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ABSTRACT

| use W.E.B. Du Bais' reference to the worlds 'within and without the veil' as
the narrative setting for presenting the case of an African-Bahamian urban
cemetery in use from the early eighteenth century to the early twentieth
century. | argue that people of African descent lived what Du Bois termed a
‘double consciousness.' Thus, the ways in which they shaped and changed
this cemetery landscape reflect the complexities of their lives. Since the
material expressions of this cemetery landscape represent the cultural
perspectives of the affiliated communities so changes in its maintenance
constitute archaeologically visible evidence of this process. Evidence in
this study includes analysis of human remains; the cultural preference for
cemetery space near water; certain trees planted as a living grave site
memorial; butchered animal remains as evidence of food offerings; and
placement of personal dishes on top of graves.

Based on the manufacture dates for ceramic and glass containers African-
derived cultural behavior was no longer practiced after the mid-nineteenth
century even though the cemetery remained in use until the early twentieth
century. | interpret this change as evidence of a conscious cultural decision
by an African-Bahamian population in Nassau to move away from obviously
African-derived expressions of cultural identity. | argue that the desire for
social mobility motivated this change. Full emancipation was granted in the
British Empire by 1838. People of African descent who wanted to take
advantage of social opportunities had to give up public expressions of
African-derived cultural identity in order to participate more fully and
successfully in the dominant society. '
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Introduction

If anyone has eyes, let him/her see.
Adapted from Revelation 13:9
New American Standard Bible, 1997
,-/

Overview

I use W.E.B. Du Bois' reference to the worlds 'within and without the veil' as
the theoretical setting for the case of an African-Bahamian urban cemetery in use
from the early eighteenth century to the early tweﬁtieth century. I argue that people
of African descent lived what Du Bois termed a ‘double consciousness.' Thus, the
ways in which they shaped and changed this cemetery landscape reflect the
complexities of their lives over time. Since the material expressions of fhis cemetery
landscape represent the cultural perspectives of the affiliated communities so changes

in its maintenance constitute archaeologically visible evidence of this process.

The primary challenge in writing this dissertation was to recognize and
identify evidence of significant variations in experiences within the African Diaspora.
In attempting to clarify even seemingly minor details in the landscape and
archaeological record, I came to realize that as someone from the wider African
Diaspora I also needed to examine how anthropologists, specifically those in North
America, have historically dealt with research questions concerning Africans in the
Atlantic Diaspora. The most basic issue I had to acknowledge is that élthough the
plantation experience was the case for the majority of Africans and their descendants
in the Americas, it was not the only life experience within this Diaspora. However,

black, urban laborers, enslaved or free, often had greater opportunity to organize their



personal lives to suit their purposes than those restricted by demands imposed by an

owner or overseer.

This research examines the experiences of free blacks and urban enslaved
laborers in the British West Indies through the lens of a Bahamian cemetery which it
situates in a broader historical context. Though I attribute some action to the
individual agency of 18th century African-Bahamians in Nassau, also at issue here is
the recognition that the British colonial government had a different perspective from
the White urban elite and planters on how to deal with African-descended people.

The role of the colonial government in mediating the status of non-whites had a
significant impact on how free people of color, and enslaved urban laborers were able

to conduct their lives.

For archaeologists a second issue is being able to identify the African-
influenced landscapes created by these involuntary immigrants. Even though
Africans were accorded the lowest societal status that did not preclude them being
able to express their perspectives of the world in which they lived. Archaeological
assessments of culturally meaningful landscapes help to demonstrate the extent to
which Africans in the Atlantic Diaspora were able to impress their worldview on the
landscape. My argument is that within the general context of a European cemetery
site, there, people of African descent were able to express African-influenced
concepts of memorializing the dead. Any perceived change in this cultural behavior

is interpreted as a reflection of changes in the worldview of African-Bahamians.



Sincé its beginnings in the late 1960s historical archaeology of the African
Diaspora has been most heavily focused on the experience of enslavement throughout
the Americas. In the Caribbean most of the archaeological research has aimed at
understanding the nature of enslavement within the context of plantations. However,
the plantation experience was only one aspect of the Atlantic Diaspora. This research
aims to expand the knowledge base on the experiences of African-descended people
outside the context of plantations. This project focuses on a cemetery used by a
communit‘y of enslaved and free African-Bahamian workers in the town of Nassau.
While mortuary aspects of a cemetery landscape can potentially be used to examine
the physical impact of distinctive urban African-B ahanﬁan lives, the sample
excavated from this site is so small it cannot be presented as being representative of

the community that used the cemetery.

This study begins from a more flexible, open-ended vantage point than that
afforded by theoretical and methodological emphases in the literature on resistance,
creolization, and plantatién contexts. In the diaspora all Africans did not simply
accept the new lifestyle that Europeans attempted to impose on them. Using Du
Bois’ concept of double consciousness I make the case that Africans in the Atlantic
diaspora were able, to varying extents, create a world for themselves “within the veil”
not modeled on European cultural systems to which they had been transposed.
Instead, this world within the veil was modeled on an understanding of life drawn
from their African cultural heritage. I argue that the world “without the veil”
represented their place and interactions within the wider, dominant society where,

until sometime during the nineteenth century, people of African descent were either



enslaved or free. I contend that Africans in the diaspora constantly made cultural
decisions over time, depending on their life circumstances, on the extent to which
they moved between these different worlds; if at all. I elected to use the theoretical
framework of double consciousness rather than referring to it as creolization because,
for me, the concept of double consciousness more succinctly intersects with an
examination of processes of continuity and change that may be archaeologically

evident for this Diasporic population.

