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ABSTRACT 

  

This dissertation focuses on the human experience during enslavement in 

nineteenth-century Puerto Rico, one of the last three localities to outlaw the institution of 

slavery in the Americas. It reviews the history of slavery and the plantation economy in 

the Caribbean and how the different European regimes regulated slavery in the region. It 

also provides a literature review on archaeological research carried out in plantation 

contexts throughout the Caribbean and their findings.  

The case study for this investigation was Hacienda La Esperanza, a nineteenth-

century sugar plantation in the municipality of Manatí, on the north coast of the island. 

The history of the Manatí Region is also presented. La Esperanza housed one of the 

largest enslaved populations in Puerto Rico as documented by the slave census of 1870 

which registered 152 slaves. The examination of the plantation was accomplished 

through the implementation of an interdisciplinary approach that combined archival 

research, field archaeology, anthropological interpretations of ‘material culture’, and 

geochemical analyses (phosphates, magnetic susceptibility, and organic matter content as 

determined by loss on ignition). Historical documents were referenced to obtain 

information on the inhabitants of the site as well as to learn how they handled the path to 

abolition. Archaeological fieldwork focused on controlled excavations on four different 

loci on the site.  

The assemblages recovered during three field seasons of archaeological 

excavations served to examine the material culture of the enslaved and to document some 
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of their unwritten experiences. The study of the material culture of Hacienda La 

Esperanza was conducted through the application of John C. Barrett’s understanding of 

Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration, Douglas Armstrong’s cultural transformation 

model, and Paul R. Mullins’ notions of consumerism and identity. Research results 

showed that the enslaved individuals of Hacienda La Esperanza were active yet highly 

restricted participants and consumers of the local market economy. Their limited market 

participation is evidence of their successful efforts to exert their agency and bypass the 

administration’s control. As such, this dissertation demonstrates that material life, even 

under enslavement, provides a record of agency and resistance. The discussion also 

addressed the topics of social stratification and identity.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Their own statements though made in wood or mud rather than ink, must 

take precedence over someone else’s possibly prejudiced, probably wrong, 

and certainly superficial comments about them” (Glassie 1975: 12). 

 

Puerto Rico was one of the last three localities to abolish slavery in the Americas. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, Puerto Rico underwent a short-lived but 

intense cycle of slave-based plantation development that allowed it to become a major 

world producer of sugar (Scarano 1984:3). The intensified cultivation of sugarcane 

hinged on the transatlantic slave trade and its clandestine activity. Our knowledge of 

these populations and their experiences during their enslavement in Puerto Rico come 

from historical documents. Historians like Fernando Picó, Francisco Scarano, Luis M. 

Díaz Soler, Manuel Moreno Fraginals, Benjamín Nistal Moret, Astrid Cubano Iguina, 

Gerardo A. Carlo-Altieri and Andrés A. Ramos Mattei, have significantly contributed to 

our understanding of some of the conditions and experiences of life under imprisonment 

on the island. But unfortunately, not all history is substantiated by documents, and those 

who endured the institution of slavery in the Americas were constantly excluded from the 

written record as a subaltern group. Under these circumstances, archaeology is an 

indispensable tool capable of challenging the existing narrative and allowing the 

underrepresented to gain a voice in the historical record.  

Archaeological research focusing on the human experience during enslavement 

has been carried out in different plantation contexts throughout the Caribbean as well as 
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in the United States. In the case of Puerto Rico, there is an absence of comparable 

investigations. This lack of archaeological research focusing on enslaved populations has 

caused the underrepresentation of the enslaved in the portrayal of plantation history and 

Puerto Rican history in general. It is possible this neglect stems from past views on the 

institution of slavery in Puerto Rico.  

According to Francisco Scarano, in the earlier stages of plantation economy and 

slavery studies, Puerto Rico was often singled out as an anomalous case, an exception to 

the slave-based sugar systems of the Caribbean. When comparing Puerto Rico to the 

other jurisdictions, it was represented as a society that developed an advanced sugar 

industry during an open Atlantic slave trade, “yet did not rely to any significant degree on 

the labor of African slaves” (Scarano 1984:25). As detailed by Scarano, this impression 

was shared in national and international scholarly circles. Noel Deer, in his account on 

the history of sugar wrote that “a peculiar feature of the Porto [sic] Rican industry is that 

it owes but little to African labor” (1949:126). Luis M. Díaz Soler also concluded that 

slavery in Puerto Rico was an “accident in the nineteenth century” (1981:349). It is 

possible these assumptions made by historians could have deterred researchers from 

studying something that was deemed insignificant and inconsequential.  

Some researchers believe this neglect is a result of ongoing racism. According to 

Terrence Weik (2004:42), a low incidence of archaeological research in Latin American 

countries focusing on the African Diaspora is due to local notions of identity and racism, 

in which African components of the national identity are not granted the same visibility 

as European components. This seems to be the case in Puerto Rico, where the national 
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identity proudly claims three ethnic ancestral components (Spanish, African, and 

indigenous), but constantly fails to promote them as equal. It is likely that the local 

undervaluation of African ancestry and heritage, coupled with the international 

misconceptions of ‘inconsequential’ slavery in Puerto Rico, caused the archaeology of 

the enslaved populations of the island to be neglected. My dissertation research seeks to 

address this inadequacy. 

My investigation is in the field of Historical Archaeology and focuses on the 

human experience during enslavement in nineteenth century Puerto Rico. My 

contribution to the field derives from the examination of Hacienda La Esperanza, a 

nineteenth century sugar plantation in the municipality of Manatí on the north coast of the 

island. This examination was accomplished through the implementation of an 

interdisciplinary approach that combined archival research, field archaeology, 

anthropological interpretations of material culture, and geochemical analysis. The 

combination of these different elements allowed me to extrapolate some of the 

experiences undergone by the individuals enslaved on the estate. 

As defined by James Deetz (1996:35), material culture is anything in our physical 

environment that can be modified through culturally determined behavior. Archaeologists 

and material culture historians alike have made use of artifacts, along with written 

sources, to decipher meanings and values shared by members of past societies (Grassby 

2005: 592). Personal artifacts hold great potential for examining individual lives, since 

their availability is greatly constrained by the different layers of individual identity, such 

as gender, ethnicity/race, and class/status (White and Beaudry 2009:212). As a result, 
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when applied to plantation studies researchers are able to assess the conditions of 

enslaved life and how the enslaved managed themselves and their identities within the 

plantation context (Hauser 2011b:435). Hence, through archaeological research and a 

study of the material culture of the enslaved, my research has focused on the 

documenting of the unwritten human experience during enslavement in Hacienda La 

Esperanza. My dissertation will show that material life, even under enslavement, provides 

a record of agency and resistance and provides a new side to the existing narrative, one 

that focuses on the enslaved and their own experiences. 

To explore how the enslaved people negotiated their social identity within a 

repressive system and how this negotiation is replicated in their material culture, the 

following research questions were addressed: 

- What kind of material goods were the enslaved population at La Esperanza 

consuming? 

- Can social stratification within the enslaved population be identified through 

the archaeological assemblage?  

- How does consumer behavior reflect their identity? 

- How is the La Esperanza enslaved population’s material culture similar or 

distinguishable from other plantations in the Caribbean? 

- Could this assemblage be used to further identify a “Puerto Rican material 

culture of slavery” in other contemporaneous sites on the island? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The study of the material culture of Hacienda La Esperanza was conducted 

through the implementation of John C. Barrett’s understanding of Anthony Giddens’ 
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theory of structuration. This theoretical framework was further modified for this research 

through the application of Douglas Armstrong’s cultural transformation model and Paul 

R. Mullins’ notions of consumerism and identity. 

According to Giddens, social practices are situated within structural conditions 

that are ordered across time and space. He proposed that agents (active participants) carry 

out social practices within social structures since agency requires a medium through 

which to work. He then defined structures as the “rules and resources recursively 

implicated in the reproduction of social systems” (Giddens 1986:377). This dualism 

comprises what Giddens defined as the duality of structure (1986:374). 

Per Barrett, the duality of structure also applies to materiality in that it can also be 

regarded as both the medium and the outcome of practices. He states that materiality is 

not just a byproduct of practice but an active element of the structural qualities of the 

social system (2004:152). This implies that material culture and the archaeological record 

can be understood as the physical result of practices, as well as active agents in the 

reproduction of social practices. Since structures can fashion material conditions, we 

must first understand which structures and systems were directly responsible for 

influencing the targeted community being studied in this dissertation. We must also learn 

which practices were carried out within these material conditions. Thus, this will inform 

us of the historically specific way social practices may have operated within, and 

transformed, the given material conditions. 

This approach provides the researcher with the capability to inquire into the 

possible material conditions fashioned by specific social structures and practices in a 
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given time and space. One limitation presented by Barrett however, is that Gidden’s 

approach does not address hierarchically-ranked systems in which one agent has 

considerably more power over another. This applies to the enslaved masses whose 

practices and material conditions were meant to be dominated by the agency of the 

planter and overall dominant, racially guided, social structures of the time. Nonetheless, 

although their material conditions were supposed to be strategically controlled, their own 

daily social practices were still the result of their own agency. As argued by Douglas 

Armstrong, “people, free and enslaved, ‘dominant’ and ‘dominated,’ labor and 

management, are active agents of change rather than simple receptors of imposed 

conditions and restraints’’ (Armstrong:2003:61-62). 

