry of sugar and molasses.81 Mapping these buildings in a matrix of time and 
space allows us to detail when general labor requirements increased for workers.

Two expansive aqueduct systems characterize some of the hydrosocial manip-
ulations. In each enclave, they began upstream in the drainage system, relying 
on a weir to divert water into a surface-level channel. For the most part, these 
systems remained parallel to the river system and along a slight downward gradi-
ent. �e channels followed the contours of the terrain and relied on bridgework 
when the terrain met a steep slope or attempted to bridge other features, includ-
ing ox-cart roads. Because of the steep gradient, the distances traversed by these 
aqueducts were not far, but the amount of construction and landscape manipu-
lation was still extensive. Before the waterwheel, large tanks allowed sediment 
to settle and mill operators to control the ²ow of the water.
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Numerous patches of sunken path, cobbled road, and railroad dotted the 
landscape. �ese interconnected concourses took advantage of surface contours 
to ¯nd a way from one point to another, while simultaneously shaping those 
contours over the course of use. Atwood lamented the dangerous roads, char-
acterized as being “in general very steep ascent; narrow, and subject to breaking 
in.”82 At the time, two major roads connected Roseau with the windward side of 
the island, and one connected to Portsmouth. Other roads described by Atwood 
were never engineered or designed. �ey were built over many years by water 
erosion, foot tra¾c, and foraging animals, especially the medium-sized goats 
and pigs that Europeans brought with them to the island. Foot tra¾c compacts 
the soil underneath it, making it di¾cult for plants to grow and leaving the soil 
unanchored to the substratum. Water erosion speeds up this process and makes 
some stretches little more than barren wastelands.

Atwood was also alluding to the predicament of building roads on the is-
land. �is was not a neutral act. Roads were part of colonizing narratives from 
the beginning. Early maps of the island depict three roads during the French 
occupation of the island before 1763. Joseph Byres drew “�ree Chain lands” 
running in a sixty-six-foot band parallel to the seashore surrounding Dominica. 
�ey were designed to enable the Crown to establish forti¯cations and build 
roads.83 Using and reusing paths animals and humans had taken for centuries 
is one thing; shaping the terrain to build new roads on dynamic and unstable 
earth is another. Leveling stretches of land to make passage easy creates condi-
tions that facilitate landslides during heavy rains. In this way, roads behave very 
much like hollow-ways, or sunken paths that take on a life of their own “within 
the dynamic processes of landscape change.”84

A change in buildings, or indeed in the position of those buildings, could 
represent a massive disruption in the political as well as the material landscape, 
to the bene¯t of some and the detriment of others. �e ²urry of construction 
between 1763 and 1780 was truly a crop boom, where the built landscape was 
fashioned to grow, process, and move sugar cane. Evidence for the age of these 
roads, aqueducts, and factories comes from literary and archaeological sources. 
Estate owners ¯nanced factories, aqueducts, and roads. As such, they are o¦en 
described in instructions to estate managers, as in the case of Richard Neave’s 
property, Sugarloaf. �ey are also “improvements” that add value to the land. 
At Sugarloaf, Bois Cotlette, and Morne Patate, “plantation” roads were listed 
in probates and inventories during land transfers and marriages. Because many 
of these roads were “engineered,” material culture recovered underneath them 
during excavation reveals the approximate date at which they were laid down. 
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Stretches of cobble road mapped at Sugarloaf, Bois Cotlette, Morne Patate, and 
Morne Rouge were part of the archaeological horizon associated with the sugar 
revolution. �e material structures and associated soils all provide evidence for 
the dynamic and changing relationships between people and the land a¦er their 
construction.

Securing the Land
Discarded artifacts associated with household practices speak to an intensi¯-
cation of settlement in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. During our 
survey, we found material culture on the surface of recently turned-over soil, in 
burrow holes made by rodents and crabs, or next to the roots of trees, suggesting 
the presence of past settlements, both colonial and pre-colonial. Durable objects, 
including pottery and glass, are relatively easy to see in turned-over soil. �ese 
objects were likely discarded, le¦ behind, or forgotten as some past person was 
walking the land, tending ¯elds, or traveling from one location to another. We 
delineated any area with more than ten artifacts per square meter as suggestive of 
a potential settlement, one of several criteria we used for identifying sites. Areas 
with fewer than ten were equally important, for reasons other than habitation. 
�ese could be places where laborers sought temporary shade and relaxation in 
the cane ¯elds or co�ee grounds during their midday meal. �ey could also be 
refuge sites, away from and out of sight of places where estate owners and man-
agers lived. All of these features intensi¯ed during the sugar revolution.

Landscape features included house platforms, agricultural terraces, springs, 
rivers, channels, and ponds. Some of these features were relatively easy to iden-
tify: loose stones were arranged to create terraces or charcoal pits, slopes carved 
to create house platforms and road, lines of fast-growing trees planted as wind-
breaks to protect ¯elds, and channels dug into the ground to circulate water 
away from agricultural ¯elds saturated by November rains. Other features are 
less easy to identify. �e hills within Portsmouth and Soufriere contain a va-
riety of landscape features, common to many Eastern Caribbean islands, that 
were signi¯cant to past inhabitants. Particular trees were planted in ¯elds to 
provide shade under the noonday sun. Loose stones could be arranged to retain 
soil recently turned over to plant root crops on slopes. In order to make way 
for agricultural ¯elds, tree stumps could be burned in shallow hollows, and the 
charcoal could be used to feed cooking ̄ res. People who built dew ponds, for ex-
ample, took advantage of low-lying ²at areas ( fondes) surrounded by hills. �ey 
excavated or widened these shallow depressions and lined them so they retained 
water. In areas where soil does not drain well, gullies created by heavy rains could 
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be channeled to create drainage systems that moved standing water away from 
houses or out of ¯elds.

�e patches of land considered arable in the Eastern Caribbean are diverse, 
dynamic, and adaptable to a wide variety of purposes. Nowhere does this seem 
more the case than in Dominica, where the con²uence of heavy precipitation 
and an active geological context produce ²uid and seemingly unstable soils. �e 
instability of these soils and their ability to yield cannot be entirely divorced 
from human activity, however. Expansive forests with gum trees, mangroves, and 
tropical hardwoods covered the diverse topography of the Nature Island, and 
large-scale manipulation of the land, performed mostly by enslaved Africans, 
was required before planting could begin. Consequently, the sugar revolution 
was in some ways a “multicultural dialogue” on land cultivation, relying on Af-
rican and Kalinago agricultural strategies in order to restructure the landscape.85

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, both the Kalinago and the enslaved Af-
ricans working on the island had their own ways of categorizing soils, principles 
of planting, and best practices for managing the land. Such insights bend our 
gaze toward a plantation not as a single entity or site, but as an “assemblage of 
things.” �e construction of villages, terraces, factories, large plots of pavement, 
aqueducts, cisterns, and roads was fused with changes in soil dynamics.

A productive de¯nition of land is “a physical composite of microbes, soils, 
²ora, terraces, and canals, which can act in particular ways and a�ect politics 
because of how they are entrained in an ecological and social context.”86 Un-
derstanding soil as a cultural, political, and natural product is as important as 
considering it primordial matter from which culture is born. For example, the 
proxies of intensi¯cation do not necessarily need to be as visible. Concentrations 
of lead increased in soils surrounding factories where sugar was distilled.87 Used 
in ²anges and pipes containing the precious sugar syrup as it traveled and trans-
formed into a commodi¯able product, lead was a crucial building material. It 
also had the unknown consequence of contaminating water supplies and liquor 
that enslaved laborers might drink.

According to colonizing narratives, the settlement pattern and organization 
of plantations di�ered depending on the enclave, the background of its inhabi-
tants, and its potential for growing crops. French planters had cultivated co�ee 
since the 1740s, but it was not until the sugar revolution that co�ee was o¾cially 
endorsed as an agricultural product. For Young, existing French planters and 
less wealthy British subjects bene¯ted most from the di�erent regimes of labor, 
soil conditions, and water needs of co�ee. Dominica’s hilly uplands aligned with 
contemporary ideas about ideal conditions for the cultivation of co�ee. John 
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Ellis, a contemporary and author of An Historical Account of Co�ee recommends 
that “light soil, dry and elevated slopes” produce superior co�ee beans in greater 
quantities and “low, fertile and moist” soil is “bad,” producing an “insipid berry” 
in lesser quantities.88 In a “dry, gravelly or mixed soil,” much like Soufriere’s, 
the plant remains short (under ¯ve feet) and its berries are smaller, with less 
pulp and greater aroma.89 �ese characteristics were advantageous, as the ber-
ries were easier to harvest and process into co�ee beans. As an island with lands 
deemed suitable for both co�ee and sugar, Dominican lands were purchased on 
the markets with the hope they would realize pro¯ts for their owners. Because 
these early French settlers were so successful, Young felt that co�ee was a way for 
would-be smallholders to improve themselves and the land.

Young also argued that absentee British planters and newly arrived British 
planters could take advantage of “valleys, luxuriant in their soil, and well-watered 
with ̄ ne rivers” for sugar plantations. Additionally, cutting down trees on these 
low-lying and well-drained soils to make way for ¯elds provided timber, “useful 
in erecting and repairing houses, mills, and sugar works.”90 �ese assertions were 
in keeping with treatises on planting at the time. J. B. Moreton, in his 1793 man-
ual West India Customs and Manners, describes “brick mould soil” as “good,” 
needing no manure, which would require “there must be cattle pens contigu-
ous to every piece intended for holing, and a number of cattle negroes, cattle, 
and wanes, employed for several weeks, carrying canetops, grass and vines to 
them.”91 �ese iron and aluminum-rich soils are common in the low-lying valleys 
in Dominica. According to Moreton, each acre in such geography could contain 
up to 3,555 holes. While possible, he argued that plantations on mountainous 
land were less productive. “Mountainous plantations require more cultivation, 
manure, and labour than others.”92

Beyond the physical infrastructure of factories, roads, and aqueducts, the cost 
of establishing a sugar plantation was in the preparation of the soil, to take ad-
vantage of its latency. Improving the land involved cutting down trees, digging 
cane holes, and fertilizing the ¯elds. Fertilizing the soil was the only way for 
new owners to take advantage of the land and its untapped resources. To enrich 
depleted soil, planters and slaves relied on a variety of strategies. Manure was a 
principal method of recharging the soil. Bryan Edwards describes ¯ve sources 
of manure: “vegetable ashes drawn from the boiling house,” “Feculuncies dis-
charged from the still house, mixed with rubbish of buildings,” “the decayed 
leaves and stems of cane,” “dung obtained from horse and mule stables, and from 
moveable pens,” and “good mould (soil) collected in gullies and thrown into 
cattle pens.”93 It took six laborers the better part of a day to accomplish this. It 
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took an additional ten laborers to manure that acre and four more to cover the 
acre with ¯eld trash to protect the soil.94

Agricultural soils are, a¦er all, created by people, but they also in²uence the 
people who use them.95 Soil is alive and unconsolidated matter. Composed of 
water, air, inorganic and organic elements, it forms at the earth’s surface through 
atmospheric, biological, chemical, geological, and hydrological processes. Be-
cause of this, the material is continuously and simultaneously added, removed, 
and transformed in place. �e soil is alive in the sense that it is ¯lled with mil-
lions of microorganisms living out their lives—lives that include forming and 
altering their soil world.96 Soil is o¦en distinguished from sediment, or displaced 
soil. Still a collection of organic and inorganic geological material, sediment is 
characterized by the fact that it has been moved and deposited by wind, water, 
geological, or human upheaval.97 Although accumulated over thousands of years 
and still in the process of formation today, Dominica’s deepest deposits appear to 
be ones containing materials dating to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. �is deep sediment signals the increased rates at which land was mod-
i¯ed either by direct human action, as in the building of terraces, or by landslides 
created through destabilized soils. As such, soil can constitute an ecological and 
geological force in its own right.

Improving the land involved clearing the forests. Atwood insisted that “to 
render Dominica a good sugar country . . . extensive forests had to be cleared.”98

Atwood, who admired the “uncommon” size of the trees of Dominica, argued 
the forests they composed were responsible for excessive fog and rainfall on the 
island, which rotted canes and created pools of standing water on the “sti� clay” 
which in turn “chill[ed] the soil.”99 Mangroves, a predominant tree taxon in 
the Portsmouth enclave, were seen as detrimental to sugar colonies. �omas 
Je�erys’s �e Natural and Civil History of the French Dominions (1761) pro-
vides some insight about how land might be improved. In this account, Je�erys 
describes Guadeloupe, which “abounds in great quantities of mangroves and 
palmettoes, by which the free course of the air being interrupted . . . generates 
tedious and o¦en fatal disorders.” He argues that if the mangroves and palmet-
toes were cut, “the air would be much more wholesome, and the inconveniences 
arising to the people from the number of trees would be removed by a constant 
supply of fresh air.”100

At the same time, Je�erys recognized drawbacks to deforestation. Later in the 
treatise, he describes the commune Vieux-Habitants, which at the time of his 
visit was characterized by sandy soil. �is parish that once “appeared as beautiful 
as any other part of Basse-Terre,” was subject to frequent ²oods and landslides 



Mapping the Sugar Revolution 105 

precipitated by “cutting trees that consolidated banks” of the rivière du Plessis.101

Soil that was “taxed” or “worn out” could also be employed to grow cotton, man-
ioc, maize, and potatoes [most likely yams].102 Added to that, many observers, 
Young included, began to draw connections between deforestation and water 
availability. �ey speculated that two severe droughts earlier in the eighteenth 
century were made especially harsh by the lack of foliage on Antigua and Barba-
dos. So, while clearing the land was important, it had to be done with great care.

�e work was hard and those who were tasked with clearing the forests were 
familiar with neither the terrain nor the labor required of them. Atwood noted, 
“Many of them [English] brought negros who had only been in the capacities 
of domestics; some of those banished from other islands for their crimes; and 
others purchased negros just brought from Africa for the purpose of settling new 
estates.”103 In addition, those who labored in this capacity “were not used to the 
climate, which, from the abundance of woods, was so unsettled, that it rained 
the greatest part of the year; whilst they only had temporary huts covered with 
branches and leaves of trees to shelter them.”104 �e di¾cult labor combined 
with the system of subsistence that emerged in situ meant that the environment 
quickly became enmeshed in the predicament of slavery. In clearing the land, 
water insecurity was materialized for those relying on land and its resources to 
make a living. By 1787, residents Alex Stewart and �omas Beech complained 
about, “the heavy expences and labor attendant on clearing and settling,” and 
how the “infertility of the soil” led to an impoverished populace.105

�e loose soils of Soufriere and the sticky clays of Portsmouth are not pre-
ternaturally infertile, as suggested by Beech and Stewart. Rather, there was a 
consequence to planting sugar in them. At Morne Patate, clearing trees planted 
or curated as wind breaks, increased soil loss on the surface, resulting in a de-
nuded landscape. What was also lost in clearing the trees were the roots that 
anchored the topsoil to the ashy subsoil. �is is an e�ect we can document in the 
archaeological record. As is standard practice in archaeological survey, test ex-
cavations are conducted at regular intervals. �ese indicate what is underneath 
the surface, including sediment depth. One of the surprising ¯ndings of testing 
in the uplands of Soufriere was the depth of intact deposits dating to the late 
eighteenth century. In the case of Morne Patate, many of the houses were built 
one on top of the other in layers between 40 centimeters and 150 centimeters. 
Under these strata of soil, the layer of pyroclastic ²ow that dates to the ¯¦eenth 
century (see chapter 2) was only ten centimeters below that.106 Along the same 
lines, but manifested di�erently, were the depth of soils at Sugarloaf estate. In 
the slave village, sediment depth was zero to ¯¦een centimeters deep.
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Together, the observations above indicate highly unstable soils that began 
to erode in the years just a¦er the 1760s. As noted elsewhere, productivity did 
not always follow from intensi¯cation of labor.107 In one case, this meant the 
loss of soil, and in the other, the burying of soils. �is distinction is crucial be-
cause workers still needed to be fed despite poor returns on a plantation owner’s 
investment. �e soil horizons also speak to changes in the way people used the 
land. When land was organized through the small-scale French plantations, 
mixed agriculture, including root crops and cereals, was organized in ¯elds 
near the houses where workers and plantation owners lived. A¦er the plans 
of English-speaking elites materialized in the landscape, much of the land on 
which food for everyday life was grown moved some distance away, in wood-
lands on the margins of the estate.

Artifact Scatters
Most of the material structures associated with the sugar revolution can be un-
derstood only in relation to who used them. At some locations, there are mul-
tiple lines of evidence about daily life that provide important points of analy-
sis and comparison.108 On most British West Indian islands, planters provided 
building materials and a location for enslaved workers to build a village. �e 
workers were le¦ to decide how to organize it.109 Towns, or settlements with 
parish churches, anchorages, and some commercial structures, were the sites of 
greatest intensity of archaeological materials (though also the most disturbed 
from centuries of occupation). Villages, or areas where regimented housing of 
enslaved workers was once located, were the sites with the greatest density of 
artifacts, outside of towns in Portsmouth and Soufriere (more than ten artifacts 
per meter squared). Because of the steep slopes, the shape and organization of 
these villages can be inferred. Provision grounds—areas where those who lived 
in the regimented villages set up temporary shacks while they grew food in their 
“free time”—were sites of less dense scatters (fewer than ten artifacts per meter 
squared). Many of these artifacts are broken up into pieces rarely larger than a 
thumbnail, but still retain characteristics that reveal their origin and time of use. 
Importantly, these artifact scatters contain high quantities of goods associated 
with the sugar revolution.

Chronologically sensitive materials deposited at the time of building con-
struction provide a mechanism to study the tempo and accretion of buildings 
and identify rapid phases of construction. Ceramics made in Europe are perhaps 
the most useful in this regard. Recovered tableware was made, with few excep-
tions, in England or France. �e sugar revolution in Dominica loosely coincided 
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with dramatic changes in the manufacture and style of the tableware available 
in these places. Cream-colored earthenware made in Sta�ordshire became a 
ubiquitous form of material culture found throughout the Atlantic world.110

Ceramics from the second and third quarter of the eighteenth century in the 
French Atlantic came in many varieties, including some that had a lead glaze on 
one side and a tin enamel on the other.111 �e popularity of these wares and the 
speed at which they entered household assemblages in the eighteenth century 
meant that deposits could be dated with a degree of accuracy by establishing the 
average age of recovered ceramics.112 Variation in such approximations between 
contemporary sites, according to some, would re²ect consumer access based on 
cost.113 While this may be the case in some contexts, it does not account for all 
the manners by which ceramics come to furnish households, or the choices that 
people make when they purchase goods.114

To accommodate the terrain, workers carved terraces into the hillside. In 
some cases, where stone platforms were used to elevate houses, the relationship 
between di�erent parts of the yard could be ascertained from the surface. In 
other cases, detailed excavation to reveal postholes or other evidence of architec-
ture was required to suggest such maps. Not all platforms contained evidence of 
architecture. Some were most likely gardens attached to a house on a neighboring 
platform. In all cases, there was evidence that past residents had to adjust over 
time. House were rotated, moved, and sometimes abandoned outright. Some 
conditions that made such adjustments necessary were environmental. Heavy 
winds and rainfall could bring down trees and instigate landslides. �ey could 
also be political. Upon emancipation, many people le¦ their sites of bondage by 
seeking employment elsewhere and moving to the “�ree Chains” set aside for 
roadways and forts.115

Of the landscape features we documented, the one that ¯gures prominently, 
according to both historical scholarship and the stories that people tell today, 
is provision grounds and gardens.116 Gardens were attached to the small houses 
in which the enslaved lived. Grounds were more di¾cult to locate. Many of the 
provision grounds where enslaved laborers made a living were situated in heavily 
wooded areas of the Soufriere and Portsmouth uplands. E�orts to make soil 
productive are telltale signs of provision grounds. �e soil in Soufriere is shallow. 
Add to that it is loose, gravelly, and ¯lled with large rocks. Topsoil in the hills 
above Portsmouth can be equally shallow, with a clayey subsoil. In both cases, 
the enslaved took steps to stabilize and retain the soil. Depending on the crop, 
there were many ways to improve the land so the soil would yield. In some areas, 
slaves prepared the soil and removed large rocks with digging sticks. Trees were 
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burned, and the charcoal mixed into the soil. To retain soil for growing small 
plots of land, people piled stones in loosely organized terraces. To enrich the soil, 
people fertilized the ¯eld with animal dung, rotting trash, and mould (soil). In 
fertilizing, household rubbish, including broken artifacts, might be introduced 
into garden and provision ground soil. In all cases, slaves took advantage of geo-
graphic features such as rock outcrops, slopes, and large trees to make gardens. 
Late-eighteenth-century gardens are o¦en characterized by loosely prepared 
soil with relatively fewer rocks, some remains of charcoal, and fewer diagnostic 
pieces of pottery. Slaves, in improving the land on which they grew provisions, 
transformed that land intentionally to ease cultivation, which rendered it more 
visible to the archaeologist.

Provision grounds were one location where slaves attempted to resolve predic-
aments of security. Workers had to address issues of increasingly insecure soils, 
eroded by deforestation, to provide food for an increasingly dense population. 
�eir resolutions included cutting woodlands to make way for new crops and 
growing trees as windbreaks so that new divisions of land could be implemented. 
Enslaved laborers didn’t just chop down trees and begin to grow food. �ey did 
so with a design that o¦en secured loose and destabilized soils. �at design in-
cluded decisions about what crops to grow where and the landscape modi¯ca-
tions that might best produce a yield. Decisions about land modi¯cation and 
plant arrangement also created a secure space, where the planter’s gaze was ob-
scured. Consequently, these sites were places of refuge, where enslaved laborers 
from di�erent estates could meet, re-create elements of everyday life, and pursue 
them outside the planter’s scrutiny.

Enslaved laborers were forced to solve problems of soil erosion, soil exhaus-
tion, and water insecurity created by intense agricultural production—not only 
to facilitate the cultivation of cash crops, but also to feed themselves through 
part-time food cultivation. Because the sugar revolution had implications for 
land and its resources, it is important to understand how water was made avail-
able for the sugar revolution and the changing requirements for water that this 
transformation entailed. Water was one of many substances fundamental to 
sugar production, and water was also central to reproduction. It is an “uncoop-
erative commodity” in its potential as a medium for health risks, and in that its 
materiality inhibits direct competition and facilitates political resistance. In the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century, an expanding agro-industrial economy 
and a growing, mostly enslaved population created pressure on the amount of 
fresh water available for residents of Dominica. In what follows, I show how 
enslaved laborers resolved this predicament.



Mapping the Sugar Revolution 109 

�e Hydrosocial Plantation

�ere is general consensus that Caribbean planters located laborer villages, in-
dustrial works, and estate houses to take advantage of topography, prevailing 
winds, and proximity to fresh water.117 �ey depended on rivers, wells, canals, 
or ponds to supply water for people, animals, and factories built to crush, boil, 
and re¯ne sugar.118 �is is certainly true in Dominica. In Portsmouth, the sugar 
estates took advantage of the river systems to power water mills, ¯ll reservoirs, 
and feed livestock. Workers relied on rivers for drinking, cooking, bathing, and 
washing. In Soufriere, where there was only one river, fed by a sulfur spring, 
estate houses were located close to, but upslope from, low lying areas. �ree 
of the estates had freshwater springs within their property boundaries, but 
in di¾cult-to-reach places. In this enclave, cisterns of varying ages dotted the 
landscape.

In general, the switch to sugar cane taxed existing water management infra-
structure, including capture, irrigation, and storage. Sugar cane requires more 
water to grow than co�ee, cocoa, and root crops, which formed the agricultural 
base of colonial settlements before 1763. �e World Wildlife Fund identi¯ed 
sugar cane, along with cotton, rice, and wheat, as among the world's thirstiest 
monocultures.119 Signaling the switch to a thirstier crop, archaeological materi-
als document a change in land use in upland and lowland areas accompanying 
the shi¦ to sugar production.