Archaeologists have excavated sites associated with maroon groups to
investigate the theme of Africans’ resistance against their imposed slave status
(Agorsah 1994; Allen 2001; Sayers 2008; Weik 2002). Other means of resistance
have 5een referenced by archaeologists and historians for African-descended
populations (Ferguson, 1992; Singleton, 1995; Thornton 1998; Samford 2000).
Within the context of this research, however, I only reference maroon societies as
exemplifying resistance because these were instaﬁces in which Africans chose to
reject any participation in European-based slave-holding society and, instead
developed an independent, strongly African-influenced way of life. I argue that the
concept of double consciousness involves a cultural awareness of two distinct worlds
and worldviews. One of these states of consciousness has a limited correlation to a
European cultural heritage; it is this rationale I use té justify separating maronnage
from other forms of resistance by Africans in the Atlantic diaspora. By this model of
double consciousnesé then, the other state of consciousness would involve more
extensive interaction of African-descended people with the many forms of European

society and cultural heritage. It is at such intersections I contend that the concepts of

4



resistance and creolization are more apparent because of the myriad negotiations
between different forms of cultural heritage. I further contend that Africans in the
diaspora made cultural decisions about the form and extent of these cultural
interactions over time; and some material evidence of these interactions remain

visible in the archaeological record.

Using resistance as an interpretive frame for every aspect of African-derived
cultural behévior forecloses other interpretations of cultural actions by African-
descended people. To label all African-derived cultural behavior as resistance would

“seem to presume that even Africans transported to the Americas only used European-
derived cultural behavior in adjusting to their lives in this new world. Although they
were involuntary migrants Africans were, nevertheless, a migrant group to the |
Americas. As migrants this meant that their responses and adjustments to life in a

new environment would be modeled on behavior drawn from their cultures of origin.

Enslaved individuals were indeed severely restricted in the extent to which
they were free to manage many aspects of their daily lives. However, 1 contend that
archaeological research on African-descended populations illustrates some of the
ways in which enslaved and free Africans, and their descendants, crafted distinct
identities for themselves (Armstrong and Fleischman 2003; Ferguson 1992; Heath
and Bennett 2000; Samford 2000.) Further archaeological research on enslaved and
free Africans in urban contexts has the potential to provide greater insight about the
ways in which Africans in the Diaspora were able to create life ways that were based

on their African cultural heritage.



I also chose not to label this cultural behavior as creolization as there is a
danger of this term serving as a ‘catch all’ label for the continuous process of
adjustment and change. Theoretical usages of the term ‘creolization’ can cover a
range of interpretations on the processes involved, ranging from the mixture of
elements from diverse cultural and linguistic sources to the “birth” of a radically new
culture (Mintz and Price 1976; 1992; Gundaker, 2000). Unfortunately, in
archaeology creolization has often been ﬁsed reductively, simply substituting a new
term for the older linear transition of ‘acculturation” from an “o0ld” culture to a “new”
one—with the presumed uncritical adoption of the dominant culture in which

migrants found themselves as an endpoint.

In previous work in the Bahamas, Wilkie and Farnsworth (2005) employed
just such a reductionist perspective. Their quest to associate African-derived cultural
behavior in the Bahamas with related ethnic regions in West and Central Africa
merely demonstrates that indeed African-Bahamians maintained certain practices
from their regions of origin. However, it cannot effectively explain the complexity of
the cultural behavior observed or the reasons why practices changed over time.
Instead, as acculturationists of old did, they seem to assume that such changes were
either an inevitable yielding to the socially and economically dominant group’s forms
or, by implication, an eventual end to resistance against dominant forms. Their view
of creolization also cannot explain how or why an African captive rescued from a
slave ship by the Royal Navy and re-settled on New Providence was buried in one of
Nassau’s white cemeteries; indicating that before he died this man was socially

recognized as being ‘white.” Neither does this perspective on creolization explain



why an African-Bahamian community using a Nassau cemetery appeared to change
the cultural orientation of the cemetery after more than 100 years of use, other than to
imply forgetfulness or acceptance of domination. Thé drawbacks of the linear
approach when confronted with persisting movement back and forth across racial and
cultural lines was clearly anticipated and complicated by the concept which Du Bois

concisely summarized as “double consciousness.”

Somgwhat better, an intersystemic view of creolization acknowledges that
change is a complex process in which behavior and material culture can vary over
time and according to context (Drummond, 1980; Gundaker 2000:125). However,
although it offers a more complete understanding of interactions within the
creolization frame, I have found a focus on processes of continuvity and change more
theoretically useful. This perspective has allowed me to examine these processes in
action over time and in the interactions of varied segments of society; including the
British colonial government, “o0ld” and “new” white settlers, and Africans arriving
frpm different points of depariure, with different experienceé of freedom and

enslavement.

Another key issue in this dissertation is interpreting the lives of enslaved and
free Africans in urban contexts. Less archaeological research has focused on
Africans in urban environments where it is more difficult to identify groups
definitively by race or ethnicity than on plantations (Rankin-Hill, 1997; Davidson,
2004; Farmer et al, 2005; Blakey and Rankin-Hill, 2009; Perry et al, 2009; Medford,
2009). This was especially so in the case of enslaved workers who were limited in

their ability to leave a distinctive footprint on their living and/or work spaces.
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Nevertheless, archaeological research on urban sites related to people of African
descent has the potential to broaden the options available for understanding enslaved

and free black workers in urban environments.

Archaeological research on urban enslaved populations includes work by
Mark Leone (2005) who analyzed archaeological remains from a 19th century
African-American neighborhood of Annapolis, Maryland. However, most African
Diaspora archaeology in urban contexts has been done on cemetery sites (Davidson
2004;‘Perry et al 2009; McCarthy 1997; Farmer et al 2005). Cemetery sites are
representative of the entire community they served and therefore can provide details
on the physical, social, economic, and cultural lives of the people within that
community. Here, use of the Bahamian urban mortuary context maximizes possible

comparisons with other African diaspora sites of urban archaeology.

Methods

I first learned of this site some time ago during the time I worked in the
Museum & Archaeology Section of the Bahamas’ Department of Archives.
Knowledge of the site and awareness of its significance in Bahamian history and
culture had been stymied by two factors which caused it to remain obscured even
though it is situated in a very accessible location. It had been physically obscured
through much of the twentieth century once it was covered over by the storm surge
from hurricanes in the late 1920s. Additionally, documentary evidence on the

cemetery during its hjstory from the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries was



not in the Bahamas but in Jamaica’s National Archives. This arrangement reflected
the organizational hierarchy of the Anglican Church in these two British West Indian
colonies. From 1824 when the Diocese of Jamaica was formally created until 1861
when the Bahamas became a separate Diocese, the administration of the Anglican
Church in the Bahamas was headquartered in Jamaica. Becausé public cemeteries in
the Bahamas were managed by the Anglican Church many of even the mosf mundane

records were filed in Jamaica.