While structures such as class and status can impose limits on the individual, they 

do not determine human agency (Mullins 2004:196). One of the ways the enslaved 

asserted their agency and maneuvered the dominant structural inequalities was through 

their consumption practices. According to Mullins, consumption is a social practice with 

the power to impact the way people see and understand themselves and their society 

(2004:202). He states that consumption is a way to negotiate lived inequalities and, while 

economic structures might limit overall consumer culture, they do not control everyday 

material consumption patterns. He adds that consumption practices not only reflect 

already established identities but are also an active and significant negotiation of social 

and personal bias (2004:199). Therefore, consumption is a way for the individual to 

negotiate and shape his or her own identity within the dominating structure.  
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In addressing what sort of identity was being shaped and reflected by the 

consumer practices of those enslaved at La Esperanza, I took into consideration 

Armstrong’s concept of cultural transformation which engages the continuity of diasporic 

heritage within a culturally diverse context (Armstrong 2008:129). Cultural 

transformation accounts for the creation of new local identities without assuming the loss 

or replacement of the pre-existent cultural and ethnical identities. According to 

Armstrong (2003:62), this model “emerged as a means to explain culture change and the 

genesis of new societies in the [Caribbean] region that have been shaped by repeated, 

variable, and often forced cultural contact and interaction.” It speaks to the endurance of 

heritage-related practices, even under the influence and dominion of the dominant 

groups. Armstrong believes that even the oppressed were capable of creative and self-

defined solutions that expressed their identities and that these solutions are verifiable 

through the archaeological record (2003:67). The concept of cultural transformation 

allows archaeologists to examine how people used these solutions or practices and 

developed their own cultural identities. 

Dissertation Structure 

The organization of this dissertation reflects two main goals: first, to determine 

the historically-specific structures that transformed and operated within the material 

conditions of those enslaved in Hacienda La Esperanza; and second, to identify the 

discernible social practices reflected in the material assemblage. In general, chapters two 

and three delineate the historically specific complexities that shaped the physical world of 

those enslaved and the factors that limited or advanced their accessibility to material 
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goods. Chapters four and five present the case study for this dissertation including the 

field and laboratory investigations completed. The remaining chapters, six and seven, 

discuss the results of these investigations.  

Chapter two, “Slavery and the Plantation Economy in the Caribbean,” details the 

establishment of the transatlantic human trade and the institution of slavery, and how the 

institution of slavery was regulated in the Caribbean by various European regimes. It 

pays special attention to the differing timelines in its implementation and eradication, 

particularly in the Spanish territories of Puerto Rico and Cuba, and to the global and local 

singularities that caused the prolongation of the slave trade and the institution of slavery 

in these territories. The final discussion centers on how slavery in the Spanish Antilles 

was portrayed to the world in the nineteenth century, focusing primarily on Puerto Rico. 

In the third chapter, “Literature Review: Plantation Archaeology and Material 

Culture of Slavery,” I examine how Plantation Archaeology has developed as a 

subcategory of Historical Archaeology. This chapter details how plantation studies were 

conducted throughout the temporal evolution of the broader discipline and provides 

examples of some of the research areas and topics explored to date. It also addresses how 

archaeological research has informed our knowledge on the material culture of the 

enslaved and reviews the available literature on research carried out throughout the 

Caribbean. It also exposes the current gap that exists in the field-specific literature, 

particularly the limited geographic representation of the Spanish- and French-speaking 

Caribbean countries. The final section reviews the effects of world events, colonial 
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mercantilism and the industrial revolution and how they physically shaped the 

archaeological assemblages from the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Chapter four, “Hacienda La Esperanza: Historical Background,” introduces the 

history of the dissertation’s case study and its inhabitants. It begins by addressing the 

social and economic contexts of the Manatí Region where Hacienda La Esperanza was 

established, followed by the history of its formation and a biography of the planter, José 

Ramón Fernandez. This account demonstrates how Hacienda La Esperanza exemplifies 

some of the conditions that characterized the era. It then reviews historical documents 

that pertain to the enslaved workforce. These include census data and municipal court 

proceedings. This chapter will also discuss how the administration of La Esperanza 

handled the path to abolition and what occurred immediately after. It also includes a 

review of all previous research carried out at Hacienda La Esperanza. 

Chapter five, “Methodology,” describes the methodology implemented during the 

multiple research stages. The chapter is organized by research stage and discusses the 

different procedures and protocols undertaken during each one, as well as the initial 

results. The examination of La Esperanza and its occupants was accomplished through 

the implementation of an interdisciplinary approach encompassed in five research stages: 

Documentary Research, Preliminary Assessment, Archaeological Excavations, Artifact 

Analysis, and Geoarchaeological Analysis. The integration of written sources, material 

history, soil chemical analysis and other geoarchaeological methods demonstrate the 

wide range of analytical strategies that can be applied when investigating the sites of 

historically marginalized groups. 
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In chapter six, “Results: Material Culture of La Esperanza,” I present the physical 

findings recovered from the archaeological fieldwork and excavations that are relevant to 

the scope of this dissertation and its research questions. Excavation units were grouped 

into four research locations and this chapter reports the archaeological assemblages for 

each locus. It also provides initial interpretations for each location, as well as for specific 

artifacts and artifact groups that were pertinent in the interpretation of the locus.  

Chapter seven, “Final Interpretations and Conclusions,” uses the archaeological 

evidence to answer the research questions posed for this dissertation. These responses are 

supported by the information presented in the previous chapters, particularly that of 

documentary sources and available, field-specific literature. This analysis allowed me to 

explore how enslaved individuals in La Esperanza manipulated their surroundings and 

circumstances within an oppressive system and managed to exert their agency. This 

chapter also discusses some of the limitations encountered during the implementation of 

this research and proposes potential future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SLAVERY AND THE PLANTATION ECONOMY  

IN THE CARIBBEAN  

 

Introduction 

The institution of slavery lasted in the Caribbean for almost four centuries (1502-

1886). Furthermore, it was implemented by every European regime that settled in the 

region and was managed according to their pre-conceived ideals about freedom, slavery, 

and who could be enslaved. These convictions are the source for the transatlantic human 

trade and the justification for enslaving millions of black Africans in the New World.  

 As we set out to study the material culture of those who were enslaved in the 

Caribbean islands, it is important to consider its extensive timeline and the cultural and 

legislative differences that existed throughout the institution of slavery. These will 

undoubtedly generate a widespread list of variables that must be considered since, 

although the history of the region is interrelated, each colony holds a separate history 

with its own social, economic, and political development. As such, a distinctive 

combination of elements actively influenced the human experience within the institution 

of slavery in each island. 

In the case of Puerto Rico, where the research for this dissertation is centered, the 

timeline for the development of the institution of slavery and the plantation economy is 

entirely different than in the other islands (apart from Cuba). Furthermore, due to global 

and local singularities, the slave trade and the institution of slavery lasted longer in the 
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Spanish colonies of Puerto Rico and Cuba than the rest of the Caribbean colonies. How 

would this affect the material culture of the enslaved? Context then becomes critical 

when studying specific enslaved populations since geographical location and timelines 

become essential elements that can mold and determine the composition of the material 

world. This chapter will detail how these determining factors were set in place, and 

particularly, how and why the Spanish colonies of Cuba and Puerto Rico differed from 

their other counterparts.  

 

Development of the Institution of Slavery in the Caribbean 

The Caribbean, as it is referred to in this chapter, signifies the groups of islands 

that border the Caribbean Sea (Figure 2.1). The islands are divided into two categories, 

the Greater Antilles, which include the larger islands to the north (Cuba, Jamaica, 

Hispaniola and Puerto Rico), and the Lesser Antilles, that include the chain of smaller 

islands to the East. The history of this region is drastically demarcated by the European 

invasion that began in 1492. Once the Spanish had laid claim over the Greater Antilles, 

other powers (British, French, Dutch, Portuguese) began sending their own colonial 

expeditions to “discover,” claim and settle new territories. This marked the advent of the 

European expansion into the Americas which forever transformed the cultural and 

physical landscape of the Caribbean islands. 
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Figure 2.1. Map of the Caribbean Islands (After Cherry et al. 2012). 

 

 

For the European monarchs, the expansion of their empires denoted an 

opportunity to exploit their new territories’ resources and obtain riches to finance their 

endeavors, particularly war efforts. According to Hubert H. S. Aimes, the Americas were 

viewed as a means-to-an-end, a piece of land that could be “made” to supply highly 

sought after goods that were not produced in Europe and would benefit the home market. 

These goods included “precious metals, sugar, indigo, dyewoods, hides, tobacco, skins, 

sarsaparilla, cinnamon, cacao, flax, hemp, vicuña wool, cochineal, vanilla, cinchona bark, 

balsam, gum fibre, timber, precious stones, pearls, and drugs” (1907:3). 
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Agricultural tasks during the early stages of the European occupation were meant 

to be the responsibility of the white colonists. The endeavor, however, failed as they kept 

refusing to complete their tasks, and it became increasingly difficult to ensure a constant 

source of labor (Díaz 1981:20; Hicks 2009:5; Thompson 2010:7). Instead, Spanish 

settlers, and then Portuguese, resorted to enslaving the native populations to supply their 

mining industry and agricultural tasks with an alternative labor force.  

As part of their strategy to convert the natives into a useful workforce, the 

governor of Hispaniola, Nicolás de Ovando, requested from the Catholic rulers, 

Ferdinand and Isabella, the authorization to transfer enslaved Christianized black 

individuals born in Spain. The authorization was granted in 1501 and in 1502 the first 

officially recognized enslaved individuals of African origin arrived in Hispaniola from 

Spain. This transport marks the inauguration of the transatlantic trade in human beings 

that would last until the nineteenth century (Knight 1997:13). The expectation was that 

these enslaved Christians, who were knowledgeable about occidental civilization, would 

serve as an educational agent for the natives. Instead, the black ladinos (a name used to 

differentiate from the African born) joined forces with the natives to escape 

imprisonment and caused a substantial rate of desertion among the enslaved workforce 

(Díaz 1970:21; Klein and Vinson 2008:26). Given these difficulties, the crown opted for 

suspending the human traffic in 1503. It would then be reopened in 1505 (Knight 

1997:13). 