Sugar cane needed more water to process the grass into syrup, molasses, sugar, 
and rum. �e amount depended on the method of juice extraction, crystalliza-
tion, and distillation employed. For example, in just the boiling process, approx-
imately 180 liters of water were required daily to clean and season the boiling 
cauldron used to concentrate cane juice.120 Distillation of molasses into rum 
required an additional volume of water to cool the evaporate into rum.121 Sugar 
cane production also entailed more nonhuman labor. According to an inventory 
taken in 1769, Bois Cotlette had thirteen cattle, two horses, and ten sheep.122 
Horses and oxen alone required 913 liters of water per day.123 Sugar production 
also involved more human labor. Sugarcane demanded more time and energy to 
cultivate than co�ee, cocoa, or cotton.124 Consequently, by 1810 the slave pop-
ulation in Dominica had risen from 3,500 to 19,000.125 In Soufriere, sugar-pro-
ducing estates were home to 737 of 1,010 slaves.126 Rising numbers of enslaved 
peoples also meant increasing need for water in Dominica. �e water needs of 
the enslaved were in direct competition with the water needs of sugar, and this 
created scarcity for those deemed most expendable by planters.
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�is last point requires further elaboration. �ere is no consensus on mini-
mum water needs for an individual or household.127 Most calculations underes-
timate total body water and free water and do not account for daily intake from 
respiration and food. Additionally, eighteenth-century water requirements var-
ied greatly depending on conceptions of cleanliness and hygiene. Conservatively, 
if we take two liters per day per person, we can estimate that the island’s new la-
boring population needed 29,000 liters per day. While patterns of rainfall meant 
this was not a problem for most of the island, on the dry southwest coast (where 
Soufriere is located), water was scarce. While some of this water was obtained 
from imported and domestic liquors like gin and rum, and beverages made from 
available resources including coconuts, fruit, and bark, many relied on sourcing 
water from rivers, springs, or ponds.

Access to surface water and groundwater—and seasonal precipitation cycles 
necessary to provide drinking water and sustain export agriculture and part-time 
food production—varied considerably within and between eighteenth-century 
Caribbean colonies. Many islands (e.g., Antigua, St. John, Saba) had limited 
reliable freshwater sources to begin with. People living on them relied on sea-
sonal watercourses, human-made water holes, and cisterns. Slaves were more 
susceptible to major shi¦s in seasonal or long-term rainfall patterns, as their 
sanitation, food, and drink relied on annual precipitation cycles. On other is-
lands (e.g., Jamaica, Hispaniola, Dominica) relative scarcity and availability of 
fresh water varied depending on where people lived. Despite being a “wet island” 
(some parts receive 9,000 mm of rain per year), parts of Dominica contain little 
surface water and receive little rain (1,800 mm per year). �e dry season (ca. 
January/February to May/June) creates a “green desert” where temperatures 
rise. Yet slaves still needed water for drinking, washing, and food preparation, 
to make daub or mortar for houses, and for other domestic activities. �is put 
increased pressure on precious drinking water.

Seasonal cycles of rainfall and agricultural activity were critical factors shap-
ing the amount of available groundwater in the aquifer. Attached to factories 
and estate houses were architectural features devoted to water retrieval, chan-
neling, or containment. Cisterns appeared as isolated structures near factories 
or houses. �e rain that fell onto the roofs of factories and houses was diverted 
to the cisterns through a complex system of gutters. Cisterns came in three va-
rieties. On most estates (Picard, Sugarloaf, Point Round, Chance, Morne Pa-
tate, Morne Rouge, Bois Cotlette, Soufriere, Petit Coulibri), masons appear to 
have built cisterns above ground as rectangular structures. Factories devoted to 
processing sugar (Sugarloaf, Chance, Petit Coulibri, Bois Cotlette, Soufriere) 
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had cisterns attached to the boiling house. �ese are “snake” cisterns, through 
which evaporated alcohol was cooled down to create a distilled liquor. In the 
Portsmouth enclave, the water tables near slave villages were relatively shallow. 
Here, we saw cisterns only associated with sugar processing and consumption by 
residents of the estate house. Indeed, water insecurity engendered creative ways 
to gather and store water, but access to this water was a�ected by race, class, and 
gender in a system that prioritized the needs of capital and planters.

Soufriere contains shallow perched water tables and a much deeper aquifer. It 
appears that early French settlers in Soufriere took advantage of these perched 
water tables in response to limited access to potable surface water. �e surface 
survey revealed evidence of wells at Bois Cotlette, Morne Patate, Morne Rouge, 
and Crabier. In some cases, wells were ¯lled in, as in the case of Petite Coulibri 
and Bois Cotlette. At Crabier and Morne Patate, these wells were lined with 
plaster and turned into cisterns. �e relationship between sugar cane, precipita-
tion, and water tables is useful in understanding why these wells might have been 
sealed. Noël Deerr estimated that for every acre of land, approximately eleven 
million liters of water were required to ensure a successful crop.128 Portsmouth 
and Soufriere received almost ten times that amount. For example, in 1894, es-
tates in Soufriere received 2,000 mm of rain, while estates in Portsmouth’s en-
clave received 2,200 mm of rain. �e rainy season accounted for almost 80 per-
cent of 1894’s rainfall. �is precipitation was signi¯cant for recharging the water 
table. Soils of Portsmouth drained poorly. In the rocky protosols of Soufriere, 
water drained quickly. �is, in addition to the requirements of sugar production, 
meant that the perched water tables failed to get recharged.

Sugarcane cultivation was profoundly structured by water and climate. �e 
beginning of the rainy season marked the onset of intensive agricultural activ-
ities. �is included digging up cane stumps, digging cane holes, weeding cane 
holes, planting cane, manuring, and covering the cane ̄ elds.129 For instance, Col-
thurst says one person could dig 160 cane holes in light hillside land and 85 holes 
in ²at-bottom land of sti� clay daily. Some of these e�orts were taxing and made 
more dangerous by the rain. On the slopes of Soufriere, rainfall meant that land-
slides were always a possibility. Stone terraces prevented soil loss and captured 
water for the plants. In Portsmouth, rain could ¯ll the cane holes with stagnant 
water, rotting the young sugar canes. In Portsmouth, technicians designed and 
enslaved laborers built a complicated system of canals, dikes, and trenches to 
control water levels on Sugarloaf Estate. Enslaved laborers had to maintain canals 
and regulate ditches and dikes to allow for irrigation in the dry season and drain-
age in the wet season. �e rainy season also signaled the start of hurricane season, 



112 chapter 3

in which the slaves’ crops were vulnerable. High winds would blow over trees, 
including plantains and breadfruit. If slaves were unable to reach the grounds 
in time, root crops such as tania and dasheen would rot. In times like these, the 
needs of the estate were prioritized, intensifying the insecurity of the enslaved.

�e onset of the dry season also a�ected water availability. Activities com-
menced in the dry season—including the harvesting of cane, the crushing of the 
stalks, and the rendering of the cane juice into export products—required con-
siderable water for humans, animals, and machinery. According to Colthurst, it 
took a team of twenty-four people to cut and load two acres of cane in one day, 
“30 where it [cane] is rank and green. It would take a further four to bring the 
canes, ‘not more than a half mile’ to the mill. One person was required to bring 
fuel for the boiling house. A further 33 people worked in the factory on jobs that 
included boilers, stokers, and boatswains.”130 While the amount of precipitation 
in the dry season varied from year to year, enclaves such as Soufriere could receive 
as little as two millimeters of rain between January and June. Planters concerned 
about the lack of groundwater commissioned above-and below-ground cisterns. 
Cisterns were constructed adjacent to the estate house and industrial buildings 
and collected the rain through gutters and channels. Not everyone had access 
to this water. For instance, in nearby Barbados, water collected in cisterns was 
intended for a plantation’s white population, reinforcing distinctions between 
enslaved and free people.131 Planters also used enslaved labor to manipulate land-
scape features to capture and store rainfall. �ese included dry stone terraces to 
retain soil and trap water for sugar cane and ponds that were either excavated or 
enlarged.132 Some of these ponds were also lined with clay and during the dry 
season provided at least some, if not most, water for enslaved people, cattle, and 
machinery. As such, storage and transport of the pond water became essential 
to ensure social reproduction of enslaved peoples.

While many objects were part of peoples’ waterways, hoops from barrels, ce-
ramic vessels, and glass bottles are the only items that leave residues easily recov-
ered in the archaeological record. Of these, bottle glass is the most ubiquitous. 
Bottle glass is statistically the most consistently discarded material culture item 
in contexts associated with enslaved life.133 Villagers used glass bottles for many 
reasons, including holding liquor and infusing the liquid with local herbs for 
medicinal purposes. �ey also curated readily available and fragile wine and case 
bottles to store water. Gabriel Debien noted that the enslaved, who could not af-
ford water jars in Saint-Domingue, used glass bottles to store and serve water.134

In Dominica, the archaeological record of laborer villages occupied between 
1763 and 1830 allows us to look at the collection, distribution, and use of water in 
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Soufriere and Portsmouth. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, estates 
in both enclaves were producing molasses, sugar, and rum for export. �ere were 
critical di�erences in access to groundwater and surface water, and the need to 
manage rainfall, for Bois Cotlette in Soufriere and Sugarloaf in Portsmouth. 
Bois Cotlette’s village was located between one and a half and two and a half 
kilometers from the freshwater springs. Paths taken required a vertical ascent 
or descent of three hundred to ¯ve hundred meters. Anywhere between 25 and 
96 enslaved laborers lived in the estate in the years a¦er the sugar revolution.135

Sugarloaf ’s village was close to many freshwater sources—between twenty and 
two hundred meters. �e village was home to between 137 and 262 enslaved la-
borers. At both estates, slaves were acutely aware of their need for water and the 
e�ects of its insecurity (¯gures 3.3 and 3.4).

Excavations of similar villages produce a suite of materials in common, in-
cluding imported tableware from Europe, a mixture of iron and clay cooking 
pots, tools such as cutlasses and hoes, storage jars for dry goods and liquids, and 
bottle glass. In short, they partially re²ect the many elements of everyday life in 
the Atlantic world, including peoples’ waterways. Because estates in Portsmouth 
and Soufriere employed the same sampling strategy and methods to archaeolog-
ically test the laborer villages, there are comparable sets of evidence to analyze 
how slaves responded to increased insecurity of water. Given bottle glass’s ubiq-
uity and the much denser population at Sugarloaf Estate, it was reasonable to 
assume we would ¯nd nearly twice the amount of bottle glass. Materials recov-
ered from both villages suggest something di�erent, however. At Bois Cotlette, 
subsurface testing produced over twice the weight of bottle glass. Bottles re²ect 
slave strategies to adapt to Soufriere’s dry environment and the distance from the 
villages to fresh water. At Sugarloaf, the enslaved did not face the same levels of 
scarcity. While not a complete picture, bottle glass shows how slaves accommo-
dated for vagaries in rainfall and limitations in surface water and groundwater.

Vital to agricultural production, water was also essential for washing, cook-
ing, and drinking. Durable glass bottles were associated with water storage, 
among other uses, and can help us map the predicaments faced by the enslaved 
who needed to collect, transport, and store water to live. As a durable form of 
material culture, bottle glass density can be used to scrutinize di�erences in 
water security. In Bois Cotlette, which had more bottle glass than Sugarloaf, 
people did not have reliable access to fresh water, an insecurity that might have 
built on and exacerbated existing hierarchies. While the documentary record 
provides some of this story, material remains enable us to understand some of 
the complexities on the ground. Assemblages of objects allow us to understand 
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social relations on plantations, the need to develop innovative strategies to ob-
tain water, the socializing of needs through objects, and the in²uence of those 
objects on daily life.

Conclusion

�e landscape created through the plans of English-speaking elites was truly 
insecure. By linking proprietorship to crops (sugarcane with the British and cof-
fee with the French), linking those crops to soils (sugar cane with lowland soils 
and co�ee with upland soils), and linking the improvement of those soils with 
enslaved labor, William Young was designing political landscapes. In addition 
to complaints quoted above, Stewart and Beech describe other predicaments 
in Dominica, including a slave rebellion, an occupation by France, a ¯re that 
destroyed Roseau in 1781, and devastation following two hurricanes.136 �at hur-
ricanes are mentioned in the same breath as arson, rebellion, and war highlights 
that there is little distinction between natural and political when lives and live-
lihoods are made insecure.

Because water inscribes itself in the archaeological record in economic, met-
abolic, and symbolic ways, waterways allow an examination of slavery’s predic-
aments and the assemblages of politics, economy, body, and culture they gener-
ated. In Dominica, the e�ects of changes to the land, including deforestation, 
soil erosion, and the amount and quality of surface water and groundwater, 
unfolded slowly and without spectacle. �ey may have been glossed as a con-
sequence of intense wet seasons, harsh dry seasons, and unpredictable weather 
events such as hurricanes. Similarly, the population explosion, while sudden, was 
di¾cult to see in its entirety from the perspective of any one place. Ultimately, 
few people on the island lived long enough to see the unfolding of the sugar 
revolution and feel its e�ects. Instead, the slow violence was embodied in the 
changing quality of water, and the greater distances people had to travel to get it. 
�ese changes a�ected those who were bound to the land through enslavement 
more severely than those they labored for.
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Great Market day tout les nègres venent dans la ville & venent lesque-
les ils ont.  .  .  . Negroes Dance to song & Drum excellent time & 
Men women & Children join together in agreeable variety. At Dr. 
Clarks Door, 30 Mallatoes [sic] & Gentlemen standing on street 
watching Polly Clark [his wife], who was elegantly dressed in 
�ame coloured silk Jacket trimmed with blue Ribband and rose. 
Belt of Ribbands in same still. Excellent Beed Bracelet for Wrists 
with large medal in each. Head covered gracefully with napkin like 
Highland Crutch but far more gracefully put on with a Rose inside 
of [it]. Mr. Carson —has child 5 months old to a handsome black 
Girl of Dr. Clarks a native of Antigua—it is Mallatoe a Girl—he 
does not own it.

—Journal of Jonathan Troup, August 17, 1789

F or a newcomer like Jonathan Troup, a weekly market—which 
was part commercial space and part social scene—was vaguely familiar. 
Roseau sat upon the alluvial fan, along which were substantial wooden 

buildings, masonry warehouses, and factories lining the roads. Shabby houses, 
made of either planks or a wooden lattice plastered with daub, sat at the periph-
eries of those buildings. Alongside the warehouses on the coastal strip, small 
dugout §shing boats rested on the beach. To the south of the town was a large 
fort commissioned by Governor Young in 1770. It housed the second-largest 
garrison of troops and bore the recognizable bastions and sloped walls typical of 
contemporary forti§cations. From this vantage, a soldier could clearly see Sou-
friere. «e market square and the small canoes served as infrastructure crucial 
to the colony’s success but nevertheless were poorly documented.

Goods traded in the market came from distant shores in the Atlantic and 
Indian Oceans, or from the provision grounds of estates in the Roseau River Val-
ley. Polly Clark’s fashionable accessories spoke to a robust trade that Dominica 
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had with the outside world, and the desire by Britain to control it. While illus-
trating relationships between groups di²erently positioned in a deeply strati§ed 
society, they also spoke to complex interactions beyond Dominica. «e “High-
land Crutch” was a tignon. In Louisiana, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Domi-
nica, women tied a square of fabric on their heads in particular ways to convey 
information such as age, marital status, or other hidden messages.1 «is fabric, 
along with the silk ribbons, was readily available through French merchants 
from Martinique. «e silk itself and the cotton cloth, known as madras, were 
imported through European ports in the Indian Ocean. Troup’s knowledge of 
French served him well as he haggled over prices of goods sold by enslaved la-
borers. Troup frequently purchased cra·s made and surplus provisions grown 
by them during their “free” time. He could also purchase goods from overseas, 
including §ddle strings and §ne fabrics. While some of these goods wound up 
in these markets through perfectly legal channels, some speak to other kinds of 
trade, less well documented, but nonetheless important for the everyday life of 
the colony. Accounts such as Troup’s prompt the questions: To what degree did 
political and social boundaries a²ect the mobility of goods? Moreover, how did 
the mobility of goods beyond these boundaries shape an individual’s identity?

Mobility became a principal predicament of enslavement, as it structured 
the geographies of subsistence and trade in the Eastern Caribbean. «e mapped 
networks presented here connected the regulated villages of Soufriere, Ports-
mouth, and beyond through goods le· behind. «e plans of English-speaking 
elites and their materialization in the Dominican landscape altered some of 
the fundamental structures of subsistence and trade in Dominica. By investing 
in lucrative, yet risky, cash crops, planters reduced the number of acres upon 
which food was grown before 1763, and moved food cultivation to distant and 
hilly plots in the forested interior of the island. «e method of self-provisioning 
enacted through laws promulgated by colonial legislatures was premised on a 
degree of mobility by the enslaved. Enslaved laborers moved from poorly scru-
tinized parts of the interior to commercial centers in Roseau, Portsmouth, and 
neighboring islands. In the markets, they came in contact with other plantation 
workers, members of the plantocracy, merchants from Dominica and other is-
lands, and townsfolk—both free and enslaved. «is system, which emerged in 
situ, stretched the geography of slave life well beyond the plantation through 
which it was typically de§ned, and to places they weren’t always meant to be. 
In the forested interior, they might have commercial and social exchanges with 
workers from other plantations and people, like maroons, who secured their 
freedom by �eeing the plantation and making a living in the forested interior.
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«e other side of the predicament was the kinds of social infrastructure it 
created. Waterways connected slaves in enclaves of Dominica with each other 
and neighboring islands and shaped regional markets and the peripheral �ow of 
objects. Social relations created through social action and interaction refashion 
social idioms, including slavery or kinship, and the relationships they promote 
over time and space. As access to fresh water became increasingly limited, peo-
ple relied on objects and features to capture, store, and distribute water to meet 
metabolic demands. Enslaved laborers relied on regional markets both to gen-
erate capital and to obtain vessels to capture, store, and distribute water. Glass 
bottles, ceramic vessels, gourds, and calabashes needed for storage cost money for 
enslaved laborers, and required an investment of time. Central to transporting 
such objects, waterways also circulated the shared meanings and taxonomies of 
water these objects carried.

Predicament of Mobility

We have seen that people faced a predicament when they competed with indus-
try for land and its resources, including water. Slavery’s predicament, governed 
by market regulations and principled arguments, can emerge only when land and 
its resources become limited goods. But the emergence of land and its resources 
as limited goods is not enough to impart the kind of governance that distin-
guishes slavery’s predicament and makes its violence so pernicious. Only when a 
person is forced to break the law, with corporal or capital implications, to make 
a living can the violence reproduce itself. In these conditions, the settlements 
described in the previous chapter and the people who lived on them relied on 
overlapping commercial networks to feed themselves, furnish their households, 
and accumulate wealth. Latitude to employ the networks to feed, furnish, and 
accumulate wealth was limited for a vast majority of Caribbean people, and the 
specter of violence was ever present.

«e cost of reproduction was externalized for plantation owners by relying, 
at least partially, on slaves to grow their food and furnish their households. As 
political scientist Isabella Bakker argues, the boundary created between produc-
tion and social reproduction makes §rms pro§table by externalizing the costs 
of food, shelter, clothing, and health care.2 Feminist approaches to commod-
ity chain analysis have demonstrated the necessity for locating such expenses 
in nonwage labor of households and “informal” economies.3 Scholars here are 
not so much thinking of slavery when they employ “nonwage” labor. Rather, 
they describe work unaccounted for in the formal economy.4 «e cost of social 
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reproduction was mainly borne through the unaccounted labor of slaves, both 
male and female. «is relationship between unaccounted labor and reproduc-
tion was a common element in the Atlantic World and was a feature that linked 
both wage and enslaved laborers, and required mobility.5 I add to this point by 
arguing that the predicament of mobility was not the only cost borne by slaves. 
Provisioning incurred risk of punishment and reprisal as such unexpected econ-
omies brought workers into legally fraught places and interactions.

«e o¿cial laws that supported the sugar revolution reduced access to food 
that was traded and eaten by enslaved and free people living in Dominica and 
neighboring islands. In some cases, the commerce through which the enslaved 
sold their food or made a living meant that someone had to transgress a political 
boundary. Lines, drawn on maps at the conclusion of treaties, created political 
boundaries. «ese boundaries, while ideological impositions on the landscape, 
had a material e²ect on the way goods circulated. From the perspective of trade 
regimes and the customs o¿cers that documented the �ow of goods in these 
changing regimes, these boundaries blinked in and out of existence as new trea-
ties were passed. «ese boundaries also a²ected the way the circulation of goods 
was documented. Regimentation of trade made whole populations subject to 
the vagaries of maritime tra¿c and local political shi·s, unevenly distributing 
vulnerability and risk.

Borders that Blink
Colonies are more than physical territory and the people attached to it. «ey are 
a constellation of ambitions by actors located in various imperial spaces. Con-
structed as sought-a·er places, colonies, as imagined by multiple actors in met-
ropolitan drawing rooms, were also lived by those forced to resolve the predic-
aments those imaginations created. As sites of improvised forms of governance 
and trade, some colonies are best characterized as “rogue.”6 For their marginal-
ized residents, colonies presented a series of predicaments in everyday life that 
needed to be resolved. Historical anthropologists have mapped the di²erences 
between imperial prescriptions and daily life on the margins to understand how 
colonies operated in practice.7

For more than three thousand years, the channel between Dominica and 
Martinique represented a causeway of people and goods. Even when European 
treatises imposed o¿cial neutrality on islands where England, France, and In-
digenous people vied for control, this did not discourage trade with contested 
islands or European settlement. In 1674, Grenada and St. Lucia were made de-
pendencies of Martinique. «e French followed suit with Dominica in 1728, 
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when the governor installed a commandant in Roseau. «is move signaled a 
formalization of casual colonization of the island by poor whites and free blacks, 
extending l’Exclusif to include Dominica. At the same time, Béké in Martinique 
guarded their monopoly, prohibiting the establishment of sugar estates on Dom-
inica. «e Béké were a rari§ed planter elite with enormous political sway over 
the social, political, and economic climate of the French islands. «ey encour-
aged the cultivation of provisions for the ordinaire and other, more experimen-
tal crops, such as co²ee. «is casual colony ampli§ed the exports of established 
colonies and some families who maintained properties on both islands, while 
simultaneously augmenting the internal economy with food and other goods 
required to reproduce the population. When Britain annexed Dominica in 1763, 
a political boundary blinked into existence, creating new frictions. When France 
wrested control of the island during the American Revolution in 1778, the bor-
der blinked out. When the Treaty of Paris (1783) returned the island to Britain, 
the boundary blinked back into existence. Boundaries blinking into existence 
created new hazards for those who relied on the exchange of goods across them 
in everyday life.

Archaeologists interested in political space and ancient and early-modern 
empires have troubled models in which territory was part and parcel of em-
pires.8 Conventions of depicting ancient states as bounded territories entail 
assumptions about how space was experienced, represented, and imagined in 
past empires.9 Although borders certainly existed, agents in a variety of positions 
vis-à-vis power had a complicated relationship with borders. Social archaeology 
has o²ered a particularly e²ective way to describe the "multiplicity of political 
strategies, as well as anecdotes of contemporary ambitions" in political space.10

Territorial control and its implications for daily life also vary considerably, but 
are always framed through relations of power. In short, not all borders are equal 
in their visibility or contemporary application. In cases where borders are meant 
to signal contiguous and de§ned territorial claims, such as early-modern empires 
controlled by the Dutch, British, and French, most recognize that borders were 
�uid and porous.

Maps were one way that empires represented political boundaries and regimes 
of control.11 Ideally, the maps documented boundaries, aided in territorial ne-
gotiation, and symbolized the “economic fortunes at stake” for the bureaucrat, 
adversary, and well-informed metropolitan reader.12 Cartographers working 
through the eighteenth century started to amass topographic details and draw 
atlases, o·en under the patronage of their respective crowns. Maps published in 
Paris and London divided the Eastern Caribbean into Spanish, Dutch, English, 
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French, and neutral islands. According to these maps, disputed islands such as 
Dominica could be the sovereign territory of more than one nation. Treaties at 
the conclusions of war putatively stabilized these boundaries, though not every 
community viewed such territories as settled accounts. «e §rm of «omas Jef-
ferys was primarily responsible for drawing maps of Britain’s overseas territories 
during and a·er the Seven Years’ War.13 «e publisher’s maps could be found in 
the Gentlemen’s Magazine, the published histories, and, surprisingly, the refer-
ence materials of opposing French o¿cers. Although not indicative of any sin-
gle imperial intention, they did represent a particular imagination born in the 
metropole that framed the space in which both the planting elite and enslaved 
laborers experienced island colonies.