The Director of Archives at the time, Dr Gail Saunders, made several attempts
to have signage posted at the site explaining a more cor;plete history of this
cemetery; however there was always any number of logistical hurdles which
hampered this objective. Inthe Bahamas, especially for the city of Nassau, there was
a growing recognition of the economic and cultural value in historic preservation; but
preservation needs had to be balanced with the need for modern development. To
earn recognition for preservation, then, the cultural and historical significance has to
be established for a site; this can be especially challenging for seemingly vacant land
 like this cemetery site. I chose the St Matthew’s Northern Burial Ground site as the

focus of my dissertation research as a means to establish its cultural and historical

significance and thereby rationalize its preservation.

With no physical evidence of the cemetery remaining above ground it was
more difficult to justify preserving the site only on the basis of documentary
evidence, and given the site’s history in the first half of the twentieth century the
primary challenge in making the case for its preservation was to provide physical

evidence of its history. Residents of the nearby community are still aware that there

9



was once a cemetery in this vicinity but they do not know its exact location. The
Antiquities, Monuments & Museums Corporation (AMMC) contracted a Florida
_firm, Geo View to conduct a ground penetrating radar (GPR) survey of the area of
reclaimed land and the grass verge. A test unit was situated based on a deeply buried
anomaly; the purpose of excavating a test unit was to get a preview of the
archaeological context of this site. The next phase entailed excavating units spread
throughbut the site. Since this was a waterlogged site that was originally at the
seaside, all excavated materials were desalinated in fresh water and then air-dried.
Interpretation of this site would enable me to compare it to physical features still
visible in a contemporary cemetery site on the west side of Nassau; 19th and 20th
century cemeteries on other Bahamian islands; as well as comparison with other

African diaspora cemeteries.

Chapter Summaries

Chapter one of this dissertation provides an historical overview of the
Bahamas from its settlement by thej English in the mid-séventeenth century through to
the early twentieth century. The aim is to set the broad context in which to
understand the research site; St Matthew’s Northern Burial Ground for Blacks and
People of Colour. As the cemetery was 'usecAl by people of African descent this
historical survey focuses on themes and issues most closely related to Bahamians of
African descent. In chapter two I set out the theoretical framework used for

interpreting landscape features and cultural materials documented within this site as

10



being African-derived. The basis of my argument is that, despite their low social
status in the Americas, Africans, like all other immigrant groups, faced the challenge
of how best to reconstruct their view of the world to give their lives meaning and
continuity. I make the case that for the community of African-Bahamians, who
created and used this cemetery for almost 200 years, the most critical issue was not a
matter of resistance against a foreign, dominant culture but rather the question of how
best to devise and pass on culturally-familiar means of giving community members a

positive sense of self and belonging.

Next, in chapter three I detail the historical background for landscape features
in European-style cemeteries; the objective is to show that these patterns of landscape
features have a distinct cultural history that is separate from landscape features
documented from African diaspora cemetery sites. Chapter four is Where I outline the
documentary history of the site then explain what steps were taken to physically
investigate the site; beginning with a sub-surface survey; followed by test excavations

and, finally, a more intensive site excavation plan.

The following three chapters present the analysis of the three main categories
of excavated materials. Chapter five reviews the analysis of human remains with an
emphasis on understanding physical health and the physical impacts of work and
other lifestyle factors on individuals. Chapter six presents the analysis of
manufactured and modified material culture; specifically, ceramics, glass,
miscellaneous objécts; and faunal remains. The aim of this analysis was to give some
idea of the period of use for this cemetery and also to provide insight on any

associated cultural activities within the cemetery space. The third category for
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analysis in chapter seven are material culture not related to the historic period site but
artifacts and ecofacts associated with an earlier Lucayan Taino site. Chapter eight,
the final chapter, reiterates the case for how the archaeological record from this site

illustrates the theoretical interpretation of this site.
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Chapter 1

Bahamian history in social, political, and economic context

A marginal British colonial territory

The first British settlers came to the Bahamas in 1648. This colony,
established by the Company of Eleutherian Adventurers like other European colonies,
was intended to bring profits for investors and provide a living for participants. Of
the 70 original settlers it is uncertain whether any were people of African heritage.
The colony was never as successful as its organizers had hoped. By the 1650s some
settlers had returned to Bermuda or relocated to other British colonies. Bermudan
colonists evidently regarded the small Bahamian colony as a convenient location to
banish their social rejects. These included several Whites, such as an unfaithful wife
and a quarrelsome Quaker (Craton and Saunders 1992:78). A number of free Blacks
and enslaved persons were also sent to the Bahamas. In 1656, after the disclosure of
a plot by slaves and free Blacks to free themselves from White domination, all free
Blacks were banished to Eleuthera (Outerbridge Packwood 1975:142, Maxwell
1999:5).

Documentary evidence of the lives of early Bahamian settlers is rare. It is
uncertain how many White inhabitants came to the Bahamas as indentured servants or
tenants to wealthy investor-landlords. This was not a prosperous colony so it is
unlikely there ever were significant numbers of indentured servants in the Bahamas.
As was usual with colonial settlements, there was much speculative optimism about
the colony’s potential (Calendar of State Papers [CSP] 9:971; Oldmixon 1969
[1741]:430-431).
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Yet even this small, struggling colony warranted the importation of unfree
African labor. With the evolution of a colonial society also came the changing
positions of social groups. The deportation of an entire community of free Blacks
brought as much change to Bermuda as it did to the Bahamas. In the Bahamas the
many small islands had already proven more suitable to small-scale, independent
holdings than the large-scale ventures colonial investors expected to bring them huge
profits. This type of setting allowed for an atmosphere that was less restrictive on
lower-ranked social groups such as people of color. My aim in the remainder of this
chapter is to examine the basis of ecénomic wealth in the Bahamas and determine
whether any avenues existed for African-Bahamians to access this wealth. Such a
review juxtaposes the conditions of life for Bahamians of African heritage along with
other factors which affected their life conditions over time.