The effort to enslave the indigenous population was also ineffective due to a high 

mortality rate caused by their exposure to European diseases. As detailed by Kenneth 
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Morgan (2007:4-5), the native population “gradually died out through contact with 

diseases spread from other continents and immunological zones- notably measles, 

smallpox, and various fevers.” The combination of new diseases, warfare, and 

mistreatment (overworking and poor diet) resulted in the decimation of the indigenous 

people. Moreover, historical sources also report that some native women carried out 

infanticide to spare their child the suffering that could have been imposed upon them by 

the Spanish (Carlo-Altieri 2010:29).  

By 1600, the indigenous population of the Caribbean islands had dropped to just a 

few thousand individuals (Palmer 1997:10). Because of this severe reduction of the 

population, and because many of the survivors opted to convert to Christianity and this 

excluded them from enslavement, the colonizers had to find an alternative labor force to 

exploit. Africans then became the prime candidates to fill this void since they were 

considered heathens, racially and culturally inferior to Europeans, and lacking legal rights 

(Morgan 2007:2-3). This perception fed into white claims of superiority and served to 

justify the slave trade and the institution of slavery in the Americas. Eventually, the 

Spaniards and other European powers would become fully dependent upon enslaved 

black Africans to build the world they wanted in the Caribbean (Palmer 1997:10). 

The practice of enslavement was not new to the colonists. Slave trading and the 

institutionalization of slavery were already widespread phenomena on several continents 

for centuries prior to Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the New World. It had constituted 

a significant component of European society since the Roman Empire, and the tradition 

was simply transferred to the newly established colonies. However, the forms of slavery 
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in existence before the European expansion into the Americas were fundamentally 

different from their new American successor. The enslaved in Europe originally 

comprised a diverse group that included Jews, Turks, and Moors, as well as individuals in 

bondage for their religious beliefs or as prisoners of war. Furthermore, those enslaved 

were mostly employed in domestic tasks. Instead, in the Americas, enslavement would be 

transformed into a racialized version of slavery (Morgan 2007:2). Additionally, this new 

form of racialized slavery would be a lifelong and inheritable circumstance.  

This form of racialized slavery began in the late fifteenth century when the 

Spanish and Portuguese began increasingly enslaving black Africans to be exploited in 

agricultural tasks in Europe, largely in plantations (Palmer 1997:10). The first Europeans 

who traveled to the African continent with the intention of acquiring enslaved black 

Africans for exportation were the Portuguese. Since 1444, Portuguese merchants had 

begun trading enslaved peoples off the sub-Saharan coast and transporting them back to 

Portugal and Spain. It is estimated that before the year 1500, these merchants traded 500 

to 1,000 enslaved per year on average, most of whom were sold in Africa (Klein and 

Vinson 2008:24). These circumstances would soon change once the demand, driven by 

the European expansion, encouraged traders to substantially intensify their endeavors by 

the beginning of the sixteenth century. After 1500 the average surpassed 2,000 enslaved 

people per year as the acquisition of cheap labor for agricultural production had become a 

priority. Consequently, the large-scale exportation of African enslaved people to the 

Americas began between 1505 and 1510. 
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The Role of Sugar and the Plantation 

Simultaneously, in the sixteenth century, the Portuguese were shipping enslaved 

Africans to their Atlantic island possessions of Azores, Madeira, the Cape Verde 

archipelago, and Príncipe and São Tomé, in the Gulf of Guinea, where they were being 

exploited on sugar plantations. Even though the successful production cycle of these 

islands did not last more than a century, their initial success solidified the model of the 

slave plantation as a productive economic enterprise. It would be their regime model of 

exploiting un-Christianized, African-born, black enslaved peoples, shipped straight from 

the African coast, that would be transferred to the Americas (Klein and Vinson 2008:28). 

In this manner, the relationship between slavery and sugar was shaped even before the 

conquest of the Americas. 

Although sugarcane was being cultivated in Madeira long before the middle of the 

fifteenth century, its commercial value did not become significant until after 1450 

(Greenfield 1979:102). Once sugarcane as a sweetener had become a regular part of 

European nutrition and consumption, Madeira and other Atlantic islands began exporting 

significant quantities of sugar. The growing success of this effort demonstrated that there 

was an extensive market for sugar (Morgan 2007:4). Since sugarcane could only be 

cultivated in tropical or semi-tropical conditions, the European colonists wanting to 

participate in the flourishing industry, specifically the British, French, and Danish, took 

advantage of their Caribbean possessions and implemented the plantation economy with 

sugar as their main crop. This new phase paved the way for what is known as the Sugar 

Revolution of the seventeenth century. 
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As stated by Barry W. Higman (2000:213), the Sugar Revolution refers to “a 

concatenation of events located in the seventeenth century Caribbean with far-reaching 

ramifications for the Atlantic world.” Per Higman, the main elements that characterize 

this revolution and its economic and social impacts on the Caribbean were: 

…a swift shift from diversified agriculture to sugar monoculture, from 

production on small farms to large plantations, from free to slave labour, 

from sparse to dense settlement, from white to black populations, and 

from low to high value per caput [sic] output [Higman 2000:213]. 

 

Furthermore, Clarence J. Munford believes that it was this economic process that 

made slavery and slaveholding manufacturing relations indispensable in the Caribbean. 

As cane cultivation spread, it eliminated the possibility for a white labor-intensive 

agriculture that was rooted in small properties and implemented instead larger sugar 

enterprises. The larger the sugar enterprise, the larger the enslaved workforce required to 

work the fields. In this manner, sugar and slaves became inseparable (Munford 

1991:505). 

The planters defended the new socio-economic structure by arguing that the 

production of sugar would have been impossible without mass enslaved labor and the 

control of an oppressive white enslaver. As detailed by Munford: 

Agriculture in sub-tropical America, according to the planters, required 

the semi-military mobilization of a vast army of black-skinned 

automatons, or rather human working machines ruled with inhuman 

discipline. Jumping to the commands of the masters, this army of slave 

laborers had to be forced to tend the fields, handle the crops, construct and 

repair dwellings for themselves and for their owners, maintain plantation 

tools and equipment, dig roads, canals and ditches, shepherd the herds, 

and on top of it all, grow its own food. Under the colonial regime each one 

of these tasks was accomplishable only by collective effort under the 
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single command of the slaveholder or his representative. And the planters 

cherished the prerogative to issue orders [Munford 1991:516]. 

 

The process described by Higman and Munford occurred initially in Barbados, the 

first of the Caribbean Antilles to produce sugar on a large scale and to undergo the most 

extensive transformation. Barbados became a British colony in 1627, and by 1645 there 

were 18,300 white landowners and 5,680 enslaved. During this time, tobacco was the 

main crop being grown on the island and the average production unit, or estate, measured 

less than four hectares. After the shift to sugar production, farmers consolidated their 

farms to create more profitable sugarcane plantations, some measuring up to 89 hectares. 

By 1670 the number of estates had already dropped to 2,600 and at the same time, the 

white population dropped from 37,000 to 17,000. In contrast, there were 46,602 black 

enslaved, and for the first time, the black population surpassed the white (Klein and 

Vinson 2008:65).  

The riches obtained by the British via sugar commerce inspired other European 

powers into making various attempts to gain control over territories in the Greater 

Antilles which were Spanish colonies. While the French already possessed some of the 

Lesser Antilles, their interest in obtaining larger territories drove them into taking 

possession of the western portion of the Spanish island of Hispaniola in the 1660’s. 

Named Saint-Domingue, this colony became another excellent example of the pattern 

previously observed in Barbados, of the intrinsic union between land consolidation, and 

sugar and slavery. Even though the process occurred at a much slower rate than in 

Barbados, the French colonies still managed to displace the British in the sugar trade. By 

the eighteenth century, Saint-Domingue alone produced two-thirds of the total value of 
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French sugar export, more than the British and Spanish combined (Klein and Vinson 

2008:66; Palmer 1997:37). It also possessed the largest enslaved population of any island 

colony. At the end of the 1780’s, it reached 460,000 enslaved, almost half of the total 

number of enslaved in the entire Caribbean (Klein and Vinson 2008:69). 

Saint-Domingue had become the most valuable and productive plantation colony 

in the world when in 1792 the legions who were enslaved, guided by maroon guerrillas 

(runaways), rebelled against their French oppressors. The conflict lasted until November 

of 1803 and ended with the withdrawal of the French from the island. The new nation of 

Haiti, a nation of former slaves, was then declared independent on January 1st of 1804. 

The success of the Haitian Revolution resulted in the complete overthrow of the socio-

economic and political system of slavery. Thus, the plantation system in Haiti was 

eradicated (Craton 1997:222, 244-248). 

With the end of the world’s richest colony and the elimination of the source of 

nearly half the world’s sugar, the fall of Saint-Domingue created a significant gap in the 

sugar trade market, one that Spain would seek to benefit from (Tomich 1991:302). While 

the British and French had profited from their ‘sugar islands’ and the plantation economy 

since the seventeenth century, the Spanish had remained on the fringe of the Caribbean 

Sugar Revolution. By the end of the eighteenth century, many of their colonies remained 

mostly underdeveloped, and even though some of them did produce sugar, they existed 

along the margins of the trade. The fall of Saint-Domingue at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, in combination with other equally significant factors, provided a 

valuable opportunity for Spain to take over the market. 
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Slavery and the Plantation Economy in the Spanish Caribbean 

The history of the Spanish Caribbean colonies was very different than their 

British, French, and Danish counterparts. Throughout two centuries, while the other 

islands underwent a transformation powered by sugar and the plantation economy the 

Spanish islands became poor colonial backwaters (Giusti-Cordero 2009:58). 