In 1763, cartographers imposed something that never existed before on the 
channels between Dominica and the French islands of Guadeloupe and Mart-
inique—a border. «ese channels formed a de facto boundary that ideally reg-
ulated the movement of goods, people, and ideas. For those who transported 
goods, the possibility of making money was abundant. Colonizing discourses 
surrounding the annexation of Dominica emphasized two primary concerns: 
production of goods based on slavery and the sale of manufactured goods 
through markets. William Young, as governor of the island, worried about il-
licit commerce among island residents. In his pamphlet, he asserted that because 
Dominica was “In the track of vessels from our [British] leeward islands . . . it is 
admirably well suited for commerce; and contiguous as it were to the French, is 
ever open to the prostitution of clandestine trade.”14 «e border created a pre-
dicament for those relying on mobility for social reproduction. It was di¿cult to 
cross channels, evade the scrutiny of customs o¿cers, and move cargo safely. For 
some, getting caught meant a §ne and con§scation of goods. For others, it could 
mean death. It was a trip not to be taken lightly. Yet, such trade was necessary.

Two and a half centuries of European commercial engagement in the East-
ern Caribbean set the stage for this border and the predicaments it created for 
those living on the ground. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
borders gained increasing salience as the mechanism through which European 
metropoles explained and promoted their commercial interests. An assemblage 
of policies referred to then and now as mercantilism included monopolizing 
trade in staples, limiting intercolonial trade, forbidding trade with foreign ves-
sels, and imposing high tari²s on foreign goods. Mercantilism was well suited 
for colonial empires, but with some alterations.15 «e motivation behind these 
legislative mechanisms was economic rather than cultural; proponents hoped 
to maximize the export market for British goods and to minimize potential 
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competition from the colonies.16 Windward islands had long coastlines and 
numerous anchorages, which brought many plantations within easy reach of 
shipping. «is simple geographic feature of islands such as Dominica insinuated 
their denizens and produce into a globalized empire in a way that steam engines 
and railroads made possible on continents a century later.

«e French created an assemblage of policies aimed to restrict trade between 
France and its new overseas territories.17 Jean-Baptiste Colbert, the minister 
of §nance under Louis XIV, created the initial framework for l’Exclusif in the 
seventeenth century.18 French West Indian farms and plantations were to trade 
sugar, cotton, and tobacco to France through the Compagnie �ançaise pour le 
commerce des Indes occidentales, formed in 1665 for this very reason.19 In 1717, 
laws enacted through the Crown’s Lettres Patentes proscribed any foreign trade 
and restricted trade to a limited number of ports.20 A 1727 patent added severe 
punishments for merchants engaging in trade with New England.21 «ese laws 
bene§ted some towns, including St. Pierre and Basse-Terre, and impaired trade 
in Fort-Royal (Fort-de-France a·er the French Revolution) and Pointe-à-Pitre.22 

While Martinique and Guadeloupe jealously guarded their exclusive franchise 
of the sugar market, they simultaneously took advantage of the demand for sugar 
cane’s by-products in New England.23 «e trade with these foreign ports threat-
ened l’Exclusif ’s integrity.

For their part, the English structured their mercantile engagement with the 
Atlantic world through three parliamentary acts: the Navigation Act (1660), 
the Staple Act (1663), and the Plantation Duty Act (1673). «e Navigation Act 
provided a legal monopoly over trade within the empire. Parliament repealed 
the act in 1849, though laws passed in 1766 and 1825 weakened these monop-
olies.24 «ese laws governed tra¿c from a metropolitan point of view, so these 
acts were re-articulated into particular legal and social contexts. Acting through 
a combination of prohibitions and tari²s, these laws regulated production and 
commerce with the American colonies, between those colonies and others, and 
with England and Europe. Advocates asserted that the mercantile system ben-
e§ted England by providing valuable botanical commodities and sumptuary 
goods while at the same time securing a putatively closed colonial market. «e 
expanding English sugar market became a virtual monopoly for planters in Ja-
maica, Barbados, and the Leeward and Windward Islands. It also made England 
the sole entrepôt for the European sugar trade.

«ose in the colonies positioned to pro§t from the growth in sugar demand 
did not always adhere to the letter of the law.25 Sugar from Barbados and St. 
Kitts was sold to neighboring Dutch and French islands, thus increasing the 
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returns planters enjoyed on those islands.26 By the §rst quarter of the eighteenth 
century, the direction of trade was reversed. French sugar found its way into 
English markets through St. Kitts and Barbados, e²ectively depressing their 
returns and increasing the cost to provision a plantation.27 Grocers and confec-
tioners in London conspired to reduce sugar’s cost. Finally, the North American 
colonies reduced their tax burden by purchasing molasses, used in distilling rum, 
from foreign parts. «ese e²orts highlight the weakness of mercantile regimes 
and exposed overseas subjects to §nancial risk.

Another, subtler, transformation took place. Island assemblies, primarily pop-
ulated by merchants in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, came to be 
dominated by planters who fought to protect their interests. «e preamble of the 
Barbados Act of 1715 notes, “divers Persons in this Island have of late imported, 
or caused to be imported, great Quantities of Sugar, Molasses, Rum, Cotton, 
Ginger, and Alloes, from Martinique, or other Places not under His Majesty's 
Subjection and Government; which lessen the Value of the Manufacture of this 
Island . . .”28 «e Leeward Islands passed an act in Antigua that limited direct 
trade with Guadeloupe and Martinique.29 Local power translated into metro-
politan in�uence through an increasingly powerful class of absentee planters, 
such as William Beckford, and agents acting on their behalf in London. Both 
cultivated friendships with politicians, published pamphlets, and submitted ev-
idence to parliamentary committees.30 Planters adapted the Navigation Acts to 
the demands of the market to protect their monopoly in the wake of growing 
pressure from French sugar interests.31 For example, in 1733 the exporting of 
sugar to England, as well as to foreign countries and from one colony to another, 
was rendered illegal. Titled the Molasses Act, this legislation imposed a tax of six 
pence per gallon on imports from non-English territories.32

In 1766, the British Parliament passed the Free Port Act.33 «is act opened 
four ports in Jamaica and two ports in Dominica to trade with the Spanish and 
French, respectively. «e act allowed agricultural produce from the region, in-
cluding cotton and sugar, to be imported into Dominica’s two ports and then 
sold to Britain.34 Lancashire cotton mills wishing to increase their business 
needed more signi§cant volumes of cotton, grown solely in the West Indies at this 
moment, and Bristol sugar re§ners wanted to expand the amount of produce they 
could re-export.35 Opening Dominica’s port also allowed merchants to expand 
commerce, including the lucrative slave trade, to the French islands and beyond.36

British foodstu²s, glass, iron, ceramics, and other manufactured goods were sup-
posed to be transshipped to French merchants for use in Guadeloupe and Mart-
inique. Advocates believed that this act supported Scottish commercial interests 
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as they gained increasing prominence in the British Empire.37 It had the added 
bene§t of aggravating Spanish and French colonial interests and giving Domi-
nica’s agricultural sector a jump-start by boosting its “on-the-books” exports.38

Trade regimes had real-world implications for the ways that boundaries were 
experienced in Dominica. In some of these cases, these alternating sovereign-
ties presented an opportunity. Because British trading policy was more open 
than l’Exclusif, planters in Martinique believed that they could sell their sugar 
on Britain’s more open market at a higher price.39 Shipping returns recorded 
between 1787 and 1809 illustrate how the act stabilized boundaries between col-
onies.40 Between those years, customs o¿cials arrived by British and foreign ves-
sels carrying American, Danish, Dutch, French, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swed-
ish �ags. «e vessels arriving in those ports ranged in size from single-masted 
sloops of approximately 25 tons to square-rigged ships of 750 tons. While these 
distinctions were important for customs o¿cials because of the number of tons 
their holds carried, quantifying that volume based on these documents is di¿-
cult.41 Vessels arriving in Dominica came directly from ports in Europe, North 
America, South America, and the Caribbean (table 4.1). Items in their holds 
included everything from a silver table service, which most likely adorned the 
table of some merchant or planter, to rough spun cloth slave owners supplied to 
the enslaved laborers.

«e British maintained a monopoly over much of the trade from Europe, 
Asia, and Africa and shared that monopoly with American vessels. Boats arriv-
ing from South American and Caribbean ports �ew a variety of �ags (table 4.2). 
British and American vessels (which custom o¿cials did not consider foreign) 
held a monopoly on rice (153), corn (135), �our (306), beef (295), wine (183), gin 
(51), pipes (99), lumber (247), bricks (63), nails (61), staves (262), hoops (134), and 
iron pots (26). Working on the behalf of resident and absentee planters, agents 
in London, Bristol, and Cork—the three main ports feeding this trade—pur-
chased these items.42

Watercra· �ying French �ags were the most signi§cant competitors in the 
Caribbean trade, while ships �ying Spanish �ags were the dominant traders with 
ports in New Grenada, Suriname, and the Guyanas. Vessels �ying the French 
�ag carried cotton, livestock, cocoa, and wood in decreasing frequency of arriv-
als. «e Spanish moved livestock, cocoa, hardwood, and cotton. It appears that 
these vessels were using Dominica as a secondary market for goods produced in 
their home colonies by taking advantage of Roseau’s and Portsmouth’s free port 
status. Importantly, it seems that smaller English vessels carried items such as 
co²ee (54) and sugar (149) from the French Antilles to Roseau’s port, while the 
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French and Spanish concentrated on other goods.43 «ese documents do not 
appear to capture the entire story. Instead, the records show that French vessels 
carried little in the way of export commodities, listing cotton as the predom-
inant cargo. «is pattern could mean that either French ships mostly moved 
cotton in actuality or that cotton was listed to disguise what French ships were 
carrying. Captains aimed such subterfuge at British customs o¿cials, and, to 
avoid excise taxes, French customs o¿cials. A·er all, France was as protective of 
its franchise in exporting commodities as Britain.

Both customs records and narrative accounts detail how borders drawn by Jef-
ferys on maps of the Eastern Caribbean blinked in and out of existence. Durable 
trade partnerships between islands, extended family networks, and the inability 
of any one island or power to meet the needs of its inhabitants meant that peo-
ple engaged in commerce that circumvented the mercantile relationships upon 
which plantation economies were premised. Some of these economic interac-
tions went beyond island boundaries.

Mobile Assemblages

To consider why political transition had such far-reaching impacts, it is nec-
essary to consider the political landscape and its implication for the �ow of 
food and goods. Political landscapes comprise imagined spatial representations, 

US UK DN NL FR SP SW Prize Total

Africa 2 90 92

Asia 1 1

Caribbean 45 972 40 22 675 22 72 1 1,849

Europe 16 283 1 1 301

N. America 159 228 3 4 1 395

S. America 13 1 10 12 47 83

Other 19 53 2 1 12 87

Total 241 1,639 41 32 693 75 73 14 2,808

Table 4.1. Arrivals of ships in Dominica between 1787 and 1809, listed by  
continent of origin and �ag of the vessel

Note: Flags represent the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK), Denmark (DN), 
Netherlands (NL), France (FR), Spain (SP), and Sweden (SW). “Prize” refers to a vessel that 
has been captured by the British Royal Navy from a belligerent power (most likely France).
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experiences of the things and people that move across space, and the sensibilities 
of actors to the meaning of that space.44 As a spatial imagination, boundaries 
on maps can be understood as historically contingent and porous in practice. 
«ey also represent a political and economic reality. Rather than being a static 
backdrop for social life, or a dimension of subjective experience illegible through 
archaeological means, space emerges in the relationship between objects, bodies, 
and places. «irty years of historical archaeology have made one thing clear: it 
is di¿cult to infer the direction of in�uence between metropole and colony, 
between political authorities and subjects, and between the relatively power-
ful and the relatively powerless. «at being said, archaeologists have also shown 
that the �ow of people and things, as well as the conceptions of that movement, 
facilitated, shaped, and entangled shared practices.45 Mapping those practices 
rendered through political discourse, space becomes a primary unit of analysis 
in understanding power.

«e markets Troup observed were vaguely familiar but not identical to those 
he was acquainted with in Scotland. He could get many of the same goods that 
he found in Aberdeen, but some of the items had a di²erent in�ection. Mar-
kets were an assemblage of economic exchanges, networks, and relationships. 
Markets, as assemblages, beckon, in part, to the way archaeologists work with 
individual materials to consider composite materials and place them within a 
matrix of time and space. In addition to the permanent features that accom-
panied the sugar revolution, the plantation was also an assemblage of smaller 
things: household furnishings, items of clothing and adornment, and cooking 
utensils. «is material record can be recovered, if only partially, from factories, 
§elds, and villages that constituted the plantation. Iron pans and steel blades, 
maize and wheat, ceramic vessels and glass containers—all have an archaeologi-
cal signature. Importantly, each of these items signals di²erent circuits of goods, 
some of which are better documented than others.

Boundaries that Wink
While a border existed between Dominica and its neighboring islands, creating 
legal and economic friction, Eric Taglicozzo notes that maritime boundaries 
instituted in colonial southeast Asia were notoriously “porous.”46 For colonial 
powers, many residents of the archipelago had been highly mobile for centuries 
before the drawing of lines on the map. In transgressing boundaries, merchants 
were merely activating social, religious, and trading networks that had existed 
in Southeast Asia for centuries. Attempts to enforce the boundaries through 
military force, and legitimize the boundaries through laws and treatises, did 
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not dissolve the trade so much as signal the failure of imagination on the part of 
colonial powers. Boundaries that wink in and out of existence depend entirely 
on one’s legal and social position in colonial society. «is was certainly the case 
in Dominica. In the case of borders that winked around Dominica, meaningful 
structures included the legal and social structures, which allowed some to cross 
boundaries with impunity, and others with great risk. «us the specter of vio-
lence unequally shadowed those who transgressed these boundaries in order to 
live in colonial Dominica.

Take the contraband trade in humans essential to the success of sugar estates. 
Slaves were purchased and transported across colonial boundaries. «e rise in 
the agricultural industry became the basis for the mushrooming growth in the 
port. It became one of many loci for the intra-Caribbean slave trade.47 Slave ships 
brought some of the 100,000 captive Africans to Dominica’s shores, many of 
whom remained on the island. «e average population of enslaved workers be-
tween 1763 and 1834 was 20,000. At Sugarloaf in Portsmouth, 85 percent of the 
137 enslaved laborers in 1817 were from somewhere other than Dominica. «e 
majority, 39, were listed as natives of St. John in the Danish West Indies; 19 were 
from Africa, and the remainder were from Montserrat and Nevis. Di²erent colo-
nial regimes had di²erent laws regarding the status of human beings as property. 
Such interisland trade in humans was common and part of everyday discourse, 
even if it took place beyond the boundaries of legality.48 It infringed on the mo-
nopoly of the state to control trade. Unlike other contraband, smuggling people, 
according to Karras, introduced signi§cant risk to an island.49 Knowledge of 
other colonies and the political struggles of slaves in them might create unwel-
come unrest in the new home. Smuggling humans undermined the colony from 
which the person was taken by depriving it of revenue from taxes and the labor 
of that person. It also meant that displacement was a constant predicament for 
an enslaved laborer. For the enslaved, investment in the provision grounds, social 
ties, and everyday life could be disrupted at a moment’s notice.

Numerous island contingencies arose, leaving colonial subjects to employ 
local and regional markets to resolve shortcomings of mercantile arrangements. 
Colonial subjects could take advantage of free ports like Dutch St. Eustatius 
(Geoctroyeerde Westindische Compagnie) and Danish St. «omas. Unsurpris-
ingly, much of the tra¿c entering Dominica between 1763 and 1807 was from 
ports in St. Eustatius and St. «omas under Swedish, Danish, and Dutch �ags. 
«ey were �ags of convenience during three decades of near-constant war, when 
carrying a French or British �ag made one a target for privateers.50 Purchasing 
contraband became a de facto method of provisioning for many island residents 
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by 1763, and Dominica had been an important part of that story.51 Young’s son, 
Sir William Young the second, wrote about governing diverse populations of 
enslaved laborers, foreign nationals, free people of color, poor whites, and a plan-
tocracy that o·en worked at cross-purposes to the colonial enterprise. «ese di-
verse actors sought goods that ful§lled individual tastes, desires, and foodways, 
which the imposition of new trade regimes hindered. «ey also had economic 
relationships of their own that extended to nearby, yet foreign, shores.

«e Kalinago continued to ply the channels between the Eastern Caribbean 
islands.52 «ere was a small and dispersed community of people identi§ed as 
“Carib” in St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Grenada, and Guadeloupe throughout much of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth century.53 French and English writers emphasized 
their mobility and attachments between islands of di²erent imperial powers. 
In 1825, one French administrator in Guadeloupe described a family living in 
Anse-Bertrand who identi§ed descendants in St. Vincent and Dominica.54 «is 
interisland mobility was of considerable concern.

French subjects who stayed on the island maintained commercial interests in 
foreign islands. Belligny and Bellot, for instance, supported §nancial interests 
in Martinique, including properties and slaves, even though they resided in the 
British colony of Dominica. Inter- and intraisland interactions could be mapped 
through local notaries in St. Pierre and Fort-Royal.55 Planters used notaries in 
Le Marigot, Macouba, and Le Prêcheur, Martinique, to §le marriages between 
slaves, land transactions, and §nancial arrangements in Dominica. It is likely 
that parties to these arrangements employed free and enslaved peoples to move 
themselves and their goods between islands. French administrators were con-
cerned that enslaved peoples of African descent moved on the waterways linking 
islands and inlets of Guadeloupe, using pirogues containing sugar, personal por-
table possessions, dry goods, and furnishings.56 «ey composed so much of the 
commercial infrastructure that governor Orde was apprehensive about French 
residents on Dominica. He worried that they conspired with merchants in Mar-
tinique and Guadeloupe to smuggle goods and sugar between islands.57

Impounded items illustrate some of the objects considered contraband. In 
1764, Andrew Dewar, the Collector of Customs in Dominica, inspected and 
seized goods from several warehouses in Roseau. Parcels of both French and 
English subjects contained cotton clothes, silk shoes and slippers, men’s leather 
shoes, silk and cotton fabrics, thin canvas, silk umbrellas, lace, tea, and ham-
mocks.58 Many French planters used such trade to expand their fortunes, selling 
island produce to British and French agents alike. British merchants frequently 
protested French residents who imported goods and paid for them with the sale 
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of French sugar, which they then rebranded as British.59 While strictly legal, 
the merchants were upset because such transactions upended the intent of the 
Free Port Act.

Contraband trade was also incredibly important for ordinary people. It is 
for this reason that any interruption in contraband trade met with considerable 
opposition. In 1789, Governor John Orde and his customs o¿cer ordered sol-
diers to board a vessel carrying shingles from North America and con§scate the 
goods. Shingles were necessary for repairing houses and building new ones. Orde 
stated, “A·er some ill treatment and injurious language, [the customs o¿cer] 
was thrown into the sea, where his Loaded Musket which had been wrested from 
him in the Ship, presented to him and twice snapped without e²ect.” «e fol-
lowing year white residents protested a·er John Blair had told customs o¿cers 
about the “smuggling of prohibited or uncostumed [contraband] goods”—one 
of a few instances of civil protests led by whites.60 «e mob found Blair, who had 
taken shelter in Fort Shirley. «ey proceeded to tar and feather him. «en “the 
soldiers who were endeavouring to save the man retired making use of the most 
insolent and daring languages.”61

Jonathan Troup’s journal is particularly helpful in understanding daily trans-
actions involving foreign goods. As a physician and amateur collector, Troup 
kept notes on items for sale in the market, including food and cra·s, what he 
paid for them, and sometimes even the context of their use. He carried on long 
conversations with other residents, discussing the cost of items and their relative 
quality. For example, one of the planters who employed Troup, Mr. Kemp at 
Bath Estate, complained about the price of hats in Martinique. At the same time, 
Mr. Kemp stood to pro§t o² selling such hats, which were small, but because of 
ornate gold brocade, cost four dollars. «at same day he met a “genteel, polite” 
merchant who traded primarily with the French. «is gentleman could pro§t 
signi§cantly from trading people. Troup stated, “he has an Excellent stately b[l]
ack [dear-skin hat] which he paid 14 Joes for; Mr. Kemp says he’ll carry her to 
Guadeloupe & then make his 36 joes.”62

«e currencies employed in everyday transactions provide one a sense of the 
cosmopolitan nature of Dominican commerce. Troup mentions the Spanish dol-
lar and the Portuguese joe in addition to pounds, shillings, and pence. French 
currency was also employed. In September, he sketched a “French bit” he used to 
purchase a bird, presumably hunted in the interior of the island. «is coin was 
likely used interchangeably with the other bits in circulation. «e Spanish dollar, 
while not the coin of the realm, was the most common currency in circulation 
during the last half of the eighteenth century. «ere was an o¿cial exchange rate 
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set in 1704, where one dollar was equivalent to §·y-six pence. «e value �uctu-
ated widely between colonies. In Dominica, one bit (one eighth of a dollar) was 
worth one shilling.63 Portuguese coins were called “joes” and “half-joes” a·er the 
Portuguese King Johannes V. «e value of this currency is hard to determine, 
but it was worth more than a Spanish dollar, and by 1834 it was worth eight US 
dollars.64

Enslaved workers who had lived on the island before annexation and those 
who were brought to the island a·er the sugar revolution commenced also en-
gaged in commerce. Essential actors in these markets were the set of vendors, 
usually women, who made a living from the informal economy. For example, 
in describing free and enslaved women who lived in Roseau, Troup remarked, 
“«ey love always to be spending money and buying di²erent commodities 
[including] lawn [a kind of §ne linen], linen, gause, calligo and they sell it at 
great pro§t and sometimes make of money if they have good management & 
know what will suit the times.”65 From the subsequent text, it appears that these 
women constituted a speci§c role in the market: that of a huckster. «roughout 
the British West Indies, they were o·en described as dissonant to colonial soci-
ety by contemporary writers.66 Female hucksters participated in the marketing 
of provisions, and sometimes took on other types of work as domestic servants, 
washerwomen, or work where sex was conscripted. An anonymous writer, iden-
tifying himself as a resident, described Dominican hucksters: “«e hucksters 
are furnished by their masters with baskets or trays, containing . . . crockery or 
glassware, §nery for ladies, jewelry, fruit, pickles, sweetmeats, cakes &c. All of 
these are counted over, and priced.”67 «ese street vendors could be enslaved or 
free and became indispensable in the colony.68

«e geographic reach of these market activities was extensive. Objects moved 
well beyond the shores where they were grown, made, or imported initially. For 
example, one observer in Barbados remarked:

From these people [hucksters] eatables, wearables, jewelry, and dry 
goods, of all sorts, may be purchased; but those things we §nd most ready 
sale, are pickles, preserves, with fruit, sweetmeats, oil noyau, anisette, 
eau-de-cologne, toys, ribbons, handkerchiefs, and other little knick-knacks, 
exported from Martinique.69

«is observation provides important insight, because historians suggest the 
French Antilles (Martinique and Guadeloupe) were under-provisioned. Sub-
sistence needs were met through a system of cabotage and intercoastal trade. 
Manufactured goods and supplies imported to—and sugar, co²ee, and cotton 
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exported from—the remaining islands were channeled through St. Pierre, Mar-
tinique.70 Historians propose that in addition to permitted cabotage trade, illicit 
contraband with other European ships and colonies helped to meet the needs 
of everyday life.71

«e markets also extended well into the interior, to the island’s signi§cant 
maroon community. Maroons began to inhabit the island well before the Brit-
ish took over Dominica in 1763. «e island was a refuge for those crossing the 
channels from Guadeloupe and Martinique and escaping captivity on the early 
estates set up during French rule. Take the estate that grew out of the Jesuit 
mission established earlier in the century. A·er the French le· the region, those 
once enslaved retreated to the woods and hills surrounding Grand Bay, most 
likely present day Petite Savanne.72 «ere, “they were joined from time to time 
[by enslaved laborers seeking refuge] from other estates,” wrote «omas At-
wood. He continues, “«ey secreted themselves for a number of years, formed 
companies under di²erent chiefs, built good houses, and planted gardens in the 
woods.” «ere they raised, “poultry, hogs, and other small stock . . . and [with] 
what they got from negros they had intercourse with on the plantations, they 
lived very comfortably, and were seldom disturbed in their haunts.”73

Transcripts from trials of runaway slaves compiled by Polly Pattullo are partic-
ularly useful here.74 «ese accounts were taken in the a·ermath of a maroon war 
in the 1810s. Much of the detail recorded in the trials—including the location 
of runaway camps, the manner of subsistence, and the establishment of intent—
was never intended to be used in an analysis of labor and livelihood, but proves 
important in our overall understanding of the environment. Of the §·y-nine 
trials documented in this study, twelve slaves were brought up on charges of 
having associated with runaways providing them gunpowder, tobacco, and salt 
§sh.75 «e trials document three forms of goods circulating among slaves and 
maroons in the Dominica uplands: goods for sale, gi·s for which return was not 
expected, and a particular type of reciprocity in which a calculation of labor and 
goods was equated. Take, for example, a trial on May 22, 1814. According to the 
testimony of one runaway, Robin, he and a compatriot visited enslaved villagers 
at Woodford Hill Estate in the northeast of the island. «ere they provided the 
enslaved with giant ditch frog and agoutis (a large rodent) in return for salt, salt 
§sh, and mackerel.76

«ese transactions were not isolated. Joe, who worked on Cubbin estate in St. 
George Parish, like most slaves, had patches of land to grow provisions. Accord-
ing to transcripts from trials on March 6, 1814, Joe o·en received visitors: run-
away slaves, one of whom—Elephant—was the leader.77 According to witnesses, 
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while there, Joe o²ered hospitality, having one member of the house cook “vict-
uals” for them. He went to market, in Roseau, to buy salt, tobacco, and salt §sh. 
«e runaways gave Joe wahwahs (wild yams). Joe hid the wahwahs in the house 
to use them to trade for tobacco in the market. On a di²erent occasion, Robin 
and his compatriot worked the provision ground of the prisoner. In exchange, 
he gave him some provisions to sell in the market and he returned some of the 
proceeds. «ese transactions were not just pecuniary. «ey included acts of com-
mensality. Transactions were initiated with a meal of “boiled victuals” of “boiled 
salt §sh and plantains,” and concluded with future arrangements. When the 
accused did not have the provision to give immediately in return for the labor, 
they agreed “he would come and bring it on Sunday.”78

When the legislature instituted the codes that regulated enslaved laborers 
and made requirements that planters set aside enough time and land for the 
laborers to make a living, they set in motion an internal market system. Since 
people who wrote §rsthand accounts gave testimony, and passed laws did not 
count the number of tubers they ate themselves, gave away, or sold in the market, 
quantities of foodstu²s originating from maroons are hard to track. We can, 
however, create a di²erent sort of map that connects the woodlands of Dominica 
to regulated villages on estates, to provision grounds, to markets, and to small 
and large vessels carrying all sort of goods into town and beyond. While the ac-
counts might not provide critical issues of volume, those items that materialized 
in the trade do. Speci§cally, archaeological materials can reveal the assemblage 
of trade that supported the island.