In her book, Race in North America: Origin and Evolution of a Worldview,
biological anthropologist, Audrey Smedley (1999) argued that the cultural history of
English settlers in North America contributed to the rigid racial categorization of
enslavement for people of African descent. In contrast, in Spanish and Portuguese
South American colonies racial categorization was more fluid, depending on
economic and social circumstances. However the character of a race-based slave
labor system in British West Indian colonies such as the Bahamas was more similar to
the more lenient racial characterization of Latin American colonies (Eastwood,
2006:68-73; Helg, 2004:162-167; LaCerte, 1993:42; Lasso, 2007:16-67; Levine,
1997:7-25; Marshall, 1993:16; Beckles, 2011:212; Scarano, 2011:179-183; Wade,

1993:3-14). Since English colonists settled the Bahamas as well, I propose that the
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difference in racial characterization was affected by the particular paths to wealth and
power available to all social groups in the Bahamas.

The line of argument here is that while access to economic and social
opportunity may have been restricted for people of color, there was no definitive
prohibition against people 6f African descent participating at different social and
economic levels. However access to the most powerful roles and property were most
heavily protected by social convention which determined suitable social relationships;
these also impacted access to economic opportunities. In the 18th century several
Acts “for governing Negroes, Mulattoes or Indians” aimed to define which persons
were categorized in each group. These laws were also reacting to such customary
practices as extensive racial and social mixing, as well as the habit of enslaved
individuals working unclaimed land for themselves (Craton and Saunders, 1992:148-
156). As blacks comprised at least half the population of the Bahamas from the
early 18th century forward it was more feasible that they were allowed to participate
in all but the most power-laden aspects of social, economic, and political life. This
review of Bahamian history is intended to illustrate these patterns and show how they
shifted over time.

For at least the next century after the Bermuda blacks were deported to the
Bahamas, people of African descent played significant roles in most levels of
Bahamian life. In 1696 an incident occurred that cost prqprietary governor, Nicholas
Trott his career. He was charged with accepting fees and “gifts” to allow Henry
Every, alias Bridgeman, to land in Nassau. Every was considered a notorious pirate

because he had plundered a ship belonging to the Great Mogul of India (Defoe
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1999:53, Oldmixon 1969 [1741]:429). Choosing to land in Nassau was not a
haphazard decision as at least four of the white crewmen were “married and are
settled upon the Island; and also there came severall boys and foure free negros.”
(Colonial Office COS 1257/B16). This case demonstrates that Bahamians, both white
and black, were tied into at least one global network of profit; albeit not one of the
most desirable ones.

The royal charter for the earliest English settlers in the Bahamas detailed an
economy based on the collection of economically valuable resources from the land
and the sea. As the Bahamas was located along a major sailing route the list of
legitimate maritime activities included the salvage of wrecked and stranded vessels.

' Until the early 18th century Spanish authorities in Cuba considered much of this
activity as piracy. By the late 18th century, newspaper notices indicated that some
wrecking activity was done illegally (Bahama Gazette). Until the mid-eighteenth
century there is very little documentary information on the general populace and their
daily lives. In the lead-up to the war in the American colonies the British had,
however, considerable interest in assessing the demographic, economic, and military
state of the Bahama Islands. The general conclusion was that Bahamian islands did
not have very much soil, nor were these soils very fertile, and neither was agriculture
a priority for white settlers. The predominantly transitory nature of the Bahamian
economy had fostered a strong sense of independence among settlers (Craton and
Saunders, 1992:75-79; Calendar of State Papérs, 1964, vol.7:712).

Though this remained a small, poor colony because the archipelago was

strategically located on major oceanic shipping routes it was in the interest of the
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British colonial government to maintain control of these islands. In the 18th century
competition for access and control Aof territory in the Americas the value of the

Bahamas to Britain was the ability to maintain access to the Florida Straits. As
Governor Thomas Shirley stated in a 1775 report, “they command the Gulph of
Florida, through which all Spanish vessels with their Treasure return to Europe, As
too do the Windward passage; where all ships bound to the West Indies must pass.
Their Consequence in this respect has been clearly manifested by the astonishing
number of Captures made in those Seas by our privateers War, and the galling Effect
it has had on the trade of our Enemys.” (C0O23/23:28).

By the latter half of the 18th century a critical issue for the Bahamas’ colonial
government was obtaining title for private land. Governor Shirley, in his initial report
to the Earl of Hillsborough, described the population as “great numbers of the
Inhabitants being Blacks, Mulattoes and Persons, who live by Wrecking, and Plﬁnder,
and People of a very bold daring Spirit, which makes it highly necessary to ha.ve a
proper force to enable the Civil power to put their Laws in execution” (CO23/8:5,
December 1768). The governor wanted to convince the Board of Trade of the
urgency to upgrade the legal basis for private property ownership in the colony from
the proprietary ownership established in the 17th century. In the transition from a
proprietary colony to a Crown colony in the late 17th century the Crown did not
include a buy-out of the Lords Proprietors’ title to lands of the colony. A century
later Governor Shirley’s exasperation is evident in his assessment of the
consequences of this situation:

There are many cogent reasons, my Lord, why the Bahama
Islands can never arrive to any state of real advantage to the
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Crown, until the property of the Islands can be secured to the
Planter; For until that happy period arrives, no Inhabitant,
wood cutter, or planter can ever be confined to his own
plantation. These people now range from Island to Island, and
so soon as the Land in one place refuses to yield its increase
agreeable to their Expectations, Or the Timber by its distance
from the place of cutting becomes troublesome, they
immediately change to a situation more convenient, and
more profitable, which they first strip of all its valuable
Timbers for Exportation to the French and Dutch Islands...
It is therefore for these Reasons humbly submitted
to your Lordship’s Consideration, whether the renewing
the negotiations ... on the part of the Crown, for the
purchase of the proprietorship of the Islands, would not
be of the highest advantages, as thereby the rambling
Inhabitants must be tied down to their own plantations,
which would be secured to them and their Heirs by legal
Grants, and would not only help to discourage that
abominable Custom of wrecking, and the carrying on an
illicit trade, which last is practiced in a high degree with
the Dutch, French, and Danish Islands in the West Indies
(C0O23/23:28, May 6th 1775).