16th, 17th and 18th Centuries 

 During the mid-sixteenth century, after gold deposits had been completely 

depleted in Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, both islands underwent a small sugar production 

cycle. Sugar was primarily grown for domestic consumption and its exports accounted 

for a trivial portion of the world output (Tomich 1991:298). This exporting cycle, which 

also focused on ginger and hides, was short lived. Both islands, along with Cuba, served 

as strategic settlements and naval bases for the Spanish on their way to their continental 

territories. The provisioning activities for the mainland served to secure trade routes for 

Caribbean exports. However, when the mainland colonies became more self-sufficient in 

1610, Spain reduced its overseas shipping and caused the isolation of the island colonies 

from the metropolitan markets (Scarano 1984:4). The independent peasant population 

resorted instead to the production of subsistence agriculture and very little export-

oriented agriculture survived (Scarano 1984:4). By the mid-seventeenth century, foreign 

contraband (British and Dutch) had become the sole means of trade (Giusti-Cordero 

2009:65). 

Because of this isolation from the international markets, many historians tend to 

exclude the Spanish islands as participants of the first sugar revolution of the seventeenth 
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century. Others suggest that they instead played a secondary, but active role (Scarano 

1984; Giusti-Cordero 2009). The production of foodstuffs was actively discouraged on 

islands that specialized in export crops. The production of subsistence crops (plantains, 

maize, rice, sweet potatoes, and yams) in the Spanish islands allowed them in turn to 

become suppliers to these sugar islands. Scarano best describes this relationship as an 

“intra-Caribbean division of labor which promoted highly sophisticated export economies 

in some islands and assigned a hinterland role to others” (Scarano 1984:4). The 

Caribbean was then divided into plantation zones (British and French islands) and 

provision zones (Spanish islands) and were to maintain this function until the end of the 

eighteenth century.  

During this period of predominant provision production for the region, 

agricultural labor was carried out by a free, racially mixed, peasant society. This is not to 

say that slavery did not exist on the islands, as many of the provisions supplied to the 

sugar islands were traded for enslaved labor (Giusti-Cordero 2009:70). In fact, most slave 

trading in the Spanish Caribbean was through contraband. Therefore it is hard to ascertain 

precise numbers for the enslaved populations. What can be clearly determined is that they 

possessed far fewer slaves in the Spanish islands than in the British and French sugar 

islands. According to Giusti-Cordero (2009:68-69): 

In the late-eighteenth century, a time when over 90 percent of the sugar 

islands’ population was enslaved… Cuba’s slave population reached a 

high of only 30 percent… Puerto Rico’s slave population was below 5 

percent… Santo Domingo’s population of 125,000 may have included 

more runaway slaves from Saint Domingue than plantation slaves. The 

latter numbered 15,000, or 12.5 percent of the population. 
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19th Century - The Rise of the Spanish Sugar Empire 

 As previously stated, the fall of Saint-Domingue left a sizable gap in the world’s 

sugar market. Also, demand for the product was on the rise since sugar stopped being a 

luxury good and had become an article of mass consumption. These new patterns of 

consumption were associated with population growth and the development of urban, 

middle and working classes in Europe (Tomich 1991:299). The growing demand and the 

incapacity for the existing production centers to supply the market caused sugar prices to 

skyrocket. This expansion of the world sugar market stimulated the development of new 

production centers in previously marginal areas of the global economy as producers 

rushed to fill the void. Thus, new plantation systems were established while old ones 

dissolved (Tomich 1991). 

The rise and decline of production centers in the nineteenth century Caribbean 

rested upon a serendipitous combination of events. Even though the destruction of the 

French colonial sugar industry triggered the change, it was not solely responsible for it. 

During the slave rebellion in Saint-Domingue, the British West Indies seemed to be in the 

best position to take over the market. Old colonies were increasing their production as 

new territories were being incorporated into the empire. As a result, between 1791 and 

1815, sugar production in the British Caribbean increased more rapidly than during any 

other moment in its history. This development began to slow down with the abolition of 

the slave trade by the British in 1807, which cut off the supply of new laborers. Without 

an ongoing influx of labor, the enslaved populations irreparably diminished and grew 

older. Furthermore, by 1815 the smaller islands had reached their production saturation 
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point and larger islands could not acquire the necessary technology to compete with 

newer and more advanced production centers. Short on labor and competitive 

technological advances, the British West Indian sugar colonies were unable to thrive in 

the new expanding world economy (Tomich 1991:302). Production would later become 

even more disrupted on some islands after the abolition of slavery by the British in 1834-

1838. 

With the stagnation of the British colonies’ production, the Spanish Caribbean 

had a clear path to dominating the market. Unfortunately, regulations imposed by the 

crown still limited their production efforts and integration into the global economy. This 

all changed in 1815 when the crown implemented administrative measures that promoted 

economic growth in the islands of Cuba and Puerto Rico. Per Scarano, the royal decree 

named Cédula de Gracias: 

…endeavored to promote cash-crop agriculture through increased trade, 

freer technological exchange, and the attraction of foreign capital… The 

Cédula allowed (among other things) the opening of all ports to foreign 

trade, the abolition of the ecclesiastical tithe and other taxes, the 

promotion of immigration from friendly Catholic countries, and a 

reduction of duties on imports of slaves and agricultural implements and 

machinery [Scarano 1984:18]. 

 

Since the conquest, Spain had prohibited its territories from participation in 

foreign trade, as well as the immigration of foreigners (Scarano 1984:XX). After losing 

much of its once vast empire, the Spanish crown was desperate to appease its remaining 

colonies in order to retain their loyalty. Thus, the decree addressed many of the 

limitations that had obstructed the participation of the Spanish islands in the world 

economy. 
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The first objective was to attract immigrants who possessed enough capital to 

invest in the establishment of plantations. Due to the subsistence agriculture that 

dominated on the islands during the previous century, very few local planters could 

accumulate the necessary wealth to fund the enterprise, especially in Puerto Rico. 

According to Aimes, in 1781 there were “scarcely half a dozen persons in Puerto Rico 

able to buy twenty negroes each; little advancement can be expected from them” 

(1907:41). On this issue, Scarano explains that while creoles had dominated most of the 

sugar production in Cuba during the early stages of the industry, in Puerto Rico the 

planter class was constituted by foreigners and peninsular Spaniards (1984:22). Some of 

these foreigners were inexpert individuals looking to increase their fortunes; many others 

were experienced planters from the decaying economies in the region. This second group 

included planters from Saint-Domingue seeking refuge after the Haitian Revolution and 

others who arrived from the eastern Caribbean colonies of Britain, France, Denmark and 

Holland (Heuman 1997:162). As we can observe from Scarano’s statement, the situation 

was not as alarming in Cuba where the creole planter class had a more stable 

development than in Puerto Rico. Nonetheless, the Cédula encouraged the arrival of 

wealthy immigrants and capital that propelled the sugar economy in both islands. 

With the new influx of capital and the lifting of the foreign trade ban, producers 

could benefit from international advances in agricultural technology, many of which were 

a product of the Industrial Revolution (1750-1850) (Horn 2016). The most significant of 

these advances was steam-powered technology which revolutionized sugar production 

and represented the most advanced production technology under slavery. Even though 
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planters in the Spanish islands were latecomers to the industry, they now possessed a 

technological advantage over the preexisting production centers. 

Steam engines were used to power semi-mechanized sugar mills which could 

process as much as nine times more sugarcane than wind, water or blood (animals) 

powered mills. They economized labor, provided more extractive power and eliminated 

frequent disruptions resulting from damage to the machinery. Steam-powered grinding 

mills, in combination with other production elements, like the vacuum pan and the 

centrifuge, also provided precise and scientific controls over what had previously been 

artisanal production processes of sugar-making. The adoption of this technology resulted 

in an increase in the quantity of sugarcane that could be processed, as well as improved 

the quality of the product being manufactured (Klein and Vinson 2008:103-104; Scarano 

1984:106; Tomich 1991:307).  

On large estates, small rail lines with steam-driven machinery (although some 

used animals) were assembled to assist in the fast and safe transportation of sugarcane 

from the fields to the mills, and from the factories to the loading docks once processed. 

The new rail transport system reduced transportation prices, dismissed many enslaved 

laborers from the task, allowed a greater area to be planted, accelerated the production 

process, and provided the increased supply of cane demanded by the modern sugar mills 

(Klein and Vinson 2008:103-104; Tomich 1991:307).  

In order to benefit from the new manufacturing techniques which guaranteed a 

higher volume of production, planters expanded their sugarcane acreage. This implied an 

increase in the demand for enslaved field laborers as well. Even though in 1789 Spain 
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had already authorized the free trade of enslaved Africans into Cuba and Puerto Rico for 

seven years, the trade had been minimal since many planters lacked the economic means 

to purchase a large enslaved workforce; as previously detailed (Klein and Vinson 

2008:109). The Cédula of 1815 granted an additional 15 years of absolute unrestricted 

slave trading and so planters began importing enslaved laborers in large numbers, more 

so in Cuba than in Puerto Rico (Díaz 1970:107). In the mid-eighteenth century there were 

28,760 enslaved persons in Cuba, and a mere 5,037 in Puerto Rico (Table 2.1). These 

numbers are reflective of the planter class’s better circumstances in Cuba. After 1789, 

when the slave trade ban was lifted, the number of those enslaved in Cuba increased to 

84,000 and to 17,500 in Puerto Rico. After the Cédula in 1815, the enslaved population 

in Cuba quickly jumped to an astonishing 212,000. In Puerto Rico things moved far more 

slowly and after the Cédula there was only an increase of 1,500 enslaved. It would take 

20 years for the island’s sugar industry to cause a significant increase in its enslaved 

population and even so it would never reach the startling numbers of its sister island 

(Table 2.1). 