Trade Materialized
Few documents con§rm the commercial arrangements that took place in these 
markets between slaves, hucksters, planters, and merchants. Some of these ar-
rangements were made in front of observers, such as Troup, but purchases by 
enslaved laborers were not documented routinely. It was not customary to docu-
ment such transactions. In the case of contraband, or those transactions with peo-
ple who might be considered dissonant (maroons, Kalinago, or enslaved people 
from other islands), documentation was risky. Only merchants and planters who 
navigated the legal channels documented their transactions. Knowledge about 
the exact nature of the assemblage of trade is limited to a few sources. Probate 
inventories might suggest illicit origins of household goods, marks or decorations 
might indicate provenance, or compositional characteristics betray origins. But 
for the most part, material culture made and used by enslaved people proves to be 
that source through which we can most readily map these alternative geographies.
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Material culture made and used by enslaved people was traded at the Sunday 
market, in addition to the food they cultivated during their “free” time. Troup 
purchased items that slaves cra·ed from what was at hand. For example, early 
on in Troup’s visit in September 1789, vendors at the market introduced him to 
a dish made of cray§sh (which Troup called prawns): “«e Negroes catch them 
and sell them—though each of them not larger than a maggot. «ey boil and 
bake them into a paste.”79 A treat made from guava appeared to capture Troupe’s 
attention more than anything else: “Guava Jelly is the best in the West Indies.” 
Guavas, he continues, “grow spontaneously upon bushes over whole Island.”80

Guava jelly is a small treat, much like Turkish delight, made of boiled guava, 
water, and sugar. Items like these show that enslaved Dominicans did not just 
earn a living by growing food; they also took advantage of resources that were 
more freely available. Some of these conformed well to an English palate; some 
did not. «e following month Troup tried, for the §rst time, a local spice cake: 
“Negroes make a pudding of sweet potatoes, �our, syrup and put in leaves of 
cinnamon bush. «ey toast it on a large white iron pan or dish. «ey sell a large 
piece for a doge.”81 Making pudding out of sweet potatoes was not only a way to 
make extra income. It was also a way to take produce that might otherwise be 
unmarketable and convert it into income. Sweet potatoes can go bad, and when 
they become too so· their value diminishes quickly. In this way, we see not only 
a frugality to market transactions, but a consideration of futures.

«ese small-scale industries were not restricted to food. On some islands, 
enslaved women also cra·ed items of personal adornment for sale on the mar-
ket. Troup stated, “«e negroes are excellent at making Hair-Rings for §ngers 
which they sell for ½ bit—some of them are very neat.”82 Troup purchased three 
of these rings himself and was given a fourth. «e presence of rings in Troup’s 
account, of course, suggests they played some role in the lives of enslaved popu-
lations, most obviously in personal adornment (a role usually attributed to beads 
and metal jewelry in archaeological interpretations). «omas Atwood described 
the social role of such jewelry: “they dress themselves out in their best cloaths; 
many of them in good linen, silk handkerchiefs, bracelets and earrings of gold 
and silver, to no inconsiderable amount, in which they visit or receive their ac-
quaintances from the neighbouring estates.”83

«e hair ring also speaks to a broader set of cra· industries for which there 
is scant archaeological evidence. Take, for example, calabash vessels, one of the 
items enslaved laborers were provided, according to one planter.84 In Suriname, 
making calabash vessels requires time, e²ort, and a degree of specialization on 
the part of women.85 Calabash fruit has to be cut open to remove the pulp. «e 
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shells are boiled, shaped, and in some cases, carved. «e calabash is then put 
in water for a week to once again so·en the shell for §nal surface treatment.86

In Dominica, Kalinago ancestors made calabash containers with a hole pierced 
on top for carrying water (bouri), and cups made of small calabash cut in half 
(couïs).87 During the sugar revolution, enslaved laborers made these containers 
or purchased them from Kalinago in local markets.88

Fortunately, markets le· a material record recoverable as archaeological 
data, if only partially, from houseyards of enslaved laborers, kitchens of urban 
residents, and tenements of urban workers in the ports. Some archaeological 
data is more reliably recovered than others. «ough iron items were plentiful, 
moisture and oxidation can rust them beyond recognition. While wheat, barley, 
and maize can provide evidence about their origin and use, a combination of 
the right soil conditions, a set of dedicated techniques to recover that evidence, 
and a specialist to help identify these attributes are required.89 Pottery and glass 
are very durable and readily identi§ed in the soil. Most of these items are very 
generalized, and do not allow systematic examination of trade. With enough 
experience, imported table ceramics can be identi§ed for provenance (England, 
France, Netherlands, Spain, and China) and used to establish a chronology of 
archaeological deposition. Locally manufactured ceramics made by peoples of 
African extraction allow us to model island-based networks in ways that are not 
possible with European-made goods.

Ceramic materials recovered from archaeological testing of residential con-
texts at Bois Cotlette, Morne Rouge, Morne Patate, Sugarloaf, and Café Estates 
give di²erent, but equally reliable, accounts of the assemblages of trade relations 
that people used to furnish their houses. Typically, such archaeological deposits 
are used to assess di²erences in consumption, shaped by a combination of fac-
tors including personal preference, tastes shaped over centuries of practice, and 
regulations directing the possession of items. Contemporary attitudes toward 
hospitality among planters demanded elaborate table settings when hosting 
guests for dinner. A·er 1763, tableware made in Britain, including creamware 
made by or copied from Josiah Wedgwood’s factories, was readily accessible.90

Tin-enameled earthenware made in northern France, called faience, was less 
accessible.91 Hence, the presence of turn-of-the-century French tableware at Sou-
friere estate houses suggests that their occupants distinguished themselves from 
the British, many of whom were newcomers to the islands and unfamiliar with 
creole culture. In addition to consumption, such assemblages also document the 
markets to which people had access. Assemblages from archaeological materi-
als deposited during and a·er the sugar revolution (ca. 1760–1840) contained 
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French-made faience, bottle glass, and newly produced English ceramics includ-
ing creamware, pearlware, and whiteware.

It is likely that many of these materials were purchased by laborers themselves. 
No doubt some of these goods were provided to enslaved laborers by planters. 
Ceramics easily break and chip, losing their value as items of sumptuary practice. 
It is easy to imagine planters furnishing laborers with these broken or orphaned 
pieces as they purchased new ones.92 «e assertion that enslaved laborers pur-
chased goods is not unfounded, however. Laurie Wilkie, in her study of house-
hold consumption at Cli·on Estate in the Bahamas, shows that preferences of 
enslaved workers dictated the composition of household assemblages.93 «e types 
of buttons, pipes, and ceramics excavated within the slave village showed little 
overlap with similar categories from the planter's house. «e objects purchased 
did not generally represent the cheapest types of items available. For example, 
relatively expensive transfer-printed and annular wares were preferred to more 
a²ordable, plain, and minimally decorated shell-edged wares.94 Factors other 
than cost, such as taste, contributed to these consumption decisions, and British 
manufacturers shi·ed production to meet these demands.

Despite inexpensive manufactured goods supplied through British merchants 
in Roseau—elaborate tableware and durable cast-iron pots—it appears that en-
slaved laborers relied on the products of other workshops and artisans to furnish 
their households. Most broken pieces of pottery recovered from the villages of 
the enslaved were coarse, utilitarian terracotta pottery. Vallauris pottery was 
recovered in large quantities from the villages on Portsmouth and Soufriere es-
tates. French potters from eastern Provence made this utilitarian, lead-glazed, 
coarse earthenware, which is closely associated with colonial French cuisine.95

Common in eighteenth-century kitchen assemblages of Eastern Caribbean en-
slaved and freed peoples, it has been documented in Martinique, Guadeloupe, 
the Virgin Islands, and Grenada.96

Imported tablewares and pottery such as Vallauris do not tell us who crossed 
channels or moved goods; local pottery does, however. Made in neighboring 
islands and sold in markets, hand‐built, low‐§red coarse earthenware has been 
recovered in many eighteenth-century archaeological contexts associated with 
slavery, suggesting that enslaved peoples used these wares. Many of these wares 
were also made by people of African descent. «ey were one of many items made 
on Dominica or on neighboring islands, and moved through the peripheral �ows 
that made the colony work. Although not the only thing enslaved laborers made 
and used, coarse earthenware is the single consistently recoverable object sur-
viving archaeologically. In Dominica, references to pottery manufacture are 
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also late and vague. One 1886 book published by the Royal Commission for the 
Colonial and Indian Exhibition states, “Coarse pottery is manufactured at the 
north end of the island and exported to Guadeloupe.”97 Pottery made during 
the 1890s was o·en attributed to communities identi§ed as “Island Carib,” with 
the assumption that it was a tradition predating European colonization.98 By the 
1930s, ethnographers identi§ed local potters as Dominicans of African descent 
who were using “Carib” technology.99

Sources cite the manufacture of pottery on neighboring islands. For exam-
ple, a community of people who identi§ed as Carib were located in St. Lucia. 
In 1833, when members of the British Parliament were debating the merits of 
abolishing slavery, one member of Parliament brought as evidence a description 
of “liberated negros” in St. Lucia. He states that in 1819, those “who had been 
brought from Martinique to St Lucia, had, of their own accord, established a 
pottery and had succeeded so far as to supply the island, as well as to export 
considerable quantities to adjacent places.”100 Two years later, the anti-slavery 
record published the account upon which Mr. Odnell made his remarks: “while 
about twenty-six had clubbed themselves together . . . under  a “free coloured” 
man .  .  . from Martinique in 1824. «ese last had erected a pottery at a short 
distance from Castries.”101

«ese accounts do not go into detail about the shape, decoration, or material 
from which the pottery was made. «e archaeological record, however, does. A 
dissertation written by a St. Lucian archaeologist working on Martinique, site 
reports and surveys completed by INRAP, and excavation carried out by my 
colleague, Ken Kelly, detail three broad groups of local pottery. Some pottery 
is coil-built and low-§red, most likely on open pits. Made as cooking pots, it is 
identi§ed either as coq au negre or canari. Other pottery is large, wheel-thrown, 
kiln-§red storage jars. «ese thick walled “drip jars” and “sugar cones,” used to 
re§ne sugar, were o·en made in workshops to support factories on the islands. 
«e slurry that resulted from boiling cane syrup was packed into sugar cones, 
and molasses dripped into the drip jar. Finally, there is a thin-walled, kiln-§red 
porous earthenware. Assemblages I documented in Dominica recalled those 
found in potteries, plantations, and colonial settlements identi§ed, mapped, 
and described in St. Lucia, Grenada, Barbados, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and 
St. Martin (§gure 4.1).

Despite the accounts above, the pottery recovered from the regimented vil-
lages appears to have been made on neighboring islands. Although some sites 
were little more than large heaps of broken, incompletely §red, or poorly formed 
pottery, others were very substantial, with massive standing ruins and many 
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Figure 4.1. Broken pieces of pottery found at the kiln site of Îlet Chancel, 
Martinique, in 2006. In the foreground is a standing goglet. Behind 

it are the broken rims and bases of drip jars. Photo by author.

well-de§ned chambers.102 In some cases, maker’s marks provided clues about the 
origins of these vessels. For example, potters at the Fidelin Kiln in Basse Terre, 
Guadeloupe, applied an “F” to sugar cones as a way to distinguish them as one 
of their products. For the most part, however, place of manufacture was inferred 
from clay and temper; samples taken from sources near manufacturing sites o²er 
clues to the pottery’s material origins and ceramic recipe. «e ceramic recipe, 
techniques, and choices made by the potter are determined by a combination 
of techniques borrowed from earth sciences to characterize the chemical and 
mineralogical constituents of the pots and map their structure.

In this way, we can make two maps: one based on the pottery’s a¿nity in space 
and one based on the pottery’s a¿nity in composition. As such, their analysis 
enables us to redraw the everyday practice of economic interactions not conveyed 
through political or social boundaries. Many of the sherds we tested could not 
be assigned a particular recipe or potential provenance. Most could be organized 
into clusters of like chemical attributes. We found that most of the “local” coarse 
earthenware on Dominica was not local. It was produced in established potteries 
of Guadeloupe, Martinique, or St. Lucia. Cooking pots employed by slaves were 
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purchased through diverse networks extending beyond the shores of Dominica. 
«e networks, however, are di²erent from those documented through ceramics 
made for industrial production of sugar (sugar cones and drip jars). Port towns 
in Basse Terre and St. Martin, and slave villages in Martinique, Guadeloupe, St. 
Lucia, Grenada, and Dominica, are all connected through these ceramic net-
works. Whether this circulation was illicit, it is di¿cult to say. But it seems to 
have been poorly documented (maps 4.1 and 4.2).

«e customs records from the ports of Portsmouth and Roseau show that 
earthenware came to Dominica directly from Europe. «e majority of the pot-
tery arrived in crates from major British ports such as London, Liverpool, and 
Cork (table 4.3). “Earthenware” included a variety of items. For example, in �e 
London Tradesman, Campbell makes a distinction between “earthenware” like 
del· and “earthen moulds” used by sugar bakers.103 In Paris and La Rochelle, 
potteries also produced wares for sugar-re§ning in the metropole and the col-
onies.104 At the time of Dominica’s sugar revolution, “earthen moulds” and 
“drips” were manufactured in England.105 Of all the recorded incoming vessels, 
however, only two entries specify the presence of drips.106 Earthen vessels were 
also transported from §ve ports: in Antigua, Barbados, Martinique, Grenada, 
and Guyana (20 vessels). Given the number of boiling houses built since 1787, 
it seems unlikely that the 121 drips identi§ed in the entries would have su¿ced, 
regardless of how poorly the sugar revolution fared.

«eoretically, the owners of sugar factories should have bene§ted from such 
trade. Relying on caboteurs in sloops traveling to the closest market in Roseau, 
Dominica, inhabitants obtained access not only to imported materials from 
Britain, but also to commercial interests from Martinique and Guadeloupe. 
Compositional analysis of local ceramics presents a compelling picture of net-
works within and between islands.107 «is picture suggests that estate owners 
looked to neighboring colonies to provision themselves with ceramics for pro-
cessing sugar. Drip jars recovered from Dominica share a recipe with ceramics 
recovered from kilns in Guadeloupe, Martinique, and a group for which the 
provenance of manufacture remains unknown. Importantly, the drip jars ex-
amined in this study were recovered from slave villages rather than from the 
factories where sugar was processed. «is means that they were used for purposes 
other than their initial intention. It also suggests that enslaved workers were 
imbricated in these networks.

«e presence of ceramic goods on these sites and the regulated villages of 
Dominica has important implications. «ey document how the predicament of 
mobility was negotiated through interactions and relations that are unaccounted 
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Map 4.1. A network analysis using the Yifan Hu Proportional layout algorithm 
to describe relatedness vis-à-vis coarse earthenware. Group numbers refer to 

di²erent ceramic recipes as ascertained from instrumental neutron activation 
analysis. «is method maps their relative distance from one another based on 
multiple complementary relations, in this case the presence of ceramics with 

di²erent ceramic recipes. For example, ceramic recipes 7 and 2 are rarely found 
on the same site, and are represented as distinct and distant nodes. «is means 

that two geographically proximate sites, such as Sugarloaf and Lamo², were end 
points in di²erent networks. Conversely, because Sugarloaf and Crève-Coeur 
(Martinique) have complementary relationships (ceramic recipes 9, 6, and 2), 

they are illustrated as relatively close to one another. Importantly, these networks 
show a circulation of objects between potteries and plantations on di²erent 

islands colonized by di²erent European powers. Illustrations by author.
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for in imperial maps of the Caribbean. «ere was a vibrant intercoastal trade in 
goods between islands, hinted at in the documents described above. Material-
ized in the trade assemblages of Dominica, these �ows indicate how people lived 
during a period of changing political regimes and trading rules, in an era when 
the sugar revolution created increasing insecurity on the island and threatened 
the social reproduction of the enslaved, and indeed the planters.

«e presence of these ceramics also suggests a di²erent map, in which people 
living in the regimented slave villages of di²erent imperial powers were con-
nected through things and possibly ideas. If enslaved laborers’ returns from 
growing surplus food were so minimal, and the level of extraction by the huck-
sters so high, why did they buy heavy, more expensive drip jars rather than rely-
ing on cheaper barrels or buckets? Ann Stahl argues that people’s and communi-
ties’ reactions to new goods are shaped by preexisting preferences and practices. 
In this way, local knowledge and values in�uenced how people incorporated new 
objects into their traditions, while also being transformed by those new objects. 
She explains that in colonial Ghana, glass beads were desirable nonlocal goods, 
because such beads were already crucial in local practices and economy.108 In 
the case of Dominica, it appears as if drip jars and goglets were two such desir-
able nonlocal goods. «e movement of ceramics between St. Lucia, Dominica, 
Martinique, and Guadeloupe facilitated, shaped, and entangled shared practices. 

Table 4.3. Vessels arriving in Dominica between 1787 and 1807 carrying  
earthenware

Abbreviations: United States (US), United Kingdom (UK), Netherlands (NL),  
France (FR)

Flag of Vessel
Origin US UK NL FR

England 59
Martinique 8

Barbados 5
Antigua 4
Grenada 2 1

Ireland 2
Connecticut 1

Guianas 1
Canada  1  1
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«ese waterways enabled the sharing of cultural attitudes about things and how 
they should be used.

Mobile Waterways

Regional markets and the peripheral �ows of objects they fostered shaped wa-
terways of eighteenth-century Dominica. As discussed above, sugar cultivation 
created a predicament common to capitalist production. Access to fresh water 
became increasingly limited, and people relied on objects and features to cap-
ture, store, and distribute water to meet metabolic demands. Glass bottles, ce-
ramic vessels, gourds, and calabashes cost money and time for enslaved laborers. 
Slaves relied on regional markets to obtain vessels that captured, stored, and 
distributed water. «ese markets can be seen as a peripheral �ow, a “cultural en-
counter [that] takes place not just between the West and the rest but also within 
the periphery itself.”109 Attending to peripheral �ows of goods allows us to map 
infrastructures of social reproduction—that is, power and its relationship to 
food, shelter, clothing, and health care.110

«ere are several possible explanations for the ubiquity of forms across the 
Eastern Caribbean. A popular and long-held theory relies on the cultural rep-
ertoire Africans brought with them. «e need for portable and potable water 
inspired African-descended potters to make forms such as monkey jars, which 
were sold to slaves and used in the house and §eld.111 Other shapes might be 
inspired by other social functions in an “African” cultural repertoire. Archaeol-
ogists invested in answering questions related to symbolic meaning and use in 
social context have looked toward decorative inventories.112 «e most famous ex-
amples of this argument are versions that link x’s inscribed, scratched, or painted 
on vessels to cosmograms popular in Bakongo material culture.113

Another approach describes the material conditions and the economic net-
works that fed a trade in ceramic vessels. I have been one of the principal pro-
ponents of this theory, arguing that there were relatively few locations where 
ordinary pottery, cra·ed by slaves, was made.114 Some of these locations, such 
as potteries and workshops owned by Europeans, were yet another condition 
of enslavement—less studied, but important. Other potteries, organized by 
enslaved laborers themselves, o²ered an alternative frame of the colonial econ-
omy: one which was unexpected, but nonetheless economic in orientation. In 
cases of both European-organized and African-organized potteries, manu-
facture was limited to a few locales, and trade was controlled by hucksters or 
caboteurs, creating alternative, less-studied vectors of economic power.115 In the 
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case of pottery recovered from regimented villages in Dominica, the earthen-
ware seems to have been “made anywhere but Dominica.”116 «e assumptions 
guiding this interpretation were few but critical. First, solutions to everyday 
problems of enslavement were not ad hoc. For example, planters thought about 
how slaves got their food, but did not consider cooking the vessels needed to 
prepare the food. «e resolution was not ad hoc, because solutions were reached 
through planning, execution, and drawing on long-term understandings of 
economy and scale.

«ese two bodies of scholarship are reconcilable. Given the above descriptions 
of types of water in circulation during the eighteenth century, there can be lit-
tle doubt that people’s di²erent relationships with water were formed through 
di²erent material repertoires. «ere are reasons, however, to suspect that more 
ancient, less-documented waterways contributed to the material repertoires as 
well. Patterns of trade that connected islands in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries continued to inform the cultural repertoire of people living in the 
regimented slave villages of the Eastern Caribbean, despite the imposition of 
political boundaries in 1763.

Drinking water presented particular problems for eighteenth-century en-
slaved laborers. In 1763, physicians had yet to recognize the implications of clean 
water. John Snow only determined that water could act as a vector for chol-
era in 1854. Whether widely recognized or not, contaminated water had direct 
implications for the health and well-being of people, free or enslaved, living in 
densely populated villages or towns.117 Colonial administrators in Basse-Terre 
and Pointe-à-Pitre attempted to provide safe water for residents.118 Waterborne 
illnesses, including typhoid and dysentery, stressed organs and o·en resulted 
in death.119 Contaminated water was the only water available to many slaves in 
some places.120 Slaves su²ered di²erentially from waterborne illnesses, including 
guinea worm, dysentery, and typhoid.121 When, in 1700, the Dominican priest 
Jean-Baptiste Labat visited Barbados, he speculated that “the water causes nu-
merous illness, which becomes epidemic among the negroes.”122

«e characteristics of water were essential to past people and, as such, they 
employed di²erent qualities to describe water and methods to make it palatable. 
Between 1700 and 1800, sailors, doctors, and settlers in the Americas described 
water as fouled. Wholesome water was water that was fresh or “sweet,” free of 
particulates, and “cool.” Hans Sloane, the naturalist whose collections formed 
the nucleus of the British Museum, describes the taxonomy of sweet water: pond 
water contains “clay, mould, water-herbs, or other impurities” and spring water 
is “preferable to others.”123 In areas with little surface water, the free population 
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relied on cisterns for drinking water, and enslaved laborers relied on ponds and 
rainwater. Storage jars, buckets, glass bottles, calabashes, and earthenware pitch-
ers were important intermediaries between those ponds and the household.