Late 18th century social context

With the culmination of the war with the former American colénies a military
report in 1783 was intended to assess “The present state of Defences at Providence ...
will report particularly. ... The face & nature of the Country, soil, and produce. State
of Cultivation — Number of Inhabitants — of whom composed & how connected.”
(Morse 1783).  The report includes an enumeration of the categories of inhabitants,

as of May 1782, on the seven populated islands in the archipelago (see Table 1).

These population statistics for the Bahamas are equally interesting for what
they do, as well what they do not, explicitly state. A military officer created this

report with an emphasis on the economic potential of the islands, including a
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tabulation of taxable persons on each of the seven inhabited islands. It is interesting
to note that there were nearly twice as many non-taxable inhabitants as the number of

taxable inhabitants.

Table 1 List of Inhabitants on the different Bahama Islands
Islands White Free born | Manumitted | Slaves Total Inhabitants Total Capable of
Taxables | mulattoes Taxables | not Taxable | Inhabitants Carrying
Arms
New 229 75 15 642 961 1789 2750 270
Providence
Harbour 97 2 80 179 321 500 90
Island
Eleuthera 102 25 23 150 300 450 120
Long 24 1 1 35 61 189 250 25,
Island,
Exuma &
Cat Island
Turks 12 20 29 20 52 18
Island :
Totals 464 103 16 800 1380 2619 4002 523

( Morse 1783)

The final column lists the numbers of those “capable of carrying arms.” The
officer reported that “The méle inhabitants of the Bahama Islands above the age of
fifteen, have for many years back been formed into a Militia.” This number was
slightly more than the number of white taxables (except in the case of Harbour
Island). The assumption here is that the white taxable inhabitants were males over 15
years old, including those deemed too old to serve in the militia. The tabulation of
non- taxables appears to have included all females and children, except those that
were enslaved. The system of taxation reflected the societal focus on adult males as
the economic providers. Contemporary sources, such as newspaper ads, court
records, and travel accounts, which documented how people made a living indicate

that free women of color often worked, as domestics, washer women, and street
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vgndors, to support themselves and their families. Such details provide some
information on the ways in which free people of color' lived and within a sub-culture
parallel to that of the wider, dominant society.

This population assessment was made in 1782 sﬁortly before Loyalist refugees
began arriving in the Bahamas from the former American colonies. Many of these
Loyalists had owned plantations in the southern colonies and brought their enslaved
workers with them, adding not only to the numbers of African descendants in the
Bz‘ihamas but also the diversity of their origins. The most heavily populated
settlements for blacks and whites were on New Providence, Eleuthera, and tiny
Harbour Island. It was also noted that the population figures for Turks Island
fluctuated because these were Bermudians who seasonally moved to that island to
rake salt (Morse 1783).

Population assessment from a Loyalist perspective focused on comparisons
between “old” and “new” inhabitants. William Wylly published a pamphlet in
London in 1789 extolling the contributions that Loyalists made to the Bahamas and
detailed the conditions he argued the colonial home government needed to address in
this colony to make the transition more amenable for Loyalist migrants. Wylly’s
1788 population assessment is shbwn in Tables 2a and 2b; these population statistics
included notations indicating which islands, other than New Providence, had

communities of free blacks.

! Until the mid to late 19th century a distinction was routinely made between blacks (those with
predominantly African physical features) and people of color (those of mixed racial ancestry) In this
paper, however, these terms are used interchangeably.
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The influx of Loyalist immigrants had a significant impact on the small
colony. Social tensions instigated by the arrival of new migrants served to delineate
the array of social groups in the colony. White inhabitants included both ‘old’ and
‘new’ settlers. New, Loyalist, settlers were wealthier and better educated than the old
inhabitants whom they disparagingly nicknamed ‘Conchs.” These new settlers
wished to translate their numerical strength into political power as soon as they could
be voted into the Assembly.

Those most heavily impacted by these social changes were the free blacks on
New Providence. Wylly’s tabulation of ‘old’ inhabitants suggests that some of them
also received land grants to establish plantations on previously uninhabited or
sparsely inhabited islands such as Andros and Caicos. Since the 1760s a focal
concern for the colonial government had been how to stimulate the economy. The
most promising solution seemed to be increasing the amount of land granted for
cultivation. Some plantation land grants were issued in the 20 years prior to the
influx of Loyalist immigrants. When they arrived the demand for land grants
exploded. Though free blacks may not have benefitted from land grants they also
participated in this internal migration to islands such as Long Island where Wylly
noted there were 21 “families of colour” in 1788 as compared to one free born
mulatto and one manumitted person reported for this area in 1782.

Other indirect evidence suggests that free blacks were selling their property
and likely relocating to other islands such as Eleuthera. This evidence includes
newspaper notices of properties for sale that included wattle and daub structures. In

the Bahamas this architectural technique is historically associated with people of
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African descent. Family oral history, along with archival documentation suggests
my mixed heritage Turner ancestors participated in this trend; moving to Eleuthera
after being manumitted in Nassau between 1787 and 1828 (The Bahama Gazette,
Register of Freed Slaves).

A major source of contention for Loyalist migrants to the Bahamas concerned the
status of free blacks. Some free placks and runaway slaves had aiso migrated to the
Bahamas. A Negro Court was established to settle cases in which blacks “either
entitled to freedom, - or belonging to persons who are now subjects of the American
States were trepanned from the Continent to the Bahama Islands, where they are
illegally held in bondage.” (Wylly 1789:22). Though Wylly acknowledged that there
were cases of illegal re-enslavement, he was still distrustful of free black settlements,
stating that “the Town of Nassau is actually overawed by a considerable body of
runaway and other Negroes, collected and kept together in the neighbourhood of

Government House, and about Fort Charlotte” (Wylly 1789:22).