 

Table 2.1. Enslaved populations in Cuba and Puerto Rico from the 1750’s to 1850’s 

Island Before 

1750 

1750’s 1770’s 1790’s 1810’s 1820’s 1830’s 1840’s 1850’s 

Cuba 28,760 44,000 84,000 212,000 - 310,218 324,000 - 370,000 

Puerto 

Rico 

5,037 - 17,500 19,000 32,800 42,000 51,265 46,918 41,736 

Note: Data compiled from Díaz (1970), Engerman and Higman (1997), Klein and Vinson 

(2008). 

 

 

 



28 
 

In this way, nineteenth century Cuba and Puerto Rico were Caribbean anomalies. 

They were colonies with an expanding plantation economy built on slavery and the slave 

trade, during a time in which slavery was disappearing and other West Indian plantation 

colonies were declining. For the Spaniards, the survival and prosperity of their 

plantations and remaining colonies depended solely on the continuance and expansion of 

an adequate enslaved labor force (Murray 1980:X).  

Illegal Slave Trade 

After being the main slave-trading nation, the British were the first to abolish the 

slave trade in 1807. That same year the United States abolished the slave trade as well, 

followed by the Swedish in 1813, and the Dutch in 1814 (Morales 1978:22). On the other 

hand, the Spanish were disregarding international pressures and continuing with the 

transatlantic human trafficking at full speed. In a Congress in Vienna, Spanish 

representatives maintained that the British’s attempt to force all European powers to end 

the slave trade was hypocritical since they had imported an extraordinary number of 

enslaved Africans to its colonies before 1807. Pedro Gómez Labrador claimed that since 

the Spanish had not done so they should be granted an extension in their slave trading 

activities (Morales 1978:24). 

In 1817, Great Britain was finally successful at coaxing Spain into signing a 

treaty, or tratado, to end the legal slave trade (Chinea 2010:127). Under the tratado, 

Spain agreed to suspend human trafficking on May 30, 1820. As compensation for the 

economic loss this would represent to the crown, Spain demanded the payment of 

£400,000. However, the British abolitionist campaign went against Spain’s basic interest 
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in its colonies. Since the revenues collected from their colonies assisted in funding 

Spain’s war efforts, the crown had little to no interest in keeping the treaty (Chinea 

2012:127; Morales 1978:25). To the dismay of the abolitionists, Spanish traders and 

planters disregarded the agreement and continued the transatlantic human trafficking far 

past the determined date, and the Crown did very little to stop them. Consequently, the 

Spanish continued with the transatlantic slave trade for almost four more decades. 

Illegal Slave Trade in Puerto Rico 

The case of the continuance of the illegal slave trade to Puerto Rico is best 

presented in a letter written by the French consul in 1827. In his letter, he fervently 

denounces what he called an “alarming situation of ‘predatory’ corruption among 

government officials of the island towards the smuggling of Africans” (Carlo-Altieri 

2010:128) [translation by the author]. He reported that government officials would 

approve the smuggling of enslaved Africans if they received a share of the cargo: “…at 

least one slave for the town mayor and an equal number for the military commander, the 

administrator of customs, financial controller and port captain. ...Advisor to the Mayor 

himself used to receive two slaves before giving their approval to import" (Carlo-Altieri 

2010:128) [translation by the author]. Even in the case of the capture of a non-

government “approved” shipment, the punishment suggested by local authorities was that 

of a simple fine (Carlo-Altieri 2010:126). 

Another interesting document that supports the continuance of the slave trade in 

Puerto Rico is a letter draft written on March 18, 1859 in San Juan, Puerto Rico under the 

pseudonym of “Yankee Tom.” The letter, which condemns the practice of the slave trade, 
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was addressed to the editor of the newspaper The Beacon in New York City for the 

purpose of making the event public. It relates the story of the slave ship Majesty, which 

transported about 1,000 “dark objects” and ran aground in February of that same year 

(Martínez-Vergne 1999:75). The writer states that the human cargo was intended to be 

sold “(for a consideration of 700 Spanish dollars per skull) but unfortunately for her 

officers and crew, she ran on a reef and was made a [prize] in the name of her Majesty, 

Queen Isabel of Spain” (1859). The ship was then sold at auction by the Spanish 

Government while the captain managed to escape. The remaining crewmembers were 

imprisoned for a few days without further punishment. The enslaved however, “(of 

[which] there are now about 400 quartered across the bay and opposite the city of Porto 

Rico) will be sold for the sum of 25 Spanish dollars each to serve an apprenticeship of six 

years. But after the expiration of the six years is (illegible) whether they will be released 

from bondage” (Yankee Tom 1859). Additionally, he mentions that in a conversation 

with the first mate of the ship, his informant communicated that there were more ships 

being fitted as slaver vessels than at any previous time and that the Captain of the ship 

was already contemplating another voyage to Africa. Moreover, he warns that five more 

ships were expected to arrive soon to Puerto Rico “with ‘Blacks’ enough on board to do 

the work for ten large Sugar plantations” (Yankee Tom 1959). The Majesty was the last 

known ship to have sailed from the African continent to Puerto Rico, as well as the 

largest enslaving expedition in the history of the Puerto Rican slave trade (Dorsey 

2003:145). 

The slave trade was finally made “officially” illegal in Puerto Rico in 1867 when 

it was declared to be the equivalent to piracy (Carlo-Altieri 2010:133). 
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Regulation of Slavery 

Although the Spaniards bear the responsibility for setting the foundations of 

slavery in the Caribbean, they were soon followed by the British, French, Dutch, and the 

Danish. Per Palmer (1997:14): 

The English settled in St Christopher in 1624, Barbados (1627), Nevis 

(1628), Montserrat and Antigua (1632), and wrested Jamaica from the 

Spaniards in 1655. The French colonized Martinique and Guadeloupe in 

1635 and acquired St Domingue 1697. The Dutch, in their turn, took 

possession of the smaller islands of Saba, St Eustatius, St Martin and 

Curaçao between 1630 and 1640 while the Danes settled in St Thomas in 

1672. 

 

To varying degrees, the aforementioned European powers participated in the 

enslavement of black Africans in order to fulfill their labor needs. The management of 

this enslaved workforce depended upon the construction of legal and political structures 

set forth by the colonial states. Excluding the Dutch, all powers generated a set of 

regulations known as Slave Codes or Slave Laws which structured master-slave relations 

and included protective and coercive legislation that would guarantee the efficient 

running of a plantation society (Watson 1989:103). Most of the punitive mandates were 

very similar among the various codes as all advised physical punishment as the primary 

disciplinary measure, albeit to different degrees. It was in the “protective” clauses that 

major discrepancies can be observed between the different ordinances. The most 

prominent codes are discussed below. 

Spanish Slave Laws 

 The first slave laws that were transferred to the colonies were obtained from a 

model set of regulations from the Middle Ages called the Siete Partidas. The large 
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compilation, which was heavily influenced by Roman law (the Justinian Code), was 

disseminated by the Castilian King Alphonso X in 1265 and formed the backbone of 

Spanish private law for more than five hundred years (Peabody 2011:600; Watson 

1989:42). This means that by the time the first enslaved Africans arrived in the Americas, 

there was already established legislation in place to manage them in the Spanish colonies. 

The only complication was that the legal structure had been originally framed for 

conditions existent in Spain and, as previously detailed, the type of slavery that occurred 

in Spain was different than in the New World. As a matter of fact, the Siete Partidas did 

not define enslavement under racial terms as those enslaved in Spain usually belonged to 

different racial backgrounds. The enslaved individuals were defined as “captives of war 

‘who are enemies of the faith,’ that is, non-Christian, or the children of female slaves of 

any faith” (Hadden 2008:258). 

 According to the Siete Partidas, all creatures are free by nature, especially 

humans, “who have understanding above all others, and especially those of noble 

courage” (Watson 1989:44). Stanley M. Elkins (1968:64) refers to this contradiction “as 

an illogical equilibrium within the same body of law and custom.” It also defines free as 

“the power which every man has by nature to do what he wishes, except where the force 

of law or privilege prevent him” (Peabody 2011:598). By parting from the premise that 

enslavement is not a natural condition, 

 but one imposed by law and privilege, the Siete Partidas reinforces the humanity of 

those enslaved. It is possible that because of this, manumission appears so prominently 

within the code. Some of the instances that warranted the manumission of the enslaved 



33 
 

were: if the enslaved was the slaveholder’s son, daughter, father, mother, brother, sister, 

teacher, person who brought him/her up, or foster child; if an enslaved saved the 

slaveholder’s life or reputation; if an enslaved acted as the slaveholder’s agent; and if she 

were an enslaved woman whom the slaveholder intended to marry. An enslaved person 

could also be freed if they married a free person or became a cleric, both with the 

permission of the slaveholder. Also, if they were appointed heirs in the master's will or 

became the legal guardian of his or her children (Elkins 1968:72; Watson 1989:44-45). 