Vessel fragments recovered from Sugarloaf and Bois Cotlette used to store 
water came to Soufriere and Portsmouth from various sources and provide a 
glimpse into the types of water available to slaves. Items like barrels, leather 
buckets, gourds, and calabashes are challenging to document archaeologically 
because they disintegrate. For example, most estates had coopers. Either through 
reuse or commission, barrels they made were used as cisterns in and around 
houses. «ese vessels could have been recycled as cisterns to be placed near slave 
houses. Recovered iron fragments that could have been strapping for barrels or 
wooden buckets were found at houseyards at both estates. «e fragmentary na-
ture of the iron and the lack of diagnostic indicators make it di¿cult to identify.

Containers held water but could also illuminate how water was classi§ed. 
Holy water was an important category of water in the French Antilles. By holy 
water, I mean speci§cally water sancti§ed through Catholic practices that in-
volve storing water in basins and draining it directly into the earth. Labat noted 
that slaves in Guadeloupe used gourds to obtain holy water, which they drank 
every morning to protect themselves.124 «e enslaved living in Guadeloupe may 
have stored holy water in pots they inscribed with x’s.125 Cool water and holy 
water demonstrate a crucial but o·en overlooked feature of the things we exam-
ine in the archaeological record. What is of value here is not the container itself, 
but what it contained.

«e vessels that were circulating in the Caribbean during the sugar revolution 
had many forms, some of which were depicted in the contemporary drawings 
discussed in the previous chapter. Glass bottles probably stored drinking water 
of varied qualities, liquor (both homemade and purchased), and beverages in-
cluding mauby (water boiled with the bark of the mauby tree). «ey also stored 
rum and water infused with plants for medicinal purposes. Identifying bottle 
provenance on external features alone is di¿cult. «ese bottles were o·en doc-
umented at Roseau. As described above, o¿cials responsible for applying duties 
and monitoring trade documented numerous ships carrying glass bottles from 
the British Isles between 1763 and 1807. In general, empty bottles and casks of 
wine were shipped to colonial ports. From there, those wine bottles could be pur-
chased empty or §lled with liquid.126 For example, in 1789 an empty glass bottle 
cost one quarter of a dollar, and a bottle §lled with wine cost one shilling.127

Large water jars have been documented in multiple urban and rural contexts 
associated with slavery. In Jamaica, for example, slaves repurposed Spanish olive 
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jars and placed them underneath roofs to collect rainwater.128 Olive jars have 
an analogue in the Eastern Caribbean. Like Spanish olive jars, Biot jars were 
traditionally used to preserve olives—hence the distinctive glazed rim around 
the neck. «ey were popular throughout the French-speaking Caribbean. «ey 
were shipped empty to Martinique or Guadeloupe and sold in St. Pierre, Basse-
Terre and Fort-de-France.129 According to an 1830 advertisement, vessels stored 
between 22 to 272 liters.130 According to Myriam Arcangeli, the average price of 
a Biot jar in 1829 was 17.3 livre.131 At Bois Cotlette, they were listed as part of the 
probate inventory. While clearly identi§ed as a French ceramic, they have been 
found in the Danish and British West Indies as well.

In addition to expensive Biot jars, people living in the estate houses and regi-
mented villages of Portsmouth and Soufriere appear to have reused local jars for 
domestic purposes. Jamaicans, from 1655 forward, made and used large storage 
pots (modeled a·er the Spanish olive jars mentioned above) called Spanish jars. 
Unlike olive jars, which were glazed to prevent evaporation of oil or desiccation 
of olives, Spanish jars tended to be unglazed. While no tradition existed for 
such jars in the Eastern Caribbean, French potteries in Martinique, Les Saintes, 
and Basse-Terre specialized in making vessels for the sugar industry.132 A·er 
their utility as a drip jar was complete, they took on an a·erlife and re-entered a 
peripheral �ow of goods, potentially to be used as waterways by the enslaved. In 
1829, a drip jar with a ladle was valued for two livre in Guadeloupe.133 Potteries 
devoted to making these ceramics have been documented in Antigua, Barbados, 
Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Grenada.

Goglets were also recovered from estate houses and laborer houses alike. Ar-
chaeologically, this vessel shape has been documented in St. Martin, Martinique, 
Guadeloupe, the Virgin Islands, St. Lucia, and Grenada. Ethnographic speci-
mens were also documented in Jamaica, St. Vincent, and Cuba. Goglets held 
only approximately one liter, and in the 1800s were favorite items in the dining 
rooms of Martinique and Guadeloupe.134 «e same potteries responsible for drip 
jars produced coarse earthenware pitchers. In Guadeloupe, servants used these 
vessels to fetch water from jars or have a quantity available for use in the kitchen. 
«ey cost between one and three livre.135 Most specimens of these vessels that 
were chemically characterized came from neighboring islands of Martinique, 
St. Lucia, and Guadeloupe.136 «is is true for the vessels recovered from Morne 
Patate, Bois Cotlette, and Sugarloaf.
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Alternative Geographies
«e observation that assemblages used to store water are so similar between 
estates has an important implication: there was a vibrant intercoastal trade in 
goods between islands. «e documents described above hint at this trade. From 
the perspective of this book, these �ows, as materialized in the trade assemblages 
of Dominica, were a way to resolve the predicament of subsistence in a period of 
changing political regimes and trading rules, in an era when the sugar revolution 
created increasing scarcity on the island and threatened the social reproduction 
of the enslaved, and indeed the planters. «e channels between the islands of 
Martinique and Guadeloupe also constituted another kind of waterway, which 
enabled the sharing of cultural attitudes about things and how they should be 
used. «ey evidence a di²erent sort of map, in which people living in the reg-
imented slave villages of di²erent imperial powers shared cultural attitudes to 
food. «e predicament of insecurity was negotiated through interactions and 
relations that are unaccounted for in imperial maps of the Caribbean, and which 
are not contiguous with the borders and boundaries of imperial design.

Unrealized ambitions and realized identities shaped the colonial enterprise, 
creating opportunities and generating resistance. Waterways were o·en used to 
repudiate the colonial state. At the trial for his principal role in the 1791 New 
Year’s Day Revolt, Henri Polinaire provides important details about a day when 
the whole of the island’s enslaved population in the southeast rose up in revolt, to 
create an independent state on the windward side of the island.137 He describes the 
organization of the rebellion, including key persona, where they rendezvoused, 
and the order of battle. «e reason for the revolution, according to Polinaire, had 
to do with the mistreatment of enslaved workers. «ey had heard that Governor 
Orde had ordered enslaved workers be given three days a week to work their gar-
dens and provision grounds, “and the planters refused to do it.” Each estate had 
“a chief” who was responsible for organizing other slaves and “that free people of 
color who refused to assist should be put to death.”138 «e ringleaders, Pharcelle 
and Pangloss, commanded 500 muskets between them. «eir plans included a 
division of the island, where they took hold of the windward (eastern) side of the 
island and le· the leeward (western) side of the island to whites who had not been 
killed in the insurrection. Planters who “were good to their negroes,” meaning 
that they allowed su¿cient time to work the grounds, were permitted to hold 
onto their estates. «e plot was foiled by a series of unfortunate events.

Polinaire’s testimony also included fewer concrete details, including the na-
ture of the relationship between conspirators, the attitudes of rebels to violence, 
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and their plans for an alternate possibility. «ere was a mistrust of free people 
of color, whom chiefs were to assassinate if they “should speak of the matter.”139

For their part, colonial administrators feared that the Kalinago were assisting the 
revolutionaries. Between 1783 and 1786, a protracted maroon war took place in 
Dominica. With news of unrest in Dominica and the destruction of the mill and 
great house at one of the island's most signi§cant sugar plantations, Rosalie Es-
tate, there was considerable concern about potential solidarities that could not be 
anticipated by the British.140 A news report in �e Gentlemen’s Magazine stated:

«e harmony of Grenada is changed into discord and anarchy, which pre-
vail in every walk and sphere of life, from the highest magistrate to the 
lowest, insomuch, that a governor's arrival is prayed for by all sober and 
well-disposed people. «e inhabitants of St. Vincent's are trembling for fear 
of bad e²ects from the Caribbees, who most certainly communicate with 
the rebels of Dominica.141

«e above report suggests that enslaved laborers, maroons, and some Kalin-
ago conspired in Dominica’s §rst Maroon War. It also indicates that the nature 
of this conspiracy was not restricted to its shores. Whoever wrote this account 
feared that such violence would and could spread to other ceded islands. Such 
solidarities were not one-sided. Polinaire described one of the ringleaders, Phar-
celle, coming down from the mountain to a spring to gather water, where he 
was spotted by “a caraibe named Bigaire who lives on Mr. LaRonde’s Estate.”142

What this document implied is that Kalinago did live on plantations, and they 
had some rights to property there. It also implied that the Kalinago worked in 
concert with at least some of the planters.

Insurrections, such as the New Year Day’s Revolt, bring to our attention an 
o·en- overlooked point and prompt an important question. «ese collective ac-
tions called “slave revolts” involved the willing and active participation of people 
who were legally de§ned as free, such as Polinaire, or asserted their freedom 
through force, such as maroons. «e political alliances built were not clear cut, 
but they were informed by taxonomies of race circulating through the Eastern 
Caribbean and used by Europeans to govern their laborers. «e account stresses 
the importance of communication within and between islands. «e waterways 
that connected people on di²erent islands were critical. «e planning of the 
revolt, while focused on the southeast of the island, involved the coordination of 
slaves across the island and maroons living in the hardest-to-reach locations. As 
a “free coloured” of Martinique, Polinaire had seen §rsthand the fear struck by 
the Haitian revolution and heard about the alternative possibilities such actions 
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a²ord. «e account also stresses the importance of geography—speci§cally, the 
di¿cult terrain that forms the spine of the island running north-south, splitting 
the windward and leeward sides of the islands. Features such as springs and rivers 
were part of an alternative geography used by collaborators to mark the land 
and navigate its contours. It is important to note that in Polinaire’s account, the 
institution of slavery was never questioned, nor was it made clear what the status 
of revolutionaries was a·er the revolution. Taken together, these observations 
suggest that enslaved people planning the rebellion believed that in order to 
enjoy a franchise of freedom, obtaining rights over land and its resources was the 
critical §rst step. It also suggests that the predicaments created by slave relations 
extended meaningfully beyond those legally de§ned as property.

Conclusion

Regional markets fostered a trade in goods, and some of these goods were nec-
essary elements in the strategies employed by enslaved laborers to resolve the 
predicament of water in plantation society. Glass bottles most likely arrived 
through shipping routes organized by merchants. Cabotage, or locally organized 
interisland tra¿c in goods, was responsible for other water vessels. Biot jars and 
goglets found their way into the internal economy of Dominica’s slave popula-
tion through a complicated set of sea and land routes. All of these were used to 
negotiate the predicament of water insecurity that came in the wake of the sugar 
revolution in Dominica.

«ese peripheral �ows also created predicaments since they violated political 
boundaries. While in most cases organized and paid for by those considered 
marginal to colonial society, these �ows bene§ted the planter class, although the 
expense of social reproduction was borne by enslaved people of African descent. 
Enslaved laborers relied on glass bottles, Biot jars, and goglets to store, transport, 
and serve water and furnished these items themselves—using the money they 
earned from selling surplus foodstu²s grown in their gardens at local markets. 
Biot jars and goglets were relatively expensive. Glass bottles and reused drip jars 
were less expensive, but they still required time and money to obtain and use. 
Even calabash required some expenditure and time on the part of slaves. While 
the production of sugar limited water availability for the majority of the people 
living on estates, these same enslaved laborers were burdened with the expense of 
purchasing and making items to store water. «is had the e²ect of reproducing 
social positions. Getting a glass of water was both socialized and socializing. By 
externalizing the cost of reproduction by relying on unaccounted work on the 
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part of slaves, planters were able to convert earnings into other forms of capital, 
some of which allowed them to achieve new social stations. By subsidizing plant-
ers’ pro§ts through unaccounted work, it became close to impossible for enslaved 
laborers to obtain legal manumission through purchasing their freedom.

Waterways were continually activated through peripheral �ows of goods that 
water insecurity necessitated. At Bois Cotlette, ponds held water in which peo-
ple might have washed, watered cattle, and obtained water for themselves. At 
Sugarloaf, humans and animals had access to rivers and millraces. Biot jars, local 
jars, and barrels held clear water with which one could cook, make beverages, 
and in some cases wash. Still other vessels held water to drink. Some water might 
quench one’s thirst (sweet water). Other water might be used to protect oneself 
through the course of the day (holy water). «ese categories were not unique to 
Dominica.143 Instead, vessels acted as a medium to transmit waterways across 
diverse regimented slave communities in rural Martinique, Guadeloupe, and 
Dominica, and to share ideas about making and using water.



155

Ch a pter 5

Mapping Belongings

Boy named Ingello—Dr. Fillan said he did not pay any attention to 
the Boy although he had been there several times, & told me he was 
certain it was St. Vitus’s Dance. . . . �eir king named George had 
given [Ingello, a young African boy,] to [a captain with] an African 
co�el.  .  . He was taken here [either the Caribbean or Dominica] 
and none there would buy them. �e Captain carried them to Liv-
erpool and back to King George—who when the Captain had le� 
him took several other co�ers and sent them in chains. . . . A�er they 
were inoculate they fall o� [sick] much with big bellies diarrhoea, 
eating of earth and one died. Ingello now appears one of the smarter 
of the boys. But their falling o� depends more on their being made 
slaves than want of sugar cane in season.

—Journal of Jonathan Troup, August 19, 1789

B y Ingello’s own account he was not a slave, rather a prince of Old 
Calabar, “in pledge of other negroes or goods.”1 He was waiting to be 
returned to his parents.2 By the time Jonathan Troup recorded the story 

of this young African boy, it was mid-August, and ¬ve months had passed since 
Ingello arrived aboard a 193-ton ship.3 It was registered in Liverpool and would 
make two voyages under Captain John Spencer between 1788 and 1789. Of the 
277 Africans who began the voyage, 253 disembarked with Ingello, including 20 
who had similarly questionable legal status. Troup was called to administer to 
Ingello because he no longer danced—an activity for which he had been known. 
�is “dancing sickness” was among a number of pathologies, common to the 
condition of enslavement, that struck Ingello’s shipmates, including big bellies 
(sometimes referred to as “dry belly ache”), diarrhea, and pica (the pathology 
associated with eating dirt). What is curious about this passage is that the owners 
of Bath Estate sought medical expertise as to why a boy might stop dancing. �e 
owners simply did not know that the answer was staring them in the face. �eir 
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ability to not know how this boy became enslaved empowered the system upon 
which they made a living. It also troubled the institution for those who both-
ered to ask. “Belonging” signals the spatial element of these relations, and the 
predicament of power, identity, and practice in which slaves found themselves.

Belonging can mean many things. As a noun, belonging is a portable posses-
sion, easily lost or transferred, and to which enormous emotional investment is 
attached. Whether or not someone was property was a primary distinction of 
personhood in Dominica, and one that has yet to be fully described in this book. 
Whether or not someone was free or enslaved set in motion a series of conditions 
that shaped the possibilities and limitations they might face throughout their 
life. Being owned is an abstract idea, however. Ingello’s status was not a settled 
account for the lawyers in Roseau: “Arnold and Bruce [attorneys] thought it was 
better to see whether it was lawful to sell or send in mean time. . . [to] Bath Es-
tate.”4 �e concept of the enslaved human in the British West Indies evolved in 
conversation with English common law and ideas concerning enslavement born 
from Iberian engagement at the time.5 Property, in English common law, is not a 
single thing, but rather a “bundle of rights” over a thing.6 �ree elements marked 
this legal fashioning: chattel property as opposed to real estate, permanent as op-
posed to indentured servitude, and inheritance of status from the mother.7 Hu-
mans categorized as slaves were considered chattel, or personal possessions. �ey 
were not land or items attached to it (real estate). As chattel property, however, 
humans are false commodities—while they have little legal authority over their 
own capacities to produce, reproduce, or distribute their products with others, 
they “are called on to act in sentient, articulate, and human ways.”8 Despite the 
ambiguity about his legal status, Ingello nevertheless faced the same predica-
ments of belonging as those whose legal status was putatively clear.

As an intransitive verb, to belong can mean to constitute part of a larger tax-
onomy of material or immaterial things.9 To which category a person belonged 
was a question that preoccupied colonial administrators in Dominica. By 1789, 
carefully mapped racial taxonomies were created to classify the enslaved and, 
later, free people of color, as described by a contemporary author.10 In the course 
of his eight-month stay, before he was asked to leave, Troup had the opportunity 
to meet many people of many di�erent stations in the colony—some with darker 
skin, some with lighter skin. Some spoke a version of French, and others English. 
Some were slaves; others were free. None of these identities aligned perfectly. �e 
ideas about gender, race, and class that Troup carried with him would inform 
his interactions, but his Scottish upbringing would not have prepared him to 
address the new sets of predicaments around these factors that would arise in the 
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colonial context. �e calculations of race and labor were made even more com-
plicated by the nature of his job. �ough Troup found himself interacting with 
the French- and English-speaking slaves of the island, this practice, he suspected, 
made him undesirable and of poor character to his colleagues. For Troup, the 
social landscape of Dominica and its unspoken rules were elusive. �e sugar rev-
olution created new and unexpected alignments among people. �e unrealized 
plans of the sugar revolution meant that its intended bene¬ciaries moved into 
and through identities such as Béké and British planters.

Finally, there is the modern use, where the relationship between subject and 
object is inverted to ask, who belongs to this object, person, or idea? To say that 
a person belonged to an object, say a glass of water, would seem anachronistic 
in the context of the eighteenth-century Caribbean. Yet to say that an enslaved 
person belonged to a houseyard would not, because it was a locus of domestic 
networks that helped people manage the scarcity and captivity that framed en-
slavement. �e subject and the object of the preposition are swapped, but the 
object remains an indirect object. As surveyors, estate managers, and would-be 
planters had enslaved laborers clear woodland, channel waterways into aque-
ducts, clear ¬elds, and plant shallow-rooted cane, detailed archaeological evi-
dence from houseyards shows the development of local knowledge to manage 
the predicaments of security and mobility. It was not possible to survive alone. 
Although, in theory, slaves had as much land as they could work in “their free 
time,” preparing available land meant labor that would not yield for some time. 
It is hard work to clear patches of wooded land with cutlasses, stabilize the soil 
with dry stone terraces, and plant and protect crops that would sustain every-
day life. Work was not the only thing that de¬ned people’s lives.11 Materials 
recovered from the Êoors and hearths of households speak to idioms of care that 
structured relationships between people and positioned the enslaved in intimate 
relations with each other as they negotiated their predicament.

Di�erent modes of belonging framed the experiences of enslaved laborers. 
Unrealized plans and realized collective identities shaped the colonial enterprise, 
creating spaces that were utilized for new forms of political action. In this situa-
tion, taxonomic categories service the colonial state, but also create a medium for 
dissent. Water was implicated in each of these modes. Water could be something 
that people possessed and lent qualities to the person consuming it. It could also 
be used in attempts to distance one group of people from another. Importantly, 
it was also central to domestic networks of care. Water’s scarcity and abundance 
was a problem with health outcomes that di�erentially a�ected the enslaved. In 
Bois Cotlette, which had more bottle glass than Sugarloaf, people did not have 
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reliable access to fresh water—a scarcity that might have built on and exacerbated 
existing hierarchies. While the documentary record provides some of this story, 
the material remains enable us to understand some of the complexities on the 
ground. An assemblage of waterways allows us to map social relations on plan-
tations, the need to develop innovative strategies to obtain water, the socializing 
of needs through objects, and the inÊuence of those objects on everyday life. 
Ironically, attempts to cool and clean water helped to produce it as a scarce good, 
and thus joined its consumer to a world of hierarchical and communal relations.

�e Predicaments of Belonging

In the decades following 1763, inequality in the enclaves of Portsmouth and 
Soufriere intensi¬ed and adopted new forms. Planters coerced slaves to labor 
in co�ee or cane ¬elds. Some planters accumulated wealth and increased their 
access to land and capital, while others lost their land as they struggled with 
debts. Buildings commissioned by these planters index their ambitions and the 
inequality baked into plantation landscapes. Archaeologists have o�en used ma-
terial culture and human relationships reÊected through it to infer status. For 
them, architecture, pottery, and personal portable possessions are idioms that 
are neither passive nor neutral.12 �ey track changing ideologies and institutions 
and encode the landscape with ideas of status and social order.13 Certainly paint-
ings of the time reÊect such concerns in dominant narratives.

In 1763, William Young emphasized that Dominica would be a sustainable 
and harmonious society. In addition to mapmakers, estate agents, and military 
personnel, he recruited artists, the most proli¬c of whom was Agostino Brunias, 
who visited a number of di�erent islands through the 1760s and 1770s.14 In his 
paintings, Brunias promoted a “visual culture of re¬nement” in the Leeward 
Islands, despite the conÊict and violence associated with slave societies in the 
Caribbean, while at the same time mapping racial, social, and gendered hier-
archies through the type and “opulence of clothing, objects, and surroundings 
as by skin tone, hair color, or physiognomy.”15 He rarely depicted the labor of 
plantation agriculture in his paintings, opting instead to focus on scenes of do-
mestic work, or the rich social lives led by the enslaved in the villages and public 
spaces of the Eastern Caribbean.16 Brunias’s work was, therefore, involved in 
larger conversations about slavery, the slave trade, and their abolition, which 
marked parliamentary debates in the late eighteenth century.17

Even though such paintings carry enormous ideological baggage, there is a 
utility to Brunias’s paintings in interpreting slave society.18 Agostino Brunias’s 
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paintings were “genre paintings.”19 Popular in Europe, especially in France, 
they took ordinary life as their subject. In the Caribbean, they de¬ned “the ex-
pectations and desires of the artists, sojourners, and colonial agents who were 
confronted with the new and di�erent in the tropical regions of the world.”20

Brunias captured material culture with a ¬delity that provides one window into 
object use and its centrality in social acts. �ree paintings—“Linen Market,” 
“View on the River Roseau,” and “Creole Woman and Servants”—depict vol-
umes of water being moved around Dominica (¬gure 5.1).

Scholarship on professional artists of the region emphasizes how composi-
tion, including stance and position of subjects vis-à-vis each other, o�en encode 
racial, social, and gendered hierarchies. Brunias followed conventions from 
natural history by encoding classi¬cations between black, white, Kalinago, and 
mulatto through context, stance, clothing, and associated personal portable pos-
sessions. “Linen Market” depicts a market from which planters, free people, and 
enslaved laborers purchase produce, household goods, and linen. On the le� side 
of the painting, in the background, a naked male slave is carrying a similar jar to 
that depicted in “View on the River Roseau.” While the slave might be carrying 
the water to his house or his owner’s house, he could also be selling water. For 
example, on February 13, when Troup had moved to Fort Shirley to attend to 
soldiers and garrison slaves, he described his purchases for the day: “Bought half 
a bit of water. Lemons 2 and 3 a doge.”21 �e water here is an invisible object, but 
nonetheless of value.

Brunias depicted water and its containers in conjunction with the labor of 
people of African descent. Whether washing clothes in the Roseau River, gath-
ering water from the river, carrying water in large ceramic vessels, or serving that 
water to those of higher rank, the public use of such vessels is never associated 
with the slave’s use. For example, the oil painting “View on the River Roseau” 
depicts planters, free people of color, and slaves engaged in various waterways 
(¬gure 5.1). In the foreground, there are ¬ve groups consisting of women, men, 
or children. In the background, women are in various stages of undress as they 
wash clothes, attempt to cross the river, or ¬ll jars or buckets with water. Here 
Brunias aligns complex racializing categories with subjects who occupy di�erent 
strata of society. For example, the group at the center includes a woman who 
would have been racialized as white, accompanied by a servant of shorter stat-
ure. She appears to be purchasing an item from a huckster who is seated on the 
ground. Both the servant and the huckster would have been racialized as black. 
Behind and to the right are two women who would have been racialized as “mul-
lato” in conversation with each other. To the far le�, three women and a child are 
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in conversation, one of whom, depicted in a state of undress compared with the 
others, is ¬lling a jar with water. �e jar appears to be a small drip jar or a Biot 
jar. While it is important not to attach objects to speci¬c conditions, paintings 
such as “View on the River Roseau” remind us that much of the engagement 
by enslaved laborers with water was through the lens of work. Even utilitarian 
objects such as water jars carried with them meanings of distinction. (For a 
close-up view of a similar landscape, see Brunias’s “West Indian Landscape,” 
listed in table 2.1). �e interactions between subjects of paintings also reveal so-
cial distinctions and the role of objects in di�erence-making. Washing, bathing, 
serving, all carry with them a world of context that can only be guessed by the 
viewer. “Creole Woman and Servants” (ca. 1770) depicts one woman attending 
to two women who are seated outdoors, presumably in a garden. �e servant is 
carrying a tray with two glasses in one hand and a pitcher containing liquid in 
the other. �e pitcher is the same shape and size as many of the goblets recovered 
from archaeological contexts in slave villages. But this vessel’s apparent surface 
distinguishes it from others. It appears to be treated on the outside with a dark 
brown glaze and on the inside with a white glaze. Archaeologists identify French 
tableware with this surface treatment as faience brune. Vessels were coated on 
their exterior surfaces with a brown manganese glaze, and in some cases were 
composed of a di�erent clay fabric. Such depictions provide some context, at 
least, for objects recovered from archaeological sites. Water, taken from the water 
carrier, was at some point transferred to this small, liter-sized vessel to be used 
in a public ritual of consumption. Water from this vessel was not intended for 
all—only a limited few.