The free black settlement south of the Government House property was not
formally recognized until the 1820s when it was named Grant’s Town after the
governor at the time (Department of Archives 1982:28-30). The area today is also
- commonly known as “Over the Hill” because of its location immediately south of the
ridge marking the southern boundary for the city of Nassau. Until 1913 the
Government House property extended down the southern face of this ridge, ending at

Cockburn Street (MOW Specification Books; 1788 Map). The wall for the
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Table 2a

State of the Population, Agriculture, &c. of the Bahama Islands in June, 1788
New Inhabitants, &c. &c. &c.

White

Principal Planters | Merchants | Imports | Imports | Exports | Exports | Number | Acresof Of the 3 Further Remarks
Islands on Male possessing from from to Great | to Great | of Slaves | cultivated learned
which Heads of ten or Great Great Britain | Britain Land Professions
there are | Families more Britain | Britain in the in the
settlements Slaves in the in the years years
years years 1773 & 1786 &
1773 & | 1786 & 1774 1787
1774 1787
New 165 27 26 1264 3060 16
Providence
Exuma 26 19 679 2591
Long 29 19 476 2380
Island
Cat Island 28 16 442 1747
Abaco 49 10 198 1837 Planters moving off
Andros 22 7 132 813
Island
Crooked 5 4 357 Newly settled
Island
. Caicos 6 5 214 460 Ditto
Eleuthera,
Harbour
Island &
Turk’s
Island
Total New 330 107 26 3762 12888 16
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Table 2b

Old Inhabitants, &c. &c. &c.

Planters

Principal White Merchants | Imports | Imports | Exports | Exports | Number | Acres of Of the 3 Further Remarks
Islands on Male possessing from from to to of cultivated | -learned
which there Heads ten or Great Great Great Great Slaves Land Professions
are of more Britain | Britain | Britain | Britain
settlements Families Slaves in the in the in the in the
years | years years years
1773& | 1786 & | 1773 & | 1786 &
1774 1787 1774 1787
New 131 2 3 1024 255 1
Providence
Exuma 11 4 75 354
Long Island 42 12 306 1530 Also 21 families of colour
Cat Island 12 16 250
Abaco
Andros Island 4 3 56 290
Crooked
Island
Caicos 1 5 30
Turk’s Island 18 40
Harbour 94 142 Very old Settlement
Island
Eleuthera 119 310 725 The 310 set down as Slaves, are
mostly free People of Colour
Total Old 430 21 3 1974 3434 1
Majority of 0 86 13 1790 9454 15
New Planters,
&c .
Majority of 100
Old ’
Inhabitants
General Total 760 128 29 £3581 136359 5216 58707+ 5696 16322 17
both of Old
and New

* Exclusive of a great deal of Specie, received from the Spanish Colonies under the Late Free Port Act, of which no account has been kept.

(Wylly 1789:7)
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Government House property along this street originally served as th¢ northern
boundary for the free black settlement that seemed to so anger and frustrate new
Loyalist settlers like Wylly. The status of free blacks was arguably the most
contentious issue for Loyalist migrants in the Bahamas (Wylly, 1789; C0O23/28,
Confidential dispatch, 1787). Most free blacks lived on Eleuthera, where it appears
that no Loyalists initially moved, and New Providence, where the capital, Nassau, was
located. Eleuthera was the next most populous island after New Providence even

before the Loyalists arrived.

As Eleuthera is the fifth largest island in the archipelago with a population of
only about 500, it is unlikely that Loyalists chose not to move to Eleuthera because of
overcrowding or lack of land for settlement. The fact that Loyalist refugees chose not
to settle on either Eleuthera or Harbour Island, the sites of the colony’s oldest English
settlements, suggests instead that there were significant tensions between ‘old’ and
‘new’ inhabitants. As Wylly constantly noted, the basis of wealth was different for the
two groups. Property for the Loyalist migrants involved land ownership and control
of slave labor. In contrast, property for the ‘old’ Bahamian inhabitants, including free
blacks, was more fluid and entailed access to economically viable resources such as
tropical hardwoods, salt, fish, and turtles. Thus “old” settlers needed seaworthy
vessels and community agreements about access to these resources rather than

ownership title to the property.

This lack of emphasis on landed property ownership certainly would have been
affected by the fact that title to property in the Bahamas had remained legally vested in

the six proprietors from 1670 until the 1780s when Loyalist migrants arrived. While
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Governor Shirley cited this situation as a hindrance to the colony’s economic
development, the unsettled nature of land ownership allowed free blacks, and even
slaves, to take advantage of this legal uncertainty to claim land for planting
(C0O23/23:28, 1775). One objective of the 1767 “Act for governing of Negroes,
Mulattoes, and Indians” was to limit the economic potential of those individuals who
had been freed (as opposed to free-born individuals). Freed blacks were prohibited.
from planting cotton, coffee, or indigo (Craton and Saunders, 1992:152-155).

Yet although this was a class-based and racially stratified society, with a
system of economic wealth based on access to seemingly unrestricted natural
resources, there was less motivation to severely restrict lower ranked groups such as
free people of color than in those soil-rich colonies with ecénomies based on large-
scale; and ownership. This difference was especially evident in the pattern of property
ownership within the town of Nassau in the 1780s when Loyalist migrants were
moving into the Bahamas. A map of property owners in Nassau, dated 1788, shows
that about one third of the landowners within the town were free people of color. Free
people of color owned property east of the governor’s mansion on the ridge
overlooking the town, and also in the center of the town where the new gaol was
completed in 1799 (Department of Archives Research Collection; Department of
Archives 1975:10 ). It appears that t_he oply area where non-whites were restricted
from owning property was on the harbor front in the center of the town. The
presumption is that this area provided access to the docks so private proberty owners
in this area also exercised some measure of control over commodities entering the

colony, as well as any products being exported from the colony. In short, ownership
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of harbor front property in the town was also indicative of an individual’s level of
economic power within the colony. This pattern of ownership remains intact even
today. The government has been unable to convince private dock owners to relocate
to the edge of the city to relieve congestion and create a more picturesque harbor

profile reflecting the city’s current tourist economy.