As far as punishment, the Siete Partidas specified a slaveholder could punish an 

enslaved individual within reason and without striking him with a stone or stick or 

anything hard (Watson 1989:45). If he unintentionally killed the enslaved person, then 

the slaveholder would be banished for five years. If it were done intentionally, he would 

then pay the penalty for homicide. It also gave the legal right to the enslaved to protest to 

a judge about their mistreatment. If he proved his case, then he would be sold to a 

different slaveholder. Other subjects discussed in the Siete Partidas were: slave housing 

(enslaved unmarried workers must be segregated and housed by gender), how to manage 

the old and sick (slaveholders must not grant freedom to rid themselves of the 

responsibility), and coartación (slaves can buy their freedom) (Carlo-Altieri 2010:41; 

García 2011:50-51). The fact that the enslaved had the right to purchase their own 

freedom further implies that they also had the right to acquire and hold property (Elkins 

1968:75).  

On May 31, 1789, the same year the Crown authorized the free trade of enslaved 

Africans into Cuba and Puerto Rico, a royal decree was released explicitly dealing with 
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slavery (La Instrucción de 1789). Expecting an increase in the enslaved population, and 

the planter class having expressed the difficulty in finding the pertinent laws in the Siete 

Partidas, the new decree narrowly addressed master-slave relations and the expected 

treatment of the workforce. The new decree was meant to be a more humane slave code 

that provided for the amelioration of life conditions amongst the growing slave 

population (Goveia 1960:79). In the order, the manumission laws remained the same and 

the humanity of the enslaved is again recognized (Watson 1989:49). 

Other clauses included in the decree were: the enslaved are to be brought up in the 

Catholic faith; on feast days, it is the slaveholders responsibility to provide entertainment; 

enslaved families were not to be broken up and sold apart; the slaveholder was 

responsible for feeding and dressing any slave and his family until they were able to fend 

for themselves; slaveholders should impede illicit sex and encourage marriage; the 

enslaved should be allowed two hours each day to be utilized in activities for their 

benefit; and the concubinage of free men with slaves would be penalized (women could 

be manumitted in compensation for any abuse, violation or prostitution by the owner of 

the enslaved) (Elkins 1968:73,75; García 2011:47-54). About punishment, the decree 

stated that slaveholders were authorized to use imprisonment, shackles, clubs, or stocks, 

or beating if they did not exceed twenty-five strokes, or used a soft instrument of 

punishment that did not cause serious bruising or bleeding (Watson 1989:50). 

  Even though the colonial powers were meant to follow the laws dictated by the 

crown, they were also authorized to suspend the ordinances from Spain and suggest their 

own edicts based on their local interests. An example of this is the Puerto Rico Slave 
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Code of 1826 which was fashioned locally with the support of the planter class and was 

valid only in Puerto Rico. The code was established after a slave rebellion took place in 

Ponce, Puerto Rico in 1825 and the governor felt it necessary to establish measures to 

avoid future slave rebellions and insurgencies (Díaz 1981:215). It was publicized to 

ensure the effective exploitation of the enslaved to improve island productivity while 

reducing the abuses caused by the slaveholders (Carlo-Altieri 2010:53). The code would 

later be adopted in Cuba with some alterations in 1842. 

British Slave Laws 

Not only had slavery disappeared from Great Britain by the time of the New 

World conquest, but there was also no pre-established law on slavery. To solve this, the 

British colonies used the existing property laws to manage the sale, inheritance, 

mortgaging, and so on of the enslaved. Thus, the enslaved in the British colonies became 

real chattel property in every sense (McCloy 1966:603; Watson 1989:63). It was in this 

manner that the subsequent British codes differed almost entirely from the Spanish and 

French codes (which will be discussed subsequently), and why they were regarded as the 

most inhumane and harshest of all the slave codes. 

As the enslaved populations grew in the British colonies, so did the necessity to 

codify a legislation of slavery. This first occurred in 1661 in Barbados where the colonial 

assembly enacted their own slave code that would later serve as the foundation for other 

English codes. For white Barbadians, the enslaved workforce had become too unruly and 

they attributed the misbehavior to the absence of a proper legal structure to moderate 

them (Hadden 2008:260). Furthermore, they saw the enslaved as a “‘dangerous kind of 

people’ unfit to be governed by English law,” and who required their own punitive code 
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(Bush 1990:29). Thus, the slave code was compiled to regulate slave conduct consistently 

throughout the island and was a direct reflection of the slaveholder’s needs (Goveia 

1960:82). The same code would be adopted with minor alterations in Jamaica in 1664, 

South Carolina in 1696 and Antigua in 1702 (Dunn 2012:239; Hadden 2008:260). 

The Act for the Better ordering and governing of Negroes, as it was titled, 

contained 23 articles and primarily focused on the regulation of slave movement, 

discipline, and slave crimes. It did not address, however, legal matters like purchase, sale, 

mortgaging, or other financial transactions involving the enslaved (Hadden 2008:260). 

Having been drafted by an assembly of planters, it stipulated that once the slaveholder 

acquired a slave, he became his private property to do as he pleased. Enslaved people 

became an object of barter and could even be sold to settle the slaveholder’s debts (Bush 

1990:27). In this, the Barbadian code differed almost entirely from the Spanish and 

French codes. 

Also in direct contrast from the Spanish and French codes, the slaveholder was 

minimally responsible for the wellbeing of the enslaved workforce. It required the 

slaveholders to provide one set of clothing per year for each slave (a pair of drawers and 

a cap for each male and a petticoat and cap for each female) but set no guidelines for the 

slaves' diet, housing, or working conditions (Dunn 2012:239). Also, the enslaved were 

not allowed to marry, families were constantly being broken-up and sold apart, and more 

importantly, they were not authorized to buy their freedom (Hadden 2008:261; Handler 

2016:246). The code did not include any laws that authorized or forbade the manumission 

of the enslaved (Handler 2016:247). 
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Under British law, the enslaved had no legally recognized rights and could not 

appeal to any authority, judicial or civil, for complaints about ill-treatment (Handler 

2016:246). For punishment, the Barbadian code stated that subversive or criminal 

enslaved would be tried by a panel (slave court) that included two justices of the peace 

and three planters (Hadden 2008:261; Handler 2016:246). Penalties enforced by 

individual slaveholders and the tribunals included whipping, nose-slitting, branding, or 

even death. Richard S. Dunn (2012:240) adds that even though castration was not 

officially part of the code, it appeared to be one of the favorite punishments among the 

slaveholders. Accordingly, the code suggested no penalties against masters who mutilated 

or even killed their enslaved laborer unless he did so intentionally. In which case, he 

would be charged a fine (Dunn 2012:239; Hadden 2008:261). 

Additional precautionary measures implemented by the code included a ticketing 

system in which any enslaved who left their respective plantation was to hold a ticket that 

stated destination and time their master expected them back. If they were found 

wandering without a ticket, they could be punished with a “moderate whipping” by any 

white person who found them. Other measures employed to handle runaways were: the 

use of hunting gangs that scouted the island and captured runaways, dead or alive; fines 

for harboring runaways; and a reward system in which they freed any enslaved who 

revealed if their master was harboring runaways. Also part of the reward system, the 

enslaved who caught and turned in a fugitive was rewarded with an expensive new set of 

clothes adorned with “a Badge of a Red crosse on his right Arme, whereby hee may be 

knowne and cherished by all good people” (Dunn 2012:241). 
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 By the late-eighteenth century, the pressure from abolitionist’s groups threatened 

to end the slave trade and caused an increase in the price of labor. This drove the planter 

class to reconsider their extremely harsh treatment of the enslaved as they would soon 

become irreplaceable. Thus, the first ameliorative laws began to be drafted by individual 

colonies from the 1780’s onwards. The amendments were meant to “improve the material 

existence of slaves, reduce the mortality rate and promote a healthy natural increase 

amongst the slaves,” as to preserve the productivity of the workforce and avoid their 

gradual extinction (Bush 1990:29). After the end of the British slave trade, the 

metropolitan government intervened and passed the Consolidated Slave Act in 1824 

which would substitute all local legislation in the colonies. The Act was designed to 

eradicate the more vicious articles of the preexisting colonial slave codes, while 

simultaneously setting new guidelines for the better treatment of the enslaved. The new 

act also included clauses that encouraged manumission (Newton 2005:593). 

French Slave Laws 

Like in Great Britain, the practice of slavery had died out in France by the second 

half of the sixteenth century, and there was no tradition of regulating slavery. Therefore, 

during the first decades of French Caribbean slavery, island regulation remained entirely 

up to the plantocracy. With slavery growing steadily in the new colonies, and reports of 

abuse arriving in Paris, the royal officials had to formulate the necessary legal structures 

to “properly” moderate the enslaved workforce. Thus, the government of Louis XIV 

ordered the creation of the Code Noir in 1681 to provide restrictive order and delimit the 

rights of both owners and enslaved (McCloy 1966:15; Peabody 2011:602-603). The King 
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delegated the task to Jean-Baptiste Patoulet and the Comte de Blénac, his two top 

officials in the French Caribbean Antilles who, as per Vernon Palmer, were instructed to: 

Examine and incorporate previous ordinances and judgments rendered by 

the three Sovereign Councils in the islands (Martinique, Guadeloupe and 

St. Christophe), to seek out the advice and sentiments of members of these 

governing Councils, as well as to incorporate their own views about the 

proper regulation of slavery [Palmer 1995:367]. 