Brunias’s paintings are not just colonial texts promoting a vision of a stable 
society, but also colonizing texts shaping material practices in everyday life. Iron-
ically, Brunias was endorsing a “visual culture of re¬nement” that accompanied 
the violence associated with the sugar revolution across the Eastern Caribbean.22

�e distinctions detailed through the environment, positions, and interactions 
in the paintings were not colonial ¬ction. �e paintings locate in the cultural 
politics of everyday life the role of belongings in marking distinction—at least 
from the perspective of European travelers. Objects did not just reÊect the peo-
ple who wore or used them; they helped cra� those individuals. If we are to take 
their discussions of objects as a discourse, we can consider the indexical mean-
ings of artifacts found in the archaeological record.

Troup and other white folk, rich and poor, subscribed to stereotypes about 
African backwardness that were widespread in the Caribbean and hinged on 
racializing taxonomies in which skin color conferred cultural capacities, or lack 
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thereof. A lawyer who practiced in Martinique, Médéric Louis Élie Moreau de 
Saint-Méry (1750–1819) wrote an inÊuential treatise on race in 1789, which in-
cluded West Indians (Amerindian), East Indians, Africans, and Europeans.23

�e o�spring of the latter two would fall into one of nine categories. �e dif-
ferent degrees included people who would be identi¬ed as “sacatra,” “gri�e,” 
“marabou,” “mulâtre,” “quarteronné,” “métis,” “mamelouque,” “quarteronné,” 
and, “sang-mêlé.”24 �is taxonomy was relational, premised on an individual’s 
proximity to whiteness, “thus attempting to impose a white supremacist order on 
a highly volatile social reality that had virtually vanished in his own lifetime.”25

A quarteronné [“capre”] had an African parent and a mulâtre parent. A métis
had a European parent and a mulâtre parent. A mamelouque had a European 
parent and a métis parent. A quarteronné was the child of a mamelouque and 
a white. And a sang-mêlé had a quarteronné parent and a white parent. �e 
identi¬er “Creole” stood outside this taxonomy. Creole generally implied people 
who were racialized as white, though it technically meant an island-born person, 
free or enslaved.

Similar calculations were at play in Dominica. For example, in theorizing 
how race worked, Troup argued that parentage and the environment were two 
essential elements:

Colours of complexion depend. Black children at birth are like Mullattoes. 
Mullattoes [children are] like white children. But both, by exposure to air, 
put on their natural complexions in a very short time. �ough [the] last 
[mullatoe children do] not [change] so soon. But the complexions are very 
various here from jet black to European whiteness 8 or 9 di�erent degrees 
very perceptible upon minute examination.26

Here, Troup alludes to the polysemous histories of the categories; they were 
nonetheless important as a tool of slave governance. �at these were not sta-
ble categories makes them particularly mercurial subjects. People slipped be-
tween classi¬cations in di�erent enumerations. For example, between slave 
lists attached to probates, and the triennial slave register, the way people were 
categorized changed. �ese categories were borrowed, innovated, and changed, 
reÊecting the Êow of ideas from one nation to the other, anxieties over the per-
meability of identity boundaries, or the need to reassert hierarchies in the light 
of taxonomic slippage. By 1817, other terms included “capre[se]” from Spanish, 
which could be used instead of quarteronné, and “yellow” from English, which 
could be used instead of sang-mêlé.27 Despite this, calculations that went into 
assigning race on the island were prone to slippages.
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Planters reserved greater contempt for entrepreneurial women of African 
descent who occupied urban spaces, who were identi¬ed as “mulatto women,” 
indexing the racialized category they inhabited, but also the necessarily violent 
histories of sex and enslavement that was part and parcel of plantation society. 
Troup encountered mulatto women on market days in town, where as slaves they 
worked as housekeepers, seamstresses, and hucksters.28 Troup noted that “they 
are very proli¬c at times when she is chaste, if [she is] not [chaste] many abor-
tions are consequence.”29 �at Troup identi¬ed these women as the instigators of 
sexual congress between themselves and white men was not uncommon for the 
time period, despite the fact that such women were o�en the subject and result 
of sexual assault.30 Nor was it uncommon for white folk to associate enslaved 
people with capricious and violent acts. Troup continues, “�ey are very cruel to 
the Blacks from whence they spring and a Black would do anything before they 
had her for her mistress. �ey delight in whipping the Negroes [where they] will 
throw themselves into a passion.”31 Troup here is not just describing violence, 
but its racialized distinctions. Like relational taxonomies in Martinique, race is 
calculated through proximity to whiteness. His account revels in the spectacle 
of violence and attaches it to a racialized body, rather than the social institutions 
that promoted it. By overlooking the many kinds of violence that could bring 
about sexual congress between two people, Troup naturalizes male promiscuity, 
for which he holds women responsible.

�e implication is clear. �e boundaries between racialized categories were 
Êuid, and at the same time needed to be policed through measures that socially 
and geographically distanced planters from enslaved people of African descent. 
Violence was one mechanism to mark distinctions. Whether or not this was 
the case, it certainly was an ideology that slaveholders held. Items of personal 
adornment also played a signi¬cant role. Troup continues:

�ey are remarkably fond of Dancing, particularly minuets, which some of 
them do with a good grace. [�ey are] also fond of all Candy dress, particu-
larly of red, yellow and Green, and in fact, it suits their Complexion best of 
any though o�en they Dress in white particularly when they go to church. 
Some can read & write. Most can do neither. But they are great Gallants if 
you treat them with plenty of money. �ey are far more extravagant than 
our women in general. �ey must have a vast variety of Gold Ear Rings & 
Lockets. Some have a great variety of gold beads for a necklace and lace 
around their beaver hats & silks. . . . �ey are very jealous of one another 
& parties are formed & they are named a�er their Leader or the quarter of 
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the Town most of that party live in & they shine at their respective Balls 
which they hold chieÊy in time vessels are in Bay—2, 3 months before & 
a�er Christmas.32

Troup continues to describe their daily practices, stating, “�ey drink tea or 
co�ee early—they walk or lull about take a relish of ¬sh & plantains yams. At 
noon [they] dine [for] 2 hours a�er upon ¬sh frogs called Crapos (excellent soup 
like chicken) sometimes a pig, a hen or chicken with vegetables & fruits & Glass 
of water or wine.” Troup implies that a glass of water is an extravagance akin to 
the other sumptuary pleasures ascribed to “mulatto women.”

Politics of Polite Housing
In the complex taxonomies of race and class in Dominica, the most signi¬cant 
social division was that between British plantation owners, who considered 
themselves white, and enslaved people working their lands, who were Africans 
and racialized as black. �ese white elites learned to run plantations from West 
Indian planters, with whom they had long involvement because of their history 
as merchants, soldiers, and tradespeople who supported plantation economies. 
�ey were not especially upper class, and their knowledge of practices of culture 
and re¬nement in the West Indies were limited, but, in their own eyes, their 
identity as planters aligned them with these older West Indian families and 
British landed gentry. It also distanced them from Africans and their children, 
who worked their land. Buildings commissioned by these planters index their 
ambitions and the inequality baked into plantation landscapes.

One of the most evocative idioms for distance in Dominica are the arrange-
ments made for housing elites and slaves. Estate houses constituted a West In-
dian version of “polite” architecture.33 Polite architecture is a building that is 
national or international in style, designed by a professional architect or master 
mason, constructed with the aid of plans and/or associated texts, and built and 
dwelt in by the elite. �ough built on a more modest scale, British polite housing 
in Dominica cross-referenced polite housing in the British Atlantic. Rectangular 
Êoor plans of the houses and the principal façade, “divided evenly and symmet-
rically between four windows and a door on the ¬rst Êoor, characterized British 
polite architecture in the Caribbean.”34 While they paid attention to notable 
West Indian authors, such as Edward Long, who said that estate houses, “should 
be ¬xed on airy, dry and elevated, spots, raised some feet above the surface of 
the earth,” they also appeared to adopt metropolitan attitudes toward polite 
architecture rather than West Indian. 35 �ere were no verandas to allow breeze 
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but obscure the sun. And the material with which they constructed the ground 
Êoor was generally made of stone, which, according to Long, “is a very improper 
material in this climate for dwelling-houses, on account of the damp and chill 
which it strikes in rainy weather.”36 What these buildings did not share with 
West Indian polite architecture was an eye to the environment.

Polite architecture can only be understood as a counterpoint to vernacular 
architecture (¬gure 5.2). Vernacular structures were the homes of people con-
sidered to be “lesser folk.” �ey are built without plans, relying on accumulated 
and shared knowledge about space, materials, and environmental conditions. 
Fewer of these buildings are visible today, and many of those were built in the 
decades a�er legal emancipation in 1838. A description of slave housing by an 
anonymous resident author was published in an account of his travels through-
out the Eastern Caribbean in 1828. He spent a majority of his time in Dominica, 
where he had the chance to visit sugar estates and co�ee estates in the vicinity 
of Roseau, Pointe Michel, Soufriere, and Grand Bay. He described slave housing 
in the region as “cottages, neatly thatched with palm or plantain leaves. Some 
have Êoors of wood and are well furnished with a bed, cooking utensils, &, etc.; 
but this depends on the station and industry of the occupier.”37 His account 
indicates that the location of the village was the decision of the planter or his 
manager, but that this did not entirely extend to use of the land by the enslaved. 
While the author’s descriptions of estates are vague, they do provide some clue 
about the land set aside for slaves: “�e plantation negroes are provided with 
good houses, each containing two, some of them four apartments. �eir cottages 
are thatched with leaves of the palmetto tree, or dyed Guinea grass. �ey have 
poultry-yards, and gardens railed in; and the latter produce all sorts of tropical 
fruits and vegetables.”38 It is clear from the account that houses were not uniform 
in design or contents, but that the variation in housing was very much tied to the 
status of its occupants.

Just like the West Indians of Barbados, Antigua, and Jamaica, new island 
elites acknowledged that they shared the same social space as enslaved Africans 
and their children. But they, too, subscribed to racializing taxonomies that clas-
si¬ed slaves as backward, capricious but governable, and distinct. Richard Neave, 
for example, commissioned the estate house at Sugarloaf with an eye toward dis-
tancing the residence from the village. �is estate house is identical in construc-
tion and Êoor plan to one that was built at Batalie Estate, suggesting that there 
was a plan in circulation that builders followed. Contrary to Long’s instruction, 
the houses were built with a masonry ground Êoor that acted as a store, with 
a wooden second Êoor where the entryways and windows were symmetrically 
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Figure 5.2. A Dominican houseyard at the turn of the twentieth century. �e 
man and woman in the center are holding calabash water vessels. �is photograph 

of wage laborers standing in front of a vernacular “ti kai” made of plastered 
wooden lattice on Bois Cotlette estate was taken more than sixty years a�er 
emancipation. Published in Vaquero, Life and Adventure in the West Indies.

placed. It appears the only accommodation to the environment was the align-
ment of the passage, which permitted a strong breeze to enter the house. �is 
alignment also a�orded a view of the estate—this way, conceptualizing space 
created distance between an elite observer and the landscape around them. From 
the entryway, Neave, if he had visited his property, would have been able to see 
at a distance the cane ¬elds, sugar factory, and estate houses at Alleyne, Bell 
Hall, and Chance estates. Out of sight would have been the kitchen and other 
outbuildings that serviced the estate house. �e village where laborers lived was 
only twenty meters away but concealed by a dramatic change in elevation.

Buildings like Sugarloaf ’s estate house, commissioned by absentee land-
lords, also require us to turn our perspective around. Rather than just consid-
ering how the estate would have looked from the entryway, such organization 
also paid attention to how the estate house looked from a distance. �e houses 
where workers lived were out of sight, and organized with similar principles of 
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symmetry and spacing. �e village extended away from the estate house in two 
parallel rows, in which houses and their gardens sat on platforms of relatively 
similar size. �e combination of daily conditions for those who lived there and 
the overall organization of the estate meant that the estate was built to be seen 
from afar rather than lived up close.39 For Richard Neave, this improvement 
of the land had tangible results. At the time of his purchase of Sugarloaf Es-
tate, Neave was a merchant based at 9 Broad Street, London.40 In 1795, he was 
bestowed with a Baronet for Dagnam Park, a title he was able to pass down to 
his heirs.41 By commissioning an estate house in a place he would never visit, 
Neave was able to develop the symbolic capital that would advance his sta-
tion at home.

French-speaking planters were positioned awkwardly in the spatially ordered 
social hierarchy of the plantation. From the perspective of the British island elites 
and their managers, all French planters shared the same de¬ciencies: a vague fa-
miliarity between French and Kwéyòl spoken on the estate; a more condensed 
arrangement of housing, which promoted too much familiarity; and material 
lives idiomatic of the West Indies much more than metropolitan tastes. Accord-
ing to British elites, French polite architecture in Dominica tended toward the 
pragmatic and less to the ostentatious. Brunias depicted these buildings against 
the background of the Roseau River. �ey consisted of a two-story building, 
where the ground Êoor, built of masonry walls, served as a storeroom.42 A wood-
en-walled ¬rst Êoor would have been the residence and would have been entered 
from the side. A veranda on the principal face of the house would have provided 
residents a cool breeze and shelter from the rain. �e house would have formed 
one side of a courtyard that would also have functioned as a glacee. Slave housing 
and factories formed boundaries on the other sides of this paved courtyard. As 
such, there was always a suspicion that they were closer to the enslaved in polit-
ical and taxonomic ways.

French planters, aware of these stereotypes, nonetheless judged themselves 
by standards that subscribed to racial taxonomies of the time period. In their 
own eyes, they were superior to enslaved Africans, and they were meticulous in 
keeping their public distance. �e earliest polite housing in Soufriere, including 
surviving houses at Morne Rouge and Petit Coulibri, standing ruins at Bette 
Rouge and Crabier, and excavated foundations at Bois Cotlette and Morne Pa-
tate, conformed to the descriptions above and could have been a prototype for 
Brunias. A 1777 indenture of Belligny to his heirs provides a description of the 
disposition of the land and buildings at Morne Patate: the “dwelling house built 
of stone, 60 feet long by 20 and galleries on three sides.”43 Vernacular housing, 
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where slaves lived, was close to and visible from their verandas, marking a dis-
tinct contrast from British polite architecture.

Distance was a concern, but enforced through other means. Not all refer-
ences to polite architecture were in the Êoor plans and the facades of houses. �e 
owner of Bois Cotlette, for example, built a short wall to divide his living space 
from that of the enslaved. It was also in smaller details that di�erence shaped 
how spaces would be lived in. At all of the properties, distance was maintained 
through hydrosocial means. Perhaps the clearest references to polite French ar-
chitecture are the dependencies, including the kitchen and its cistern. Owners of 
Crabier and Morne Rouge, for example, employed dripstones to purify water for 
their own exclusive consumption. �e estate house at Morne Patate contained 
a case à eau: a crawl space or outbuilding where Biot jars stored drinking water 
(¬gure 5.3). At Bois Cotlette, Biot jars were encased in masonry walls where 
nearby roo�ops collected rainwater to ¬ll them. Biot Jars encased in masonry 
improved the water. Sediment in the water was allowed to settle, clarifying the 
water over time. Because of the insulation provided by the stone and mortar, 
these cisterns also cooled the water in ways that were not possible in open cis-
terns. �ese smaller cisterns were characteristic of polite French architecture, 
including well-to-do townhouses and estate houses.44 Case à eau also distanced 
the water from its source, separating it for the exclusive use of the slave owners.

A�er 1763, colonial houses in Dominica, both polite and rustic, came to carry 
meanings of higher or lower social status with di�ering degrees indexed by size, 
building material, and decorative elaboration. French planters tried to create 
spatial distance when they could by building larger estate houses and manip-
ulating landscapes. �e owners of Bois Cotlette and Morne Patate dismantled 
their estate houses sometime a�er 1777 and constructed grander buildings that 
referenced polite architecture in Martinique and Guadeloupe. Both planters 
played important roles for the French during the American Revolution. Bellot 
was the island’s agent at the Court of Versailles, and Belligny sat on the island 
privy council for the French governor. �e new housing referenced grand estates 
in Martinique and Guadeloupe in the decorative elements, construction mate-
rials, and layout. Bois Cotlette was most closely associated with Joseph Bellot, 
who took possession of the property when he married Adrien Constance's niece. 
�e centerpiece of the estate is the maison de maître, located in the center of its 
glacee. �e house was constructed out of masonry with a gabled roof and dor-
mers. While much smaller, the front-facing facade matches the maison de maître
at Habitation Macouba. �e internal layout of the house consisted of a central 
parlor with stone and ceramic tiles and a circumambulating gallery surrounding 
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it. �is layout is common among grander estate houses, including the maison de 
maître at Habitation Clément. When this house was built, it coincided with a 
relocation of the slave village to a hillside farther away and arranged in such a 
way as to obstruct the view of the inhabitants.

Belligny, who owned properties in both Dominica and Martinique, includ-
ing Morne Patate, commissioned the construction of an estate house employing 
this Êoor plan over the older, more humble iteration. An 1816 probate indenture 
states that the estate house was ¬�y-¬ve feet by forty feet. It had a masonry foun-
dation and a wooden frame. It contained six chambers, “one of them a store, a 
hall and two galleries.” According to the anonymous author who visited the area 
in 1823, the “mansion house” was a grand house with “A large salle a manger, or 
dining room with two bedrooms . . . wooden blinds to admit air and exclude the 
rain.”45 Because the owners were used to hosting neighbors, friends, and trades-
people like Troup, they built “barrack rooms for visitors” on the second Êoor. 
To protect their valuables, the owners built a “safe” on the second Êoor “for all 
sorts of household goods.”46 Like Sugarloaf 's estate house, Morne Patate’s and 
Bois Cotlette’s played with sight lines and perspective to present a particular 

Figure 5.3. Biot jar from southeastern France used to store water for 
the kitchen at Morne Rouge in Dominica, 2015. Photo by author.
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kind of grandeur from afar. While it is clear that the polite architecture of the 
French accommodated the landscape in ways that their British counterpart did 
not, it had the same e�ect: to distance the elite observer from the landscape 
surrounding them. �e anonymous author described the arrangement of the 
estate housing: “�e negro houses extended in two rows, at a short distance from 
the mansion-house.”47 While we do not know if the author is describing Morne 
Patate, archaeological studies of the site documented a similar arrangement in 
village layout.48

�e area surrounding the estate house was expansive. �e boundary of this 
yard was clearly delineated by a wall and cobble surface. �e areas attached to 
the housing in the village decreased dramatically and became more regimented. 
�e platforms ranged in size from eight to ten meters on one dimension and 
ten to twelve meters along another dimension. Evidence of architecture, in the 
form of postholes dug into the subsoil, indicates that the houses were roughly 
three meters by ¬ve meters. �e Êoors of the houses may have been wooden or 
compacted earth. �e orientation of these structures shows an equal regimen-
tation to the orientation of the buildings and the use of space. Concomitant 
with this change was an increase in the number of enslaved people living on the 
site. In 1777, Belligny claimed ownership over 117 Dominicans living on three 
di�erent plantations. In 1816, 120 enslaved workers lived on Morne Patate alone. 
�ese people were Creoles: people who were born on the island and had lived on 
the property since the 1740s. �ey also included people born on the estate a�er 
British annexation. Importantly, many of the enslaved Dominicans living there 
in 1816 were born on other islands or continents.

While neither personal nor portable, the houses did the same thing as 
clothing, buttons, and other items of conspicuous consumption, which 
Brunias used to ¬x class and race in a harmonious colonial society. As land-
scapes to be observed, Sugarloaf, Bois Cotlette, and Morne Patate signaled 
the improvement of its residents; the ¬elds in the background were an index 
of the island’s productivity and the ability to improve it. �ey also marked the 
people who owned these lands in an exclusive community of belonging—an 
exclusivity that began to extend to planters “of color.” In 1831, the assembly 
passed the “Brown Privilege Bill.” �is opened up the franchise beyond the 
narrow con¬nes of skin color and resulted in the election of three people of 
color to the assembly.
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Belongings in a Houseyard

�e houseyard was an assemblage of features, landforms, and artifacts consisting 
of a swept space where “one house or more, is usually surrounded by . . . a small 
quantity of land, and set o� from the outside by a fence, clumps of vegetation, or a 
hedge or living fence.”49 At an important and fundamental level, this framework 
dissolves the distinction between inside and outside, where people played games 
and sang songs, reared children, cooked food, sharpened tools, rested and re-
laxed, birthed babies, and buried community members.50 Because the house and 
yard vary within and between Caribbean islands, archaeologists have employed 
the house and associated yard as their unit of analysis in addressing questions of 
cultural politics and reproduction.51 �e arrangement of the yard, including the 
layout of the house, the location of the hearth, and the organization of the garden, 
provides a lens through which to interrogate how slaves used domestic space.52

Personal portable possessions found in houseyards illuminate how people ne-
gotiated predicaments, though in an indirect fashion. Evidence of engagements 
with the land provide more direct accounts of such situated knowledge. Pits, 
Êoors, and cooking hearths of the village contained a rich assemblage of dietary 
information. Such information has traditionally been used to reconstruct food-
ways, but it also provides essential data about people’s relationships with the 
environment.53 Some plant species were African, some from the New World, 
but all were caught up in relations with humans. People propagated guavas, and 
in turn, the tree provided fruit. Indeed, to consider the ecological priority of the 
plot would be to change the idiom of the houseyard from one of accumulation, 
as has been widely discussed, to one of reciprocity.54 �e geography of lives and 
livelihoods of enslaved people extended beyond the narrow con¬nes of the estate 
and was signi¬cant for more than its denizens.

�e Social Life of the Houseyard
Slaves, whose labor was legally not their own, not only possessed goods produced 
in their free time, but also owned what the sale of those goods could yield. Dis-
cussions by the anonymous author and Young speak—though only through the 
aid of context and analogy—to the relations created in and around the house-
yard and to idioms of kinship and support. �e archaeological record is helpful 
in building those analogies and provoking questions of the text to Êesh out the 
context. In this case, the provision grounds, gardens, and yards were sites where 
the work of slaves and others could be exchanged on a reciprocal basis. For exam-
ple, in the gardens of an elderly slave, the work of granddaughters too young to 
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work in the ¬elds could be seen as a set of obligations encumbered by kinship. It 
could also be seen as a set of gi�s, in labor, through which the sale of goods could 
be reciprocated. Although the houseyards were units of production, savings, and 
investment, these would not be complete descriptions of their social function.

We know little about who lived in these houses and what their relationships 
were to each other. In the 1823 anonymous account, the French estate described 
by the author had a village extending behind the maison de maître:

All the married negroes had a house to each family, and the men who had 
no families had a large house, properly ¬tted for their accommodation, like 
a barrack.  .  .  . On extensive estates, these di�erent buildings form small 
towns of two to four or ¬ve hundred people.55

�e author is, no doubt, bringing his assumptions about kinship and fam-
ily to describe the internal workings of the village at this French co�ee estate. 
While it is true that most enslaved laborers who married did so with someone 
who grew up on the same plantation, there are a range of life histories of the 
enslaved that include some movement from one plantation to another.56

In some cases, these could be neighboring plantations owned by the same 
family. In other cases, this could mean moving workers to entirely di�erent 
colonies. For example, through either bankruptcy or frustration, Bellot and 
Constance relinquished their ownership of Bois Cotlette to Charles Court. By 
1817, J. B. Dupigny, a local estate manager and their son-in-law, purchased the 
estate through a sale of the majority of the eighty-seven slaves who remained on 
the estate. With only twelve slaves, Dupigny began to acquire means to grow 
co�ee. �e majority of the slaves Dupigny sold were shipped to a new planta-
tion in Demerara.57 As such, siblings who shared the same mothers or fathers 
could occupy di�erent houses, villages, or colonies. �at being said, linking 
the household with the houseyard was a concern, so much so that by 1823, laws 
enacted to encourage biological reproduction of slaves in the West Indies dis-
couraged the separation of husbands, wives, and their children under the age 
of ¬�een.