Despite this apparent fagcade of social acceptance, the social status for free
people of color in the Bahamas was in flux in most of the 18th century. Craton and
Saunders argue that as the century progressed it became increasingly more difficult to

be defined as a free person of color. This was illustrated in a 1756 Act

“’to ascertain who shall not be deemed Mulattoes,” which, though
containing some conciliatory phrases, was in fact designed to limit
upward mobility and reinforce white dominance, both by reasserting
that only whites could be fully free and by implying that only a strict
biological description (rather than economic status or customary
acceptance) could define a white. The preamble to the act claimed
that it was passed because ‘many good subjects were deprived of
doing themselves justice by being deemed Mulattoes,” going on to
enact that ‘all Persons who are above Three Degrees removed in a
lineal descent from the Negro Ancestor exclusive shall be deemed
white, and shall have all the Privileges and Immunities of His Majesty’s
White Subjects of these Islands, Provided they are Free, and brought
up in the Christian Religion.”” (1992:151-152).

Such stronger means of social control are interpreted as attempts to minimize
the blending of racial categories. Two wills written in the 1740s show the extent to
which racial and social boundaries were blurred. In 1743 John Stead died and left his
material goods to three female relatives. At least two of these women were married to

free men of color. Another example was Benjamin Sims, a mariner, who died about a
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year after Stead. Sims' estate was worth considerably more than Stead’s. He willed
that his nine slaves be manumitted on his death. Craton and Saunders suggest that
these could have been Sims’ common—iaw wife, their adult children, and a grandchild.
Executors for Sims’ estate were éubstantial planters and slave owners; one of whom

had served as acting governor for the colony (Craton and Saunders 1992:149-150).

The cases of Stead and Sims demonstrate the level of social interconnectedness
free people of color could attain in the 18th century Bahamas. Craton and Saunders
cited these examples to illustrate general improvements in the material condition of
Bahamians from the 1720s, with the expulsion of pirates, to the more comfortable
estate listings of the 1740s. The 1750s legislation more clearly delineated who could
be considered white. These examples are consistent with the hypothesis that increased
material wealth was correlated to increased social control and racial distance between

whites and all others.

The 1756 legislation also made social mobility more difficult for free blacks in
the colony. With the arrival of Loyalist migrantS and the expectation for an even more
vibrant economy these racially-based social distinctions were scrutinized even more
thoroughly. Not surprisingly, free blacks were thus the social group most adversély
impacted by the arrival of Loyalist settlers. Census figures and documentation of land
ownership suggest that some free blacks moved out of Nassau and resettled in Out
Island communities, particularly in Eleuthera and Long Island, after Loyalist settlers
came in the 1780s because they became a focus for Loyalist harassment (1788 map;

The Bahama Gazette ads, 1786-1800).
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According to the record of property ownership on the 1788 map of Nassau, the
town as a whole was not racially segregated although the highest concentration of non-
white property owners was on the western edge of the town. By the 1780s this area,
which later became known as Delancy Town, was already predominantly inhabited by
socially mobile free people of color (Deparfment of Archives 1982: 15. Less well-to-
do blacks established communities south of the ridge that was Nassau’s southern
border. These communities were most controversial during the early Loyalist

settlement phase.

Since the basis of property for Loyalist settlers was control of slave labor they
were distrustful of any community of free blacks, believing, that such communities
provided hiding places for runaway slaves. One of the complaints William Wylly
outlined in his pamphlet was the tension between Loyalist settlers and the colonial
administration in determining the status of some free blacks. Wylly wrote that
throughout the Bahamas there was a small group of “people of Colour, either free, or
pretending to be so. They are mostly however runaways from the American States.”

(1789:8).

Even the establishment of the Negro Court was insufﬁcient to discourage the
new settlers from challenging the rights of free blacks to their freedom. Ina
confidential dispatch to the Colonial Office, Governor Dunmore reported the
prosecution of a group of Loyalist settlers who had been forcibly entering homes in
free black communities in search of alleged runaways. Those blacks who were unable
to provide credible proof of their freedom, either through some document or by the

evidence of a white witness, were being re-enslaved (C0O23/28).
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In this type of environment it is not surprising that some free blacks chose to
leave the urban uncertainty in Nassau and move to the Out Islands, particularly
Eleuthera where Loyalist settlers did not move. Many of the new settlers preferred to
live in town so they bought whatever property became available. Given the stagnant
nature of the colony’s economy up to that point, the infusion of cash would have been
undeniably attractive to most property owners. Money from the sale of property
would have facilitated relocation to another community. There is no map later than
the 1788 one with as much information on property ownership, yet it is still apparent
that by the early 19th century there were much fewer Nassau property owners who
were free people of color. Those who remained owned property only on the edges of
town but certainly did not own property along Bay Street, the town’s main fare-way

that represented the core of economic power in the colony.

Despite the enthusiasm for 41arge-scale cotton production, by 1800 it was
evident that plantation agriculture would not become the dominant economic sector in
the Bahamas. The heyday for cotton production in the Bahamas was the 1780s and
179ds. Responses to a government questionnaire issued, in 1800, to prominent
planters indicated the major factors they felt contributed most to the decline in
production from their plantations. Factors cited included clearing more land than
could be effectively cultivatéd; not leaving some larger trees to act as wind-breaks;
infestations by pests as the chenille bug; devastating effects of droughts as well as cold
weather. The overall effect of these factors was to limit soil fertility. Another detail
revealed from these responses is that a number of Loyalist planters had already left the

colony and many more were planning to leave (C0O23/39).
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This brief but intense period of American Loyalists’ adjustment to the
Bahamas served to illustrate the interactions among all the social groups that made up
Bahamian colonial society. Apart from the Loyalist migrants these groups included
the earlier population of white settlers, the Governor, the military, free blacks, and
slaves. Interaction among these groups reflected the peculiarities of the social order

that was developed in the Bahamas as a small, marginal colony.

With less material wealth and education, on average, than most Loyalist
migrants moving into the colony the ‘old’ settlers found themselves relegated to the
less powerful position of lower status whites. Documentary records only hint at the
social tensions between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ white settlers. Other possible evidence of
this social tension could be interpreted from their pattern of social behavior. Religious

affiliation could be seen as such an indicator.