 

The first version of the code was issued in 1685 and was registered in the islands 

of Martinique and Guadeloupe, and adopted in Saint-Domingue in 1687 (Aubert 

2013:22). The code was then published in Paris as a book in 1742 (Watson 1989:85). It 

contained 60 articles which regulated the religious uniformity of the colonies, the 

treatment and policing of the enslaved, and the manumission of the enslaved (Peabody 

2011:603). It also established the enslaved as heritable and commercial property. Like the 

Spanish code, the enslaved was meant to be considered a person who was also movable 

property (or chattel), who then became the full responsibility of their masters. It even 

ordered the slaveholders to oversee their slaves as “bons pères de famille” (Good fathers) 

and referred to the enslaved as ‘children’ (Aubert 2013:21). As such, it stipulated that it 

was the owner’s responsibility to feed and clothe the laborers, and deemed illegal the 

system of provision cultivation, in which the enslaved grew their food, as well forbade 

the involvement of slaves in the local markets. Furthermore, the code specified the 

quantity of food and clothing the slaveholder was ordered to provide for each slave 

(McCloy 1966:17). 

For manumission, the code specified that any slaveholder over the age of 20 could 

free their enslaved without providing any justification for doing so. It also maintained 
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that any enslaved who was named by their master as sole beneficiary, executor of their 

master’s testament or tutor of his children, will automatically be regarded as manumitted. 

All who were manumitted in French colonies would be regarded as natural subjects of the 

kingdom and were granted the same rights, privileges, and liberties enjoyed by all free 

people. It did command, however, that once freed, the manumitted should retain a 

“particular respect for their former masters” (Louis XV 1767) (translation by John 

Garrigus).  

For punishment, the Code Noir suggested severe penalties for the enslaved, such 

as “scourging, branding, clipping of the ears, hamstringing, and execution on the wheel 

and by burning” (McCloy 1966:21). These punishments were only to be carried out by a 

colonial judge and slaveowners were explicitly forbidden from torturing their workers 

themselves. Some of the other clauses included in the code are: the enslaved could not 

own property; could not testify against abusive masters and overseers; all enslaved must 

be baptized and instructed in the Catholic faith; Sundays and feast days were to be 

respected by all, free and enslaved, and no work was permitted; slave families were not to 

be broken up and sold apart; the enslaved could marry with their master’s permission; the 

concubinage of free men with enslaved women would be penalized; and a slaveholder 

must not rid himself of sick or old enslaved workers (McCloy 1966:16-19). 

Given the size of the enslaved population, it is to no surprise that the planter class 

was anxious about acts of aggression or even possible uprisings. Foremost, the enslaved 

were forbidden from carrying any arms of any sort unless they possessed a written 

permission. Additionally, to diminish the risks of rebellions, all gatherings and 
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assemblies, whether by day or night, were strictly forbidden. Violators of this article 

“were subject to the lash, branding with the fleur-de-lis, and, for repeated offenses, death. 

Masters who permitted other slaves than their own to assemble on their land were to be 

subject to fines” (McCloy 1966:17). 

According to Vernon Palmer, the slave codes are sociological portraits that 

exposed European society, including its fears, values and moral blindspots (1995:363). 

Hence, it is no surprise that the amount of punitive and coercive proclamations heavily 

outweighed the protective clauses, truly demonstrating the real preoccupations and 

interests of the white population. Furthermore, the presence of the protective clauses 

provided little to no assistance to the enslaved as they were constantly disregarded, and 

most likely served best to ease the sense of guilt from the enslavers. Thus, the written 

law, although a theoretical “sociological portrait,” cannot be expected to reflect the actual 

behavior of the plantocracy. The finest example of this mismatch between written law 

and conduct is the case of the Spanish Code. 

The Spanish Codes are usually categorized as the most humane of the New World 

slave codes. They emphasized the humanity of the enslaved and afforded an extensive 

amount of “protective” clauses. At first glance, the regulations can provide the 

impression that slavery may not have been as harsh in the Spanish colonies as in the 

English-speaking or French territories. This notion is extensively discussed in Stanley M. 

Elkins’ study of slavery in the United States of America (1968). In his study, he 

compares the Spanish institution with the North American and concludes that the 

Catholic church’s participation within slavery in Latin America made for the better 
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treatment of the enslaved. He justifies this by maintaining that “even in cruelty the 

relationship was between man and man,” unlike the relationship outlined in the English 

codes (Elkins 1968:78). This misconception was common even when the codes were in 

use. By the eighteenth century, the Spanish had a widespread reputation for being the best 

masters to their enslaved masses (Elkins 1968:77). According to Watson, it was believed 

at the time, that since Spanish laws were “founded on natural law, in the bonds of 

Christian charity and the immutable rules of humanity,” they corresponded to what 

happened in practice (1989:58). As such, “Spanish gentleness to blacks” even caused 

criticism and condemnation from other nations (Watson 1989:58).  

While a topic of controversy in the eighteenth century, the Spanish would seek to 

strengthen and disseminate this reputation of benevolent masters in the nineteenth 

century. With international agitation caused by the anti-slavery movements and the 

expectation of British abolition, Spain desperately needed to justify their perpetuation of 

slavery. Heavily responsible for shaping the opinions of his contemporaries were the 

writings of George D. Flinter, an Irishman who visited Puerto Rico from 1829 to 1832 

(Scarano 1984:26). In his first book (Flinter 1832), which mostly focused on the 

conditions of the enslaved on the island, Flinter carefully portrayed a favorable image of 

Spanish slavery. He argued that the enslaved in Puerto Rico were humanely treated, in 

strict obedience to the law and testified to the “convenience and happiness that black 

slaves enjoy in this island and in all the Spanish colonies, compared to their previous 

condition in the colonies of other nations” (Flinter 1832:16). Historian Francisco Scarano 

judges Flinter’s work as being unquestionable propaganda, meant to mislead readers, 

defend Puerto Rican slavery and favor the interests of the local planter class (1984:26). 
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In direct contrast to Flinter’s testimony are Victor Schoelcher’s observations, a 

renowned French abolitionist who visited Puerto Rico in 1841. In his notes about slavery 

on the island, he charges that many of the protective articles in the slave codes were 

being universally violated (Scarano 1984:29). He claimed that the enslaved were 

mistreated and overworked and that Puerto Rican planters were extremely brutal in their 

handling. While Flinter had argued that slavery was easy on the enslaved due to the 

“‘wise and philanthropic’ provisions of the Spanish slave codes,” Schoelcher’s work 

attests to the absence in practice of said laws and the unfavorable conditions of the 

enslaved (Scarano 1984:26, 29).  

Additional documentation of the constant violations of the codes by Puerto Rican 

planters and their supervisors are the studies completed by Benjamin Nistal-Moret (1980) 

and Gerardo A. Carlo-Altieri (2010). Both authors examined court litigation proceedings 

in which the enslaved denounced the plantations’ administrations for ill-treatment. Many 

of the accusations were for malnourishment, lack of clothes, overburdening work 

schedule, and excessive physical punishments. Nistal-Moret concluded that the existence 

of the code itself would have never been able to adequately protect the enslaved laborers, 

since the local justice lay in the hands of the slaveholders themselves. A similar study 

was also compiled in Cuba by Gloria García Rodríguez (2011). Said accounts are 

testimonials to how practice differed from the written law, and how the “benign slavery” 

of the Spanish resembled enslavement elsewhere in the Caribbean. In the end, regardless 

of geographical location and administration, all those who were enslaved lived a life of 

subjugation and abuse. 
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Discussion 

The overarching purpose of this research is to identify the material culture of the 

enslaved in the former Spanish colony of Puerto Rico. To do so, we must first delineate 

the historical complexities that could have shaped the physical world of those enslaved 

and the individual factors that limited or advanced their accessibility to material goods. 

After discussing the development of the institution of slavery in the Caribbean and its 

governing structures, the plantation and the slave codes, we can now address these factors 

and how they could have molded their material culture. 

The case study selected for this investigation, Hacienda La Esperanza, belongs to 

the third wave of the Sugar Revolution that developed in the Caribbean during the 

nineteenth century. This entails at least three influential factors to consider. The first is 

the timeline which, for the case study, focuses on the mid-nineteenth century and well 

past the Industrial Revolution and the introduction of mass-produced goods. 

Archaeologists have already documented this material shift on other Caribbean 

plantations (Delle 2009; Higman 1998; Lang and Carlson 1985; Orser 1992; Pulsiper and 

Goodwin 2001; Reeves 1998). James Delle states that the introduction of inexpensive, 

mass-produced consumer goods led to the decline of local industries and to a gradual 

shift from locally manufactured goods, to those that were mass produced (2009:494). 

This means that factory produced objects were working their way into the general market 

and becoming readily available and abundant.  

The second factor to consider involves the slave codes. As mentioned in the 

previous discussion, the Spanish allowed their enslaved laborers to own personal 
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property, which in turn was used to purchase their freedom when possible. Therefore, if 

the enslaved could acquire money or property, they could also have purchased other 

things. The implementation of the subsistence plots as a means for the enslaved to 

provide for themselves could also have led to bartering among slaves or at markets. In 

other colonies where the subsistence plots were equally encouraged, the enslaved had 

access to cash from the sale of their products, such as “crafts, vegetables, charcoal, meat” 

(Delle 2009:494). Their participation in local provisioning markets has also been 

documented by other researchers (Farnsworth 1996; Handler and Wallman 2014; Hauser 

2008; Mullins 1995; Wilkie and Farnsworth 2005). That the enslaved communities 

acquired some of their personal and household possessions through purchase or barter, 

indicates that they possessed some authority over their material lives, even though this 

authority was undoubtedly highly supervised and constrained (Singleton and Souza 

2009:454). 