�e document authored by the anonymous resident in 1828 fails to mention 
that siblings who shared the same mother could occupy distinct structural posi-
tions. A series of manumissions for enslaved individuals aged about twenty-one 
further suggest that the children of male planters and enslaved women would 
be manumitted upon reaching the age of majority. In 1788, Jean Louis Bellot, 
Joseph Bellot’s son, manumitted Charles Melor, a “Creole Mesif,” when he 
turned twenty-one. At Morne Patate, Nicholas Croquet Belligny manumitted 
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Pancrasee, a “mullato man” aged twenty-two years. Two years later, Belligny’s 
son manumitted Germain, a mullato man, on his twenty-¬�h birthday.58 Such 
children would have grown up with their mother, in the village, but most likely 
were a�orded a status quite distinct from other yard mates.

According to assemblages from Morne Patate, the estate that was dramat-
ically transformed in the years immediately following the sugar revolution, 
many of the personal and portable possessions recovered from these houseyard 
contexts were found in several large circular features.59 SubÊoor pits beneath 
the houses are a common characteristic of slave quarters, especially in the ante-
bellum South. While some contextual and ethnohistoric data suggest they may 
have served as West African–style shrines in the Southeast United States, many 
have argued that these pits acted as places for people to store their individual 
belongings.60 Accordingly, their presence would suggest a concern over private 
property and its security.61

Sometime a�er 1761, an enslaved laborer buried what must have been a “life 
savings” underneath the Êoorboards of their house. In a storage pit associated 
with one houseyard, we recovered sixteen copper sou. On one side, Louis XVI 
was inscribed. On the other, Colonie de Cayenne. �ese coins were minted for 
an expedition undertaken by the French to found a new colonial enterprise in 
Guyana. �e coins themselves were in circulation around the West Indies almost 
immediately. Indeed, some enslaved Creoles took advantage of new laborers as a 
potential workforce for their own grounds. One could imagine that new arrivals 
would easily become responsible for household production, “in quest for wood, 
water, or grass, as may be wanted.”62

Importantly, these di�erences can be granular where the amount of land that 
workers had access to, the system of land tenure in which it was worked, and the 
status of those who controlled decisions over the land equally shaped domestic 
assemblages.63 Recruiting new houseyard members was a way to build the domes-
tic network and the kind of resiliency a robust network carried with it:

. . . every negro in his garden, and at his leisure hours, earning much more 
than is necessary to feed him, these young inmates are the wealth of the 
negro who entertains them, and for whom they work; their work ¬nding 
plenty for the little household, and a surplus for sale at the market, and for 
feeding his stock.64

On well-managed estates, the author says, “where negroes have long been res-
ident, many of them possess hoards of money, which they deposit with the man-
ager or are, at all times, ready to lend him.”65 Coins such as these remind us that 
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assemblages of belonging are not just a function of accumulation, but emerge from 
substantive practices through which people engage with each other and the land.

Rather than being the function of personal property in which goods are 
individuating, such pits can also suggest that houseyards of the regimented vil-
lages formed the nucleus of “domestic networks,” whereby individuals from 
one plantation might belong to multiple households, including those located 
on di�erent estates.66 �e strange land and conditions of labor engendered new 
bonds that originated in “common assumptions, idioms, and beliefs.”67 “Do-
mestic networks” in Dominica engendered relations of care for newly arrived 
Africans who had yet to accumulate wealth, build food reserves, and develop 
the kind of social ties that enabled them to feed themselves or make a pro¬t in 
the market.

Newly arrived slaves were o�entimes incorporated into existing households as 
a way to socialize newcomers to the conditions in which they found themselves. 
Young described that managers would “distribute them [enslaved Africans] in 
the huts of the Creole negroes, under their direction and care, who are to feed 
them, train them to work, and teach them their new language.”68 He continues 
to describe that households were “oppressed” with new mouths to feed, and they 
received “no allowance of provisions what so ever.”69 On Grenada and elsewhere, 
long-term residents were entrusted with the social reproduction of the estate. 
While Morne Patate, Bois Cotlette, and Sugarloaf were home to a large num-
ber of Dominican-born Creoles (70 percent, 77 percent, and 44 percent of the 
workforce, respectively), there were also a signi¬cant number of Africans. �ese 
newly arrived Africans were handed over to “old negroes” on the estates “to be 
taught the requisite duties.”70 For the necessities of everyday life, they had to 
rely on the houseyards of which they were made members. For the service of 
indoctrinating slaves, Creoles were given “a knife, a calabash to eat from, and an 
iron boiling pot for each.”71 Presumably, these wares given to the household were 
intended for the enslaved laborers, but could have also been sold to accumulate 
cash for the household.

Other options were to engage in less formal transactions, such as games of 
skill and chance. Gaming in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries consisted 
of numerous games, including but not limited to card games, dominos, back-
gammon, and games of chance using dice. �e popular English game of draughts 
is the same as American checkers and was played with circular disks. Archaeol-
ogists have found game pieces on predynastic sites in Egypt, Iron Age sites in 
Cyprus and Turkey, on British Roman sites, on pre- and post-contact-period 
Native American sites across the American Southeast, and on colonial-period 
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sites across the world. In his ¬rst few days, Troup witnessed two newly arrived 
enslaved Africans play a game on “a board with [a] number of hollows in it & 
they pass from one hole to another . . . small pebbles. . . . �ey [also] will take 
pieces of bottles & stoneware & toss them up a�er they have rapidly mixt them 
from hand to hand & in this way gain plantanes.”72 �e passage seems to indicate 
two distinct games were being played. �e board game being played is probably 
wari.73 Wari is a game of skill found throughout Africa, the Indian Ocean, and 
the West Indies.74 At Morne Patate, sixty-three carved ceramic disks excavated 
from houseyard contexts match the glass and ceramic fragments described in the 
text. Interpretations of “gaming disks” range from “button backs” to “counters” 
to “gaming pieces” to toilet paper.75 Regardless of meaning, games of skill and 
chance were an important way that new slaves acquired food. �e presence of 
these pieces on the site would seem to indicate that such concerns were at play 
for at least some of the residents.

�ese domestic networks formed around communities of care. Take, for 
example, Granny Sarah, who was enslaved on an estate in St. Vincent called 
Calliaqua. William Young the Second, who authored the account, estimated 
her age to be ninety-¬ve and reported that she was born in Africa and enslaved 
at the age of fourteen a�er having her ¬rst child.76 She had ¬rst labored on the 
family estate in Antigua for two years. Her age conferred upon her a special 
status among the enslaved and for Young. In his account, he speaks about how 
she held court among the other slaves when he ¬rst arrived on the island. He 
describes how he looked forward to dancing one jig with her at the Christmas 
ball. Importantly, given her age, she was no longer required to work except in 
her garden, “some hours of the day.” Sarah had formed a combined household 
with multiple generations. To increase her income, she recruited her young, 
six-year-old great-granddaughter to assist in the garden and was “thereby 
very rich.”77

�e burden of care for children varied depending on the kind of estate, the 
disposition of its manager, and the age of the child. On sugar estates, “�e 
children are taken care of, during their mother’s absence in the ¬eld, by the 
other old women no longer equal to ¬eld labor.”78 On a co�ee estate, the anon-
ymous author describes children “playing in the sun while their mother picked 
co�ee.”79 Six appears to be an important age, as it is when the children began 
to labor for the estate in a more formal capacity. Between the ages of six and 
twelve, they were placed in the vine gang, where they were responsible for 
small tasks like collecting vines for the animals and light weeding and hoeing. 
�is is the age, the anonymous author claims, at which English mothers and 
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fathers send their children home for education that they could not receive in 
the West Indies.

Formal education is, of course, only one manner through which knowledge is 
imparted from one generation to the next. Notwithstanding the requirements of 
labor that slavery imposed on children as early as the age of six, illiteracy was not 
a foregone conclusion. Writing slates were found in nearly all houseyards that 
dated to the period immediately a�er 1763. In most cases, the fragments of slate 
were small, and evidence suggests some fragments were cra�ed into buttons. De-
spite alternative possibilities, one fragment shows that the slate was still used for 
writing. �is fragment found on the surface of one houseyard has etched into it 
two letters that are hard to make out. Items such as writing slate o�er questions 
that are diÚcult to answer. Who tutored people to read and who learned to 
read? Distinctions such as young and old, family and nonfamily members don’t 
answer this question. Many who lived in the same houseyard, who might belong 
to the same household, were not family. It could also be the case that some took 
responsibility for educating those who might not be considered kin.

�ere was a material basis by which people achieved status and gained wealth 
through the work of others. Personal portable objects, and archaeologists’ inter-
pretations of them, have shown how culture was a tool both for subjugating class 
interests and for repudiating those interests by subordinated classes.80 While the 
houseyard and its contents came to exist through the plans of English-speaking 
elites, they formed a space beyond their plans. As the enslaved dealt with details 
of the environment like hurricanes and droughts, as they made their day-to-day 
decisions about what to plant and where, a situated knowledge was expressed in 
other, equally important ¬nds. 81

�e Ecological Life of the Houseyard
To make the land suitable for housing, people had to clear forests and carve 
out platforms. It is no surprise, then, that the same archaeological record that 
con¬rms the organization of the workers’ village also shows evidence of a site 
plagued by landslides and erosion. Without the bene¬t of terraces or other means 
of support, the loose, sandy soil could easily crumble through the repeated foot-
steps of humans or a dislodged rock from above sliding down the hill. In this 
way, then, we can see that villages were not placed on marginal lands, but land 
was made marginal through their occupation. �e adaptation of slaves was not 
so much to a foreign environment, but to a set of conditions that made the land 
foreign. Houses became very similar, while at the same time, a broad distinction 
between elite and subordinate housing emerged. �e amount of land attached 
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to these houses diminished, while at the same time becoming more regulated. 
What they did with marginal spaces, however, was quite extraordinary.

In the years between 1763 and 1834, enslaved laborers would most likely have 
unusual stories about weather and the land upon which they made a living. Be-
tween 1763 and 1834, Dominicans lived through seventeen years in which hurri-
canes impacted their lives. Storm cycles were most intense in the years between 
1764 and 1787, and between 1817 and 1834.82 �e most substantial single loss of 
life was on August 14, 1788, when over 500 were killed a�er the island experi-
enced three hurricanes. In 1806, within days of each other—on September 9, 
and again on September 20—450 and 165 individuals were killed in two separate 
hurricanes. On October 21, 1817, a combined total of about 250 persons were 
killed. On September 20, 1834, just a�er the declaration of emancipation was 
read out in market squares, more than 200 people were killed during a storm, 
and countless more in its a�ermath.83 We have to imagine the new challenges 
faced by slaves who had once had their farms in the area surrounding their 
houses. A�er the sugar revolution transformed their landscape, their sources of 
food were, for the most part, in grounds located several miles from where they 
lived, and diÚcult to access during a hurricane. Hurricanes, such as the devas-
tating hurricane in 1788, would uproot plantain and banana trees and destroy 
maize crops. While failure to harvest root crops from waterlogged soils might 
cause them to rot, tubers such as cassava, taro, and yam were secure against the 
devastating impacts of high winds. Such hurricanes would also endanger the 
village with landslides.

Enslaved people likely tried to maximize the cash revenue, so that those who 
could not grow enough food to feed their families/households could purchase 
additional foodstu�s in markets. Wild pigs, feral dogs, and untethered goats, 
which were voracious opportunists, made this diÚcult as “improving” the land 
meant woodland habitats grew smaller and more distant. Strong fences were 
required to keep such animals out of the household gardens.

Denizens made choices about which plants to grow to take care of their en-
vironment. Many excavated houses contained seeds of guava (Psidium guajava
L.). �ese observations, coupled with contemporary accounts, suggest that this 
fruit was popular among most residents in Dominica.84 A small tree with a wide, 
short canopy and a sturdy single- to multi-stemmed trunk, guava is part of the 
myrtle family and is indigenous to central America. While no evidence of guava 
seeds has been recovered from pre-colonial sites in the region, it is likely that the 
trees were already in Dominica when Europeans arrived. Growing guava from 
seed may not produce fruit for up to eight years, but once established they fruit 
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for up to forty years. With plenty of sun, they do very well in well-drained soil, 
such as in Soufriere.

While many of the guava trees in the gardens of slaves could have grown 
through accidental placement, certainly some of those seeds were planted and 
cared for. In addition to eating the ripe fruit in and of itself, people could pre-
serve and commercialize it by making jellies, jams, or cheeses.85 �e relatively 
high ubiquity but generally low numbers of seeds in all the habitation areas sam-
pled at Morne Patate may suggest that processing of fruits was a common occur-
rence. Fruit trees were an important part of any garden or provision ground, pre-
venting stubborn weeds by shading them out. �e roots also provided protection 
from soil erosion by holding the soil to its roots and spreading a leafy canopy to 
reduce the impact of wind and rain. Fruit trees would have been an important ¬x 
to the soil erosion that accompanied deforestation and sugar agriculture.

�ese trees anchored the fertile topsoil of gardens and grounds in the subsoil. 
Such a strategy was crucial in Portsmouth and Soufriere, where the nature of 
the subsoil made the area prone to landslides a�er deforestation. For example, 
while passion fruit, another popular fruit, was eaten or made into drinks, its cul-
tivation had bene¬cial e�ects.86 �e climbing vines of passion fruit species o�en 
thrive in the living fence materials of fruit trees and shrubs around ¬elds and 
gardens, providing an additional source of food. We recovered one seed in the 
provision ground, suggesting that the fruit and vines were used by people to feed 
themselves and secure the land. Okra (Abelmoschus esculentus Moench) is an-
other seemingly important West African crop that became a staple of provision 
grounds throughout the Americas once it was introduced.87 In Dominica, okra 
was a widely cultivated crop, and it was incorporated into all kinds of soups and 
stews, where “leaves were cooked like spinach; and . . . buds were cut, processed, 
dried, or boiled, and served in a variety of dishes.”88 When not eaten fresh, in 
much of West Africa the processing of okra involves sun-drying the sliced okra 
pods, which are then ground and used when needed.89 Unharvested leaves of the 
viney plants enriched the soil with nutrients that other plants needed.

�e wide variety of woody and herbaceous plants grown together in a dense 
pattern confused European observers, prompting them to consider cultivation 
strategies of enslaved laborers as ineÚcient, wasteful, and untidy. On the con-
trary, this strategy of cultivation is highly eÚcient.90 Beans and tubers have dif-
ferent nutrient requirements, and trees are useful in drawing nutrient-rich mat-
ter from considerable depths from decaying leaves that drop onto the ground.91 
�e spacing of species away from each other through intercropping also protects 
against disease. Finally, intercropping aids in stabilizing soils. Duncan McGregor 
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has shown how the use of such a multistory system provides a sustainable engage-
ment with the land, especially in the a�ermath of land degradation.92 �e local 
knowledge that McGregor observed was one that developed in the steep slopes 
and forested land on which enslaved laborers made their living. �e assemblage 
of botanical remains shows that enslaved laborers paid careful attention to how 
the plants would improve the soil, despite forces that might make it more diÚ-
cult to grow food. Enslaved laborers could not count on planters to provide their 
“ration” in times of crisis.

A drought was as much a risk to food security as a hurricane, though its fre-
quency and impact were poorly documented in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Soufriere is located on the leeward side of Dominica, which is 
generally characterized by higher evaporation rates and more drought-tolerant 
vegetation. Provision grounds were located on steep slopes with poor access to 
roads and very limited irrigation potential, and few had access to year-round, 
gravity-fed irrigation, which aqueducts a�orded sugar plantations. Cultivation 
was planned around the rainy season between October and February, as well as a 
smaller precipitation peak in May. New food crops came into use a�er the sugar 
revolution. �e enslaved probably experimented with growing millet in areas un-
suitable for other crops; both millet and sorghum were grown on other, more arid 
Caribbean islands.93 �is West African crop is an important staple of sub-Saha-
ran Africa, where it performs well in arid regions, where limited or erratic rainfall 
makes maize and sorghum yields less reliable. Another important West African 
cereal, sorghum, is a valuable grain in that it has relatively high yields and is less 
sensitive than maize to hot and dry conditions.94 �roughout the Caribbean and 
the Southeast US, sorghum is documented as having previously been a common 
crop in provision grounds. In some cases, sorghum was also grown as fallow for 
sugar ¬elds and was harvested as a primary source of food for the enslaved work-
ers. �is suggests that in earlier periods, sorghum may have been widely favored, 
a familiar crop from Africa that became incorporated into plantation and provi-
sion ground agriculture due to its high yields and tolerance of aridity.95

�is last point requires some elaboration. In Dominica, where precipitation 
cycles varied widely, the use of such drought-tolerant crops would have been 
vital to both newly arrived Africans and Creole enslaved workers alike.96 Because 
there is no archaeological or textual evidence that such grains were grown in 
Dominica previous to 1763, it is likely that millet and sorghum cultivation began 
only a�er enslaved Africans began to arrive. �is means that Creole slaves liv-
ing through the transformation of the landscape may have lost familiarity with 
the plant or not had the requisite seed stock with which to experiment. Newly 
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arrived slaves would have had the requisite knowledge, and perhaps seed stock, 
to grow sorghum and millet. Under what conditions to plant seeds, when to 
harvest grain, and how best to protect it from a harsh sun would have all been 
skills with which people living on marginalized land would have to contend. 
By considering the materiality of plants, we also have to consider the agency of 
newly arrived Africans in villages such as Morne Patate’s.

�is botanical evidence suggests that there was some forethought, consider-
ation, and care that went into planting a garden and tending provision grounds. 
People who worked were not just labor. By this account, it would be all too easy 
to valorize such activities and overlook some of the deleterious e�ects of shi�ing 
cultivation and over-exploitation. Rather, the “contextual local knowledge and 
practice” accounted for long-term consequences. A signal of the health of forests 
and woodlands are species that are vulnerable to overhunting and changes in 
habitat. �e giant ditch frog, or crapeaux, described in chapters 1 and 4, is one 
such species. As amphibians they are fairly susceptible to changes in climate and 
because of their size (13 cm in length) are readily visible to predators. As “sit and 
wait” predators, they lie motionless for long periods, consuming whatever they 
can swallow. �ey predominantly eat crickets and beetles, but also land crabs, 
small frogs, lizards, and, very occasionally, small birds and mammals.97 �ey are 
unusual in that they breed on land in burrows and require seasonal rain to sur-
vive. �ey are also susceptible to predation by humans and feral mammals. On 
neighboring islands, ditch frogs were subject to overhunting and habitat loss to 
the point they ceased to be part of the dietary record by the late nineteenth cen-
tury.98 �e archaeological record highlights that enslaved laborers ate the giant 
ditch frog in some quantity in Dominica. Despite this, the species persisted with 
little danger well into the twentieth century. Only a�er tourism and disease in 
the 1990s was the ditch frog threatened.

�is is not to say that enslaved workers were ecologically neutral. �ey had a 
di�erent set of priorities with which they encountered the land and its resources. 
�ese priorities were informed by the problems created by others, which they 
then had to negotiate. �ey also held di�erent assumptions about who belonged 
to a community and what membership meant in terms of rights and responsi-
bilities. Assemblages of care, therefore, become a material question with impli-
cations for everyday life.
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�e Hydrosocial Houseyard

Water assemblages can illuminate increased water insecurity. Water on Domi-
nica that might have been more freely available from nearby wells or cisterns be-
came increasing precious and risky. Vessels circulating through peripheral Êows 
acted as a medium linking disparate settlements where laborers lived. Vessels 
did not just reÊect culture; they created the very categories upon which it was 
premised. Hydrosocial dimensions of the houseyard allow us to track relation-
ships in the houseyard. Di�erent relationships emerged with cool water; some 
had access to it, and some did not. �ese di�erent relationships were a medium 
in colonial slave society for cultural politics—the struggles over meaning at the 
level of daily life.99

Archaeological materials reÊect hierarchies of power and privilege, in this 
case, indexing di�erences in the amount of stored water available to owners ver-
sus enslaved.100 In contexts where idioms of property shaped relations of land and 
labor, the transfer of water could be tied to competition and pro¬t. When people 
¬lled or had someone ¬ll goglets, glass bottles, or gourds, the vessels changed the 
ownership status of the water. �e substance was no longer corporate, since no 
one else could use that water unless they had the pottery owner’s permission. 
Vessels that made water private helped reproduce some of the predicaments of 
slavery. Here, vessels are part of a “naturalizing and sustaining subaltern dif-
ference that serves as a legitimizing discourse.”101 Di�erences were created in 
relationships of a house’s inhabitants with water. Importantly, some of these 
di�erences worked against the grain of dominant narratives.

People cra�ed water in both Soufriere and Portsmouth.102 For example, at 
Morne Patate, excavated botanical evidence from houseyards suggests that en-
slaved laborers employed additive methods to cra� beverages, including brewed 
co�ee and tea made with fennel.103 Most likely, other teas and infusions were 
used, but the biased nature of the archaeological record limits our ability to doc-
ument the variations. �ere was also evidence that people employed methods to 
remove elements from the water, through ¬ltration or sedimentation. Owners 
of Crabier and Morne Patate employed ¬ltration methods illustrated by drip-
stones found in close proximity to the estate houses. Estate owners appear to 
have employed ¬ltration at Bois Cotlette, storing household water in ¬ve Biot 
jars encased in a masonry wall behind the estate house. �e residents of the es-
tate house at Sugarloaf also appear to have relied on sedimentation, employing a 
repurposed drip jar similar to the large local jars depicted in Bellisario’s painting 
“Water-jar Sellers.”
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Enslaved laborers living in the villages of Soufriere and Portsmouth appear to 
have relied on large jars to clarify water through sedimentation. Residents of the 
village at Sugarloaf relied principally on repurposed drip jars to store and clarify 
water. Denizens of Bois Cotlette’s village relied on a combination of Biot jars 
and repurposed drip jars to store water. �is di�erence indicates that enslaved la-
borers relied on di�erent means and commodity networks to obtain their water 
objects. �ere were crucial similarities as well. It is diÚcult to establish from ar-
chaeological materials alone how many vessels these sherds represent for a variety 
of reasons, including deposition patterns (where people disposed of refuse), sam-
pling strategies (where archaeologists decide to excavate), and recovery methods 
(how people decide to excavate). Using broken sherds from a rim, we can provide 
an estimate of the minimum number of vessels in each houseyard that was exca-
vated. At Bois Cotlette and Sugarloaf, residents of one or more houseyards may 
have employed the same large jar (Biot or drip jar) to store water–suggesting that 
this was a communal source.

People used goglets to cra� cool water in Portsmouth and Soufriere. As with 
estimating the number of Biot and drip jars, estimating the number of these 
smaller jars presents methodological challenges. �at said, house areas that con-
tained the greatest density of goglet vessels were those occupied by plantation 
owners in Soufriere. At Bois Cotlette, a minimum of three vessels were recovered 
from a trash midden associated with the estate house. Eleven minimum vessels 
were documented across a village that contained eighty-six people on average. 
�e residents of the estate house at Sugarloaf and the enslaved laborers living in 
its village used far fewer goglets. In archaeological testing of an area comparable 
in size to Bois Cotlette, only one minimum vessel was documented.104

Clearly jars with the ability to cool water were valuable to people who used 
them. A 1770 indenture contracting a marriage between Joseph Bellot and 
�eresa de la Ferrier Constance lists two “water pots” as part of Bois Cotlette’s 
valuable e�ects.105 Since the e�ects documented in the probate would have been 
when the household contained three people—Louise and Adrian de La Ferrier 
Constance, in addition to �eresa—the document implies that not everyone in 
the household had access to the contents of the water jars. �is calculus seems 
to have extended into the slave village. Goglets and water bottles held roughly 
equivalent amounts of water. Glass was the most represented waterway object of 
each context’s assemblage. �is is hardly surprising, as glass bottles were used to 
store many liquids, including water, and were relatively inexpensive compared 
to regionally made goglets. Goglets were found in each of the house areas, but 
in lower quantities than glass bottles. Sampling and excavation strategies always 
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trouble our ability to establish correlations, but the relative density of glass bot-
tles and ceramic goglets at houseyards excavated at Bois Cotlette and Sugarloaf 
allows us to infer there might have been far fewer goglets than necessary to sup-
port enslaved households.