The arrival of Loyalist immigrants necessitated the creation of two new
parishes of the Anglican Church, one of the two state-supported denoﬁﬁnations of the
United Kingdom; the other being the Presbyterian Church. St Matthew’s Parish
covered the eastern end of Nassau and the eastern end of New Providence Island. St
Patrick’s Parish covered the island of Eleuthera but was centered in Governor’s
Harbour. To accommodate those Loyalists of Scottish heritage, St Andrew’s

Presbyterian Kirk was centered in the town of Nassau.

The Baptist and Methodist denominations, which functioned independent of
government support, were also introduced into the colony during this period. In both

cases the first missionaries to the Bahamas were free people of color who had also
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migrated from the former American colonies. A major difference in the
administration of both groups was that the Methodist Missionary Society had included
the Bahamas on its circuit since the late nineteenth century. Having white
missionaries expanded the options for attracting whites as converts. The majority of
white converts to Methodism were in Eleuthera and its cays; essentially ‘old’ settler
communities. Given the social tension between ‘old’ and ‘new’ white settlers

divisions between, Anglicans and Methodists, were likely not coincidental.

The Governor represented the apex of the political and social ladder. His
power was not economic but based on his appointment as a Royal Governor. As such,
the Governor’s power base was dependent on the Colonial Home Government and

- was relatively independent of the power elites in the colonies. The last Royal
Governor of Virginia, John Murray, Earl of Dunmore, was reassigned as Governor of
the Bahamas. Though he moved to the Bahamas as part of the Loyalist migration he
did not represent their private interests. Immediately on arrival in 1787 he ran afoul of
Loyalist planters by issuing a proclamation granting greater legal protection for the
status of free blacks. In his confidential dispatch to the Colonial Secretary, Governor

Dunmore expressed concern that the

- Disgruntled Loyalist property owners would have to lobby in London to have
him recalled. This was one of the motives behind the 1789 publication of William
Wylly’s pamphlet entitled, A Short Account of the Bahama Islands, their climate,
productions, &c. Their lobbying efforts finally resulted in Governor Dunmore being
recalled in 1797 (Williams 1999:18). This was not only an issue for Lord Dunmore.

The most sensitive issue for colonial governors was to reconcile the divergent interests
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of local elites and those of the Colonial Home Government. Most often these conflicts

involved the welfare of enslaved workers or the status of free blacks.

The military accounted for a separate social group. Like the governor, military
personnel were assigned their duties from headquarters, the Colonial War Office, in
London. Their duties were not dictated by the requests of colonists but instead were
an interpretation of what officials in London presumed to be in the best interests of
specific colonies. British military forces were heavily engaged, in the West Indies
especially, during the last quarter of the 18th century. Americans invaded the
Bahamas twice during the war between Britain and its American colonies in the
1770s. Then in 1782 the Spanish captured Nassau and held it for a year. The Haitian
revolution and the ensuing Napoleonic wars in the 1790s prolonged the state of

military readiness in the Bahamas.

Fortifications for protecting the colony, especially the administrative center in
Nassau, were expanded and upgraded in the 1780s and 1790s. Manning these forts
became a critical issue after the 32nd, followed by the 47th, regiment suffered
devastating losses from a yellow fever epidemic (Morgan 1999:26-27). Given the
context of a constant fear of attack it was imperative that the colony’s fortifications be
manned effectively. The decision to staff New Providence’s fortifications with black
troops was motivated by the poor health record of European troops in the West Indies.
The West India Regiments was a permanent corps of black troops, commanded by
white officers, that was first authorized by the British War Office in 1795 (Buckley

1979:20-21).
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Free Blacks in the Bahamas

The first detachments of the Fifth and Sixth West India Regiments arrived in
Nassau May 4th 1801 from Honduras. This was not well received by the white elite.
As Robert Hunt, the Acting Governor, reported to the Duke of Portland,

“Immediately on the arrival of these Detachments a petition
was presented to me by the Speaker of the House of Assembly and
other principal inhabitants of Nassau, this being signed by the people
at large, with scarcely any exception, ...

It is not easy, to conceive a more general panic, than the
appearance of these Detachments excited the agitation of the public
mind could not have been greater had Touissaint himself have come
with all his force. Ihave done every thing in my power to allay the
ferment, which I am happy to inform Your Grace has within the last
two days considerably subsided, ...

It is however, I humbly conceive, incumbent on me to state to
Your Grace, that the great Numbers of French Negroes and others
from different Countries of the very, worst description, who have
within these few years found means to introduce themselves into the
Colony, afford sufficient ground for apprehinsion (sic) and if they
should by any artful practices, and they are not deficient in cunning,
ingratiate themselves with the Black Troops, the situation of these
Islands would be truly alarming.” (CO23/39:132-133).

Clearly these black troops gave rise to pere@ial fears of the spread of slave
rebellion. The reference to ‘the great Numbers of French Negroes and others ... of the
very worst description’ also reflects the ambiguous world that free blacks inhabited.
They were most vulnerable in the unsettled and shifting circumstances created by the
wars of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The experience of one free black
woman illustrated the liminal world free people of color occupied. In her legal battle
to reclaim her free status she recounted a story that one can assume happened all too

often in this turbulent time. Their ship ran aground in the Bahamas and they were

rescued by Bahamian wreckers who separated the whites and blacks. While the
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whites were able to continue on their journey, the blacks were taken to the wrecking
boat captain’s property on Abaco Island, in the northern Bahamas. On several
occasions they were moved. She was finally able to get a letter from her former
mistress in New Orleans verifying that she was indeed free (Vice Admiralty Court

Minutes 1809).

This case is noteworthy not only because it draws attention to the movement of
migrants moving through the Bahamas from the former French colony of Sainte
Domingue. In addition, this story provides insight on some illegal wrecking practices.
It was not coincidental that the wreckers separated the blacks rescued from the whites.
They had secreted these people away, assuming them to all be slaves. It is possible
they were waiting for an opportunity to sell them; probably in Cuba. Ads printed in
t