The third factor to consider is the delayed eradication of the slave trade. On the 

eve of the abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico in 1872, African-born individuals still made 

up 10% of the slave population on the island (Nistal Moret 1985:147). At my case study 

site of La Esperanza, the number of African individuals constitutes nearly 35% of the 

population during the same year. One must imagine that during its formative years and 

height of production, the percentage was even higher. Thus, one must also take into 

consideration the possible influences of the extended illegal human trade on the nature of 

the material culture of the enslaved in the mid- to late- nineteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

PLANTATION ARCHAEOLOGY AND 

MATERIAL CULTURE OF SLAVERY 
 

 

Introduction 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the plantation played a predominant role in 

the lives of many enslaved Africans who were forcibly shipped to the New World. 

Therefore, studies on the African Diaspora in the Americas have repetitively centered 

around these production hubs as they largely structured and controlled the day-to-day 

lives of the enslaved. Because of this, plantation archaeology has been one of the main 

subcategories of historical archaeology for the last 40 years, and one of its growing 

research areas (Heath 2014:43; Singleton 1995:120). 

Plantation archaeology, as defined by Charles Orser (1984:2), signifies 

“archaeological research conducted at plantation sites with an end towards furthering our 

present knowledge about plantation phenomena. The goals, methods, and techniques of 

plantation archaeology do not differ from those of general historical archaeology.” By 

this definition, the development of plantation archaeology falls within the development of 

historical archaeology. As such, this chapter will focus on how plantation archaeology 

was performed throughout the temporal evolution of the broader discipline of historical 

archaeology. This chapter will also address how archaeological research has informed our 

knowledge on the material culture of the enslaved by reviewing the available literature on 

research carried out in the Caribbean. 
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Plantation Archaeology 

Investigators in the United States have been researching plantations since the 

1930s. Early projects focused on the restoration of monuments, gardens, and buildings 

(particularly plantation mansions) for the advancement of historical tourism (Orser 

1998:65). This pattern was consistent with the goals of historical archaeology at the time 

which aimed to restore and preserve historic sites (Singleton 1990:70). Thus, earlier 

investigations fixated on the lives and properties of the wealthy and historically famous 

and paid little to no attention to the lives of the enslaved. Additionally, these researchers 

often failed to write reports or publish their findings, making it difficult to ascertain the 

amount of work conducted. Theresa A. Singleton refers to this stage in the discipline as 

the exploratory phase of plantation archaeology (Singleton 1990:71). This focus 

remained mostly in place during the 1940s and early 1950’s (Heath 2014:24).  

The next phase began in the 1950s when archaeological studies became more 

historically oriented. As defined by Singleton (1990:71), “historically oriented studies… 

are those designed to supplement the written record of a site with the goal of deriving a 

narrative account of what happened there. Moreover, historically oriented studies often 

lack explicitly stated research questions and are not concerned with anthropological 

problems.” During this stage, archaeologists began relying on artifacts to obtain a 

narrative and, therefore, described the assemblages in great detail. For this reason Orser 

has labeled these studies as descriptive (Orser 1984:3-4). This perspective became one of 

the leading doctrines of the discipline as it became widely accepted that the combination 



48 
 

of historical sources and archaeological data were a viable method for providing 

knowledge about a historical period.  

Unfortunately, although “descriptive” research did pay attention to plantation life, 

archaeologists also mostly fixated on the planter class and their mansions, with little or 

no regard for the enslaved. By focusing on the elite this and the previous exploratory 

stage aided in the preservation and dissemination of a romanticized view of the past and 

plantation life (Heath 2014:20). An example of this type of work is Louis R. Caywood’s 

research on Green Spring Plantation in Yorktown, Virginia (Caywood 1957) wherein he 

placed the mansion within a broader context of plantation activities and acknowledged 

the presence of enslaved laborers (Heath 2014:27-28). 

Prompted by the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, and the heightened 

awareness of African American history it generated, archaeologists in the United States 

became increasingly more interested in researching the African Diaspora. 

Simultaneously, ethnic pride movements promoted an interest in the study of 

communities neglected throughout traditional history and in the written records. Since 

enslaved black Africans and their descendants fit this category, social scientists began 

researching the past in order provide them with a voice and historical presence (Singleton 

1995:119). The first to apply this new focus to plantation archaeology was Charles H. 

Fairbanks in his research at Kingsley Plantation in Florida (Fairbanks 1974) and Rayfield 

Plantation in Georgia (Ascher and Fairbanks 1971). Interested in slavery Fairbanks 

encouraged a shift away from the study of slaveholders and focused on the inadequacies 
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of the historical record in documenting the life of the enslaved (Orser 1984:3; Singleton 

1990:72).  

The trend initiated by Fairbanks marks the beginning of a new stage in plantation 

studies in which archaeological data and anthropological theory were applied to pursue 

more extensive studies of culture that addressed sociological questions related to the past 

(Orser 1984:4; Samford 1996:88). In the 1970’s and influenced by Fairbanks, 

archaeologists had shifted their focus and had begun systematically exploring other 

broad-ranging social aspects of plantation life (Heath 2014:29; Samford 1996:87). This 

anthropological focus extends to the present and demarks the current standard for the 

field. 

Plantation studies within anthropology can mostly be grouped into two analytical 

categories: studies about plantation life and diasporic cultures and those that examine the 

totality of the plantation social structure (Singleton 2008; Orser 1984:4). Studies under 

the first category tend to concentrate on the living conditions of the enslaved (slave 

housing, foodways, personal hygiene, adornment, and recreational activities) and the 

identification and interpretation of cultural traditions and practices of the African 

diasporic communities (Singleton and Souza 2009:454). Said communities are examined 

as members of a displaced culture and, as such, archaeologists initially searched for 

tangible evidence of the continuation of African cultural traits, or Africanisms (Orser 

1998:66). One example of Africanisms in the Americas is the presence of low-fired, 

unglazed pottery that has been found on sites associated with Africans (Orser 1998:67). 

Leland Ferguson (1976) argued that the morphological elements of this pottery were 
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consistent with potteries manufactured in Africa, demonstrating a cultural link between 

Africa and the diasporic communities in the American Southeast and the Caribbean. 

The second category listed above concentrates on defining the social and political 

relations involved within the plantation system (Singleton 2008). Examples of this 

framework are studies that analyze space distribution and its function within the 

plantation complex (Affeck 1990; Epperson 1999; Delle 1995; Upton 1984). Plantations 

were designed to maximize productivity and control laborers; therefore, anthropologists 

believe the design itself can provide information about social inequalities and hierarchies. 

Other studies have focused on objects and behaviors that not only demonstrate the power 

struggle between laborers and administration but highlight slave resistance towards the 

planter’s hegemony (Agorsah 1993; Anderson 2004; Delle 1998; Vlach 1993; Wilkie 

1997). 

The transformation that took place within the general field of archaeology during 

the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in the theoretical aspect (processual archaeology), 

promoted changes in methodology practices that in turn were applied to plantation 

studies. Descriptive artifact analyses were replaced by quantitative analyses in which 

individual objects were incorporated into broad functional typologies (Heath 2014:29). 

Another practice that became widespread was the use of large-scale surveying methods 

such as macro exposures, and the mechanical removal of the plow zone that aided in the 

discovery of settlement patterns and the delineation of plantation layouts. As described 

by Barbara J. Heath (2014:33), “Large-area stripping exposed landscape elements such as 

fence lines, terraces, paths, ponds, cemeteries, and myriad smaller-scale features, as well 
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as multiple accompanying structures– planters’ houses, slave quarters, tenants’ and 

overseers’ houses, and agricultural outbuildings.” Large-scale surveys of this sort gave 

rise to the subfield of landscape archaeology to which plantation archaeology has been a 

significant contributor (Heath 2014:29, 33). 

Since the 1980s many more theoretical perspectives have informed 

archaeologists’ knowledge of slavery, plantation life, and social structures. Although 

many of the topics of interest have remained consistent (daily life, identity formation, 

cultural continuation, class, and social relations), various new frameworks have been 

applied to achieve more nuanced examinations than before (refer to Heath 2014:37-38 for 

a more detailed discussion on this subject). Also, the topics of resistance, gender, 

spirituality, consumerism, creolization, households, and subsistence strategies, among 

others, are being examined. Consequently, according to Singleton and Marcos Souza 

(2009), the amount of research that has been carried out to date and, the continuous 

accumulation of new data this research provides, have considerably improved the 

potential for significant social analyses in the field of Plantation Archaeology. 

Methodologically in the last 20 years the field has become increasingly multi-

disciplinary. According to Heath (2014:39), “there has been an exponential growth in the 

use of environmental sampling– from geomorphology to soil chemistry to macro- and 

micro-botanical remains recovered from planters’ gardens, outbuildings, and slave 

quarters,” and the integration of such evidence into the broader interpretations of 

plantation landscapes. Researchers now favor sampling, geophysical surveys, smaller-

area excavations, and understanding sites at the micro-scale level over the previous large-
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area excavations and plowzone stripping (Heath 2014:39). Also, the popularity of 

landscape studies has introduced the application of Geographic Information Systems 

software (GIS) in examining settlement patterns and changes in the utilization of the 

landscape over time (Armstrong et al. 2009; Delle 2014; Heath 2014:39-40). Orser 

(2010:15) adds that the term “landscape” itself has undergone a reconceptualization in the 

2000s wherein it is no longer viewed as a static backdrop for human action, but rather as 

spaces created and imbued with meanings, ideologies, and perspectives. 

Additionally, technological advances have transformed the way archaeologists 

analyze, store, and access data. Database management system software (DBMS) allows 

researchers to