Cra�ing People
Just as objects were used to cra� types of water, they also cra�ed people. �e 
observed record of the hydrosocial houseyard has two implications. How peo-
ple cra�ed water was informed by the peripheral Êows that made slave colonies 
work. Biot jars that clari¬ed water and goglets that cooled it were more part of 
the waterways of the French-oriented Bois Cotlette than of the English- oriented 
Sugarloaf. Here, culture is a not a thing or a shared set of values. It is an as-
semblage of ideas materialized through the work of people encountering the 
predicaments that emerged from new economic and social orders. �e second 
implication refers to the number of people who might have had access to water 
from the goglets. To apprehend why there might have been far fewer goglets 
than necessary to support all the residents in the houseyard, we have to consider 
its materiality. Porous goglets transform the quality of water, adding coolness. 
For example, highlighting the importance of coolness, Belisario (see chapter 2) 
seems most concerned with coolness. Belisario commented that most newcom-
ers were “greatly surprised at the quantity of water drunk by natives [Creoles of 
African and/or European descent]” until their “thirst” got the better of them. 
While Belisario, for example, claimed that water jars would not be “presentable 
at the sideboards of the respectable families,” there was a “decided preference” 
for their water, which was “rendered much cooler from the free admission of air” 
due to their “porous nature.”106 Water cools in these vessels because the pores in 
the earthenware accelerate interaction between air and water. �e importance 
of the quality of coolness “was new to strangers to the Caribbean but one for 
which they soon grew a taste.”107

Cool water plays an important role in the symbolic systems that manage the 
health of Dominicans today. Some rural Dominicans employ a humoral medical 
system that conforms to many such systems in the French Antilles.108 Drinking 
water plays a curative role in balancing cold/hot humors and cleansing pollut-
ants. Foreign substances, like dirt, can pollute the blood, causing inÊammation. 
Dominicans believe cool water from a stream or pitcher balances humors and 
cleans dirt, reducing inÊammations.109 Smoke from ¬res used to clear brush, 
cook food, and distill bay rum is also seen as a source of polluting dirt that can 
lead to inÊammation. Other sources include dust associated with agriculture in 



184 chapter 5

the dry season and the airborne particulate of Roseau and Portsmouth. While it 
is unknown whether Caribbean dwellers in the eighteenth century believed cool 
water to have curative properties, coolness was an important quality of water 
then. Jonathan Troup described how one enslaved woman, Penny, enjoyed cool 
water.110 He also documented the use of cold water by itself or with remedies for 
gas, hangovers, nausea, small pox, and virility.111 Cool water was not a cure-all, 
however. Troup notes that a carpenter he hosted in August, a�er heavy rains, 
su�ered diarrhea a�er imbibing cold water with his dinner.112

Because goglets held about one liter of water, they would have required con-
stant re¬lling over the course of the day. For landowners, this was not a prob-
lem. In 1903, Lafcadio Hearn observed “the thick red earthen vessels which keep 
your drinking-water cool on the hottest days, but which are always ¬lled thrice 
between sunrise and sunset with clear water from the mountain.’”113 �e only 
sources of cool water available to slaves at Bois Cotlette and Sugarloaf were one 
of two freshwater springs in Soufriere or rivers in Portsmouth. In Soufriere, 
accessing this water meant transgressing property boundaries, walking several 
miles, and climbing ¬�een- to twenty-degree slopes. No doubt water carriers 
made several such trips a day, but not everyone had access to the product of their 
labor. Near Portsmouth there are many rivers with cool water. �e clarity of 
that water can be quite variable. During the rainy season, many of those rivers 
become ¬lled with sediment as eroded soils and fallen plant debris are churned 
up in fast-moving water.

Oral histories provide evidence for the limited use of goglets in all house-
holds. According to one of my interlocutors, one or two such pots were set on a 
sideboard near where people would eat. �e water in them was cool and sweet, 
and served to elders and guests. As a child, my interlocutor was never allowed 
to drink this water. As an adult caretaker at a wealthy Englishman’s property, 
he was rarely granted access to the vessel’s contents. A century earlier, Hearn 
described the role of “Bonne” in Martinique: “She is the con¬dential messenger, 
the nurse, the chamber-maid, the water-carrier, everything, in short, except cook 
and washer-woman.”114 Hearn draws parallels to slavery in his discussion of the 
intimate workings of wealthy households. While considered a member of the 
family, Bonne did not enjoy the bene¬ts of its membership, including access to 
water stored in the case à eau.

It is diÚcult to interpret these gradations in Dominica’s slave villages. As I 
have suggested, membership in households in the villages where enslaved labor-
ers lived is notoriously tricky to de¬ne. �e residents of slave dwellings were not 
always related, nor did they necessarily consider themselves family. Some could 
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be kin, such as Granny Smith. Other kinds of relationships could also exist, such 
as reciprocal forms of exchange that de¬ned the interaction between slaves and 
maroons. Certainly, holding a profession such as a carpenter, nurse, or boiler 
meant that one enjoyed material and social bene¬ts. At the same time, multiple 
hierarchies could exist simultaneously on a plantation. Healers, charismatic lead-
ers, or specialists were recognized by denizens and reÊected a social organization 
not documented by Europeans. Gradations of age and rituals of hospitality were 
important dimensions establishing who drank cool water and under what con-
ditions they could do so. To care for someone or something with water, it ¬rst 
had to be cra�ed. In cra�ing that water, however, a person was also cra�ed.115

�ere is indirect evidence that some enslaved laborers had di�erential access 
to cra�ed water. Many maladies associated with slave life could have also re-
sulted from water scarcity brought about by the sugar revolution. Aside from 
the discomfort, dehydration can lead to complications including heat stroke, 
swelling on the brain, seizures, low blood volume, shock, kidney failure, and 
even death. Caribbean physicians, including Troup, o�en diagnosed slaves with 
either dropsy (edema) or mal d’etomach. Planters and physicians believed that 
“dirt eating,” or pica, which sometimes accompanied the bundle of symptoms, 
was the ultimate cause of the disease. In fact, the symptoms associated with 
mal d’etomach were the result of beriberi.116 In 1817, Parliament instituted the 
triennial slave register as a way to monitor illegal trade in human beings. At 
Sugarloaf, whose manager was meticulous in detailing the causes of death, 
twenty-seven slaves died and seven individuals were sold. Causes of death listed 
include age (four), scrofula (one), consumption (three), injury (one), Êux (three), 
rupture (two), paralectic (one), worms (six) and mal d’etomach (six). Eighteen of 
the twenty-seven deaths could be attributed to diseases in which water is a vector 
or its scarcity is a cause. Of those eighteen, all were new to the island.

While the above statistics suggest a relation, they are anecdotal at best. �e 
observation of maladies causing death was uneven in its application and accu-
racy across the board. For example, in the same year enslaved laborers died at 
both Bois Cotlette and Morne Patate; causes were not listed. What the statistics 
do suggest is that water was part of the relations of care. Archaeologists have 
highlighted how such calculus forged or reinforced domestic networks and mit-
igated the embodied consequences of enslavement.117 We know from other con-
texts that “enslaved nurses drew from a range of wild, tended and domestic plant 
and animal resources to care for their patients.”118 Certainly, the enslaved might 
have sought respite in hospitals, but from documentary evidence and Troup’s 
own account, they were places of last resort. For Troup, treating someone was 
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a function of his profession, for which he received remuneration. For others in 
Dominica, it was also an act of care for one’s community to ensure “belonging 
and regeneration.” It is likely that the enslaved would have initially relied on 
domestic networks located in the houseyards of villages.

Administering to the sick in the houseyard was a communal act with political 
consequences. Water was cra�ed by ritual or medicinal specialists to harm, pro-
tect, or heal people. Belgian artist Pierre Jaques Benoit visited Suriname around 
1831 and published pictures from his visit.119 One painting illustrates a calabash 
and an “Indian Pot” of a “Water-Mama”: a woman called on for physical and 
spiritual interventions including herbal decoctions and ritual acts. Describing 
the ritual, he states she “poured water from the pot into the calabash and then 
made the Negress drink. She made her drink again and then gave her herbs to be 
administered to her child. All ¬nished, we departed, and I le� my o�ering in the 
sibyl’s hands. Tankie, masra (thank you, master), she responded to me.”120 While 
this performance should be understood within the speci¬c context of Suriname 
and its particular ecological and social context, similar types of specialists op-
erated in Dominica. �e 1788 “Act for the better regulation and protection of 
slaves” punished “Obeah or Doctor Men” with death for administering certain 
drugs or potions generally of a poisonous” nature.121 Nurses, among others, 
would have had access to such knowledge and been agents in political mobiliza-
tion.122 While it is likely that some beverages were decocted by enslaved laborers 
for sinister purposes, it is also likely that such beverages played a vital role in 
communities of care. Common medicines such as bush tea or rum infused with 
medicinal herbs could be cause for prosecution.123

Cool water was not enumerated in such texts, but it was no less present. An-
thropologists have argued that when more than one person holds rights over the 
same objects, such as water, the circulation of objects is very di�erent from the 
circulation of private property. Weiner refers to this process as “keeping while 
giving” and these types of objects as “inalienable possessions.” Inalienable posses-
sions are “symbolic repositories of genealogies and historical events, their unique, 
subjective identity gives them absolute value placing them above the exchange-
ability of one thing or another.”124 Exchanged objects materialize the social iden-
tity of the actors that are vested in them, preserve lineage ties, and reproduce the 
speci¬c cultural characteristics of the larger group. So, while ¬lling a goglet, glass 
bottle, or gourd changed the ownership status of the water, sharing that water 
changed the nature of the relationship. �e substance was no longer individuat-
ing, since cra�ing water to heal or reunite was a communal act. Acts that made 
water communal helped resolve some of the predicaments of slavery.
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Features documented and vessels recovered from houseyards in Portsmouth 
and Soufriere index di�erent types of water, including murky, clear, holy, and 
cool. We can use the qualities of water encoded in these objects to envision how 
experiences varied for peoples who stood in di�erent relations to objects that 
stored and transformed water. Rain fell in Soufriere and was collected in ponds 
or cisterns. Water could be diverted from roofs into Biot jars near the estate 
house. Goglets were ¬lled and placed in galleries to be cooled during the day 
and served to elite occupants. While cisterns and distant springs were possible 
sources of water, few, if any, slaves would have had regular access to their con-
tents, exacerbating social hierarchies. Instead, rainwater, rotting detritus, and 
sediment would collect in strategically placed ponds across Soufriere. Children 
would travel back and forth from those ponds to collect water in buckets and ¬ll 
jars near slave houses. From jars, cooking pots were ¬lled. Individuals might ¬ll a 
smaller vessel made from plants, ceramic, or glass. A few people would have had 
access to water from goglets. �e remainder relied on glass bottles, gourds, and 
calabashes.125 Matter like water held in calabashes and goglets entangled long 
sequences of social events involving manufacture, gi�ing, administering care, 
ownership, and ¬nal disposal. It was the sequence that individuated or entangled 
people in relations of care. In cra�ing water, people and their relationship with 
each other were also cra�ed.

Conclusion

Scholars who have interrogated slave life have argued that it is intellectually short-
sighted to ignore di�erences between slaveholder ideology and the everyday lives 
of people categorized as slaves. Dominica’s sugar revolution marked the intensi-
¬cation of exclusionary relations of markets, regulation, force, and legitimation. 
�ese relations were assembled in the socioecological form of the sugar planta-
tion. On these plantations, enslaved people racialized as Black lived in denser 
settlements and struggled in ¬elds devoted to monocultural output for higher 
capital gain for owners. Concomitant with this emerging, socioecological form 
was a transformation of the landscape that impacted the availability of water for 
those living under the condition of slavery. Waterways were not free of charge.

Peripheral Êows shaped the everyday uses of water that resolved some of these 
predicaments. Attaching waterways to these Êows has two implications. Costs of 
resolving the competition of production and reproduction were unevenly borne 
by the slaves. Objects used to resolve challenges, brought through enslavement 
and intensi¬ed by the sugar revolution, were paid for by the unaccounted labor 
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of the enslaved. Acquisition, distribution, and use of water assemblages also 
transmitted and reinforced long-held structures of feeling surrounding water 
and its uses. Beyond containing types of water that composed people’s water-
ways, the objects cra�ed water. Qualities (foul, clear, cool, and holy) imparted 
by containers (ponds, jars, goglets, and calabashes) to water shaped their position 
with each other. Changes include di�erences in status, as water was transferred 
from communal sources (ponds, cisterns, storage jars) to personal containers 
(goglets, calabashes, and glass bottles). InÊected with race, gender, and status, 
the vessels were part of the politics of belonging and social regeneration that 
framed everyday life for enslaved laborers.
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Presenting Predicaments

�e case of Dominica is altogether an exceptional one. It is, I 
believe, one of the very richest islands in possession of the Crown in 
the West Indies in the natural productiveness of the soil; at the same 
time, it is an island in which practically nothing has been done, and 
to this day the very best Crown land in the island, amounting to 
about 100,000 acres, is absolutely unproductive.

—Joseph Chamberlain, 1896

T his book has shown how enslaved laborers engaged in every-
day forms of resilience as they negotiated the slow and fast violence 
wrought by the plantation and its global interdependencies.1 It is 

an all-too-predictable irony that 133 years a�er William Young planned the 
administration of Dominica, British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain 
addressed Parliament with the words above. Much of Dominica’s history has 
been one in which nature was viewed as abundant, though utterly useless with-
out the ability of labor and markets to catalyze that latency into capital. Laborers 
are portrayed as having little control over land use and thus being particularly 
ine�ective stewards of the land and authors of their own poverty. Missing from 
this account are the predicaments faced by laborers making a living on lands 
they did not own, in a strati�ed society in which they were exploited. Political, 
economic, and environmental forces di�erentially impacted the lives and live-
lihoods of Dominicans of Indigenous and/or African descent in the years a�er 
the legal abolition of slavery. Also le� out are the everyday acts of conservation 
and reorganization that enabled them to live. �e resilient solutions they cra�ed 
might continue to be useful as people encounter new predicaments today.

In Dominica, people solved problems not of their own making. People le-
gally de�ned as property were purchased to perform agricultural work in eigh-
teenth-century Dominica. And while plantation labor was not the only expe-
rience of people categorized as slaves, and enslaved people were not the only 
ones a�ected by this transformation, they were the ones who were most directly 
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responsible for implementing the plans of English-speaking elites. Security, 
mobility, and belonging presented challenges in the everyday lives of enslaved 
workers. Water, as a political, economic, and cultural matter, maps these predic-
aments and how the enslaved resolved them.

�ese problems did not begin with the sugar revolution, but they intensi�ed 
a�er agents of empire argued that Dominica and its resources should be put to 
new purposes. Humans have been shaping Dominica for nearly �ve thousand 
years. Water was an important part of this story. It was a resource that had to 
be accounted for as farmers moved onto an island where, in some places, agri-
culture is entirely rainfall dependent. �ere were hydrosocial aspects to water, 
whereby ideas were shared and alliances forged. It was also a cultural substance 
with meanings, hard to recover, attached to its use. While sugar cane was not 
entirely new to the island in 1763, the intensity of activities undertaken to culti-
vate it and the geographic spread of these endeavors were. Before then, the labor 
and crops of enslaved workers supplied people who claimed ownership over them 
with pro�ts from the sale of food to neighboring islands. �ere was ¢exibility 
to the choices they made about what crops to grow and where—¢exibility that 
modulated changes in the environment, including political alliances, market 
demands, and the weather. �is ¢exibility, however, was read by colonizing nar-
ratives as a poor utilization of the Nature Island.

In 1763, colonizing narratives viewed Nature’s Island as an open frontier 
with a latent abundance that could be realized only through the work of slavery 
and markets. Agents of empire did not anticipate, however, the degree to which 
sugar would be adopted across the island. Factories and �elds sprang up in places 
where these agents thought they should, as well as in places they thought they 
shouldn’t. According to the standing and ruined buildings that dot the land-
scape, the process was dramatic. Within two decades, eighty-seven new sugar 
estates were built, and some 18,000 people were added to the population of the 
island. Land and its resources became scarce, making workers more vulnerable 
to changes in weather, precipitation cycles, and the vagaries of commerce. Scar-
city here is not a prior condition, but something that emerged from discourses 
surrounding abundance. It is no surprise, then, that cheap goods used to store 
liquid become increasingly popular as parts of domestic assemblages only a�er 
Dominica’s sugar revolution.

Observing these processes, land-holding residents grew increasingly disillu-
sioned, fearing a future in which maroons and enslaved workers would conspire 
to dislodge them from the island. Where I stress scarcity, observers stressed the 
governor’s, and his functionaries’, inability to cope with the American Revolution 
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as the in¢ection point that changed their world. It interrupted commerce and 
the supply of the colony. It is important to take such arguments seriously, as 
they were formative in the experiences of the enslaved. Of course, such accounts 
are written from a particular stance �lled with blind spots. Nonetheless, they 
point to questions to ask of the archaeological record. Objects recovered from 
the villages where enslaved laborers lived found their way there through illicit 
and sometimes illegal means. �ese objects speak not only to an unexpected 
economy in which workers interacted face to face with maroons and Kalinago, 
but also to increasingly shared idioms between people who lived on islands that 
owed allegiance to di�erent sovereigns. Despite fears of poorly scrutinized alli-
ances and attempts to maintain �nancial integrity to the island’s economy, the 
mobility of slaves was needed to make slavery and plantations work. �ough not 
within the scope of this book, I feel it is important to gesture that predicaments 
of security, mobility, and belonging did not just end with slavery.

Slow violence is intergenerational, as resolutions to predicaments create new 
problems. �is study of agricultural intensi�cation on the Nature Island antici-
pates the continuity of problems that a largely landless majority were still forced 
to resolve a�er e�ective emancipation in 1838.2 In Dominica, markets for botan-
ical commodities, new and old, created conditions in which small holders and 
planters alike would replace one crop with another (lime with sugar and cocoa 
with co�ee), or plant new crops altogether, such as bananas.3 By and large, people 
who were the children of enslaved workers, or who were once enslaved them-
selves, could not accumulate in ways that plantation owners and white settlers 
with enough cash could. Low wages, along with laws stipulating the minimum 
amount of land that could be purchased, regulated who got what land.4 Wage 
workers continued to feel the squeeze. Force also played an exclusionary role. 
A�er familiar attempts to take away the political franchise the 1831 “Brown Priv-
ilege Bill” had conferred to people of color, violence erupted at the courthouse 
and the marines were summoned to quell the unrest.5

Discourses that legitimized some priorities over others continued to create 
problems that others were forced to solve. In the 1880s and 1890s, a spate of bush-
�res led some to complain that once-rich agricultural lands were now “barren 
wastes of rock,” when the fertile “soil le� burned and bare” was “washed to the 
valley or sea.”6 Dr. Nichols, one of the observers introduced in chapter 2, com-
plained, “year a�er year, during the dry season, planters . . . su�ered great losses 
by �res set by their neighbors.”7 �e “neighbors” in this account are not other 
members of the planter class. Rather, they are people who were once enslaved, or 
the children of people who were once enslaved, who continued to be racialized 



192 Epilogue

as Black. Provision strategies seem to be mostly portrayed by reference to pathol-
ogy—a people living close to subsistence and next to disaster, who overtax the 
soil through unstable agricultural practices. Nichols would go on to argue that 
burning would rob the soils of “nitrifying microbes.”8

With an eye to “modernize the island” and secure what was perceived to be 
an increasingly tenuous relationship between colony and metropole, Henry Hes-
keth Bell, Dominica’s newly appointed governor, encouraged white settlement, 
funded experiments with new crops, and facilitated the banana industry. In 
1900, Bell remarked “that a great majority of colored people speak nothing but 
patois.” He went on to state, “it is sometimes di¸cult to realize that one is in a 
colony which has been British for more than 120 years.”9 To redress these per-
ceived concerns, Bell encouraged whites to emigrate from Britain and even sug-
gested that Boer prisoners be resettled in Dominica as part of a plan to whiten 
the island. He also lobbied for a Carib reserve, which the government established 
in 1903. Creation of this territory was foundational to interpretations of “au-
thentic” and indigenous Caribbean history.10

What emerged in the wake of these e�orts were new settlement patterns cre-
ating new predicaments. Crown-lands on the narrow band of coastline became 
the sites of new villages where landless, largely black Dominicans made new lives 
and livelihoods. Some continued to work as wage laborers on estates. Others 
became �shers. Still others found new opportunities as they continued to work 
the spaces between estates, experimenting with new crops for new markets and 
cultivating old ones that continued to be staples. Yet for the million problems 
faced, there were a million solutions.

�is book is as much about the way we confront contemporary predicaments 
of water and soil as about those forged in the wake of the sugar revolution. 
Extreme weather events, changing precipitation, and sea-level rise have made 
those living in the global north more mindful of the vulnerability of lives and 
livelihoods in a time of climate change. “Resilience” has been popularized in 
policy statements written to confront these challenges. But what lesson does 
the mapping of water in eighteenth-century Dominica hold for contemporary 
policy on resilience? We can take note of how contemporary social relations 
shape our interpretations of the archaeological record.11 We can also recast our 
focus on how the experience of those caught up in circumstances beyond their 
control shaped the archaeological record.12 �is record, then, addresses pres-
ent-day concerns about “human rights, the environment, and socio-economic 
development,” and provides an important set of data about everyday forms of 
resilience.13
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Everyday life has gotten more di¸cult for many of the Dominican colleagues 
with whom I started this project. Increasingly intense weather associated with 
climate change has become part of the predicaments they have to negotiate on 
a daily basis. In September 2017, Dominica was ravaged by Hurricane Maria. 
While hurricanes are not a new threat to the region, the magnitude of the 
storm—in the wake of Tropical Storm Erika in 2016, from which the island was 
still in recovery—resulted in historic devastation. As has been widely reported in 
the media, the hurricane devastated the island nation’s infrastructure, housing 
stock, and economic base, and the government sought assistance from govern-
mental, nongovernmental, and private organizations for the long process of re-
covery. On some islands, such as St. Croix, sustainable archaeology projects were 
in place to immediately assess the short-and long-term damage.14 For my small 
part, I went to Dominica in April 2018 to assist in whatever small way I could.

High winds, ¢oods, landslides, and recovery e�orts have de¢ated, exposed, 
or endangered important archaeological and historic sites, many of which have 
been central to Dominica’s tourist industry. My speci�c goal in 2018 was to assist 
the government in assessing the storm’s impact on these resources. We identi�ed, 
documented, and described known and unknown archaeological sites as one 
step in recuperating the heritage infrastructure of the island. �e other goal was 
less academic. I wanted to track down colleagues and friends with whom I could 
not talk via WhatsApp or Facebook.

I heard how environmental devastation impacted everyday life. In the days 
a�er the storm, water was so scarce that in some cases people would drink water 
straight from the open drains that line the roadways in the small coastal vil-
lages. I had also heard how NGOs used these communities as an opportunity 
to promote themselves through their good e�orts, creating a predicament of 
abundance. I was told many stories of relief agencies providing items that would 
be of little use at the time they were delivered. �e port was crammed with con-
tainers holding items that might have been useful but also might not have been 
appropriate for the conditions at hand. I witnessed the damage to houses and 
housing stock. Many of the coastal villages settled in the years immediately a�er 
emancipation were the ones hardest hit by the storm. Damage varied from a few 
missing roofs to villages completely buried by the loose, gravelly soils exposed 
over the years due to aggregate mining for concrete. �e aggregate was used for 
roads and buildings, erected by Dominican and foreign capital in the form of 
hospitality companies and overseas aid organizations.

�e day I was leaving on that �rst trip a�er Maria, optimism struck as I drove 
past a garden high above the village of Massacre and saw shoots of dasheen begin 
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to poke through the soil. �at provision grounds still provided security in the 
a�ermath of environmental devastation suggested the importance of solutions 
of the past. In the weeks, months, and years a�er Maria, resilience became a 
common phrase and a call to action. But as I hope this book has shown, there 
is a social history and archaeology to resilience. For centuries, people living on 
Caribbean islands, particularly those who are most economically and politically 
vulnerable, have been at the forefront of solving climate problems, including ag-
ricultural precarity, water resource management, and forced migration. Despite 
the harsh conditions of slavery, enslaved laborers in regimented plantation vil-
lages carved out new spaces where they could lead rich social lives with networks 
extending to other communities on Dominica and beyond, including Kalinago 
and maroon. �rough these ties, they cultivated a set of ecological priorities that 
helped solve problems not of their own making.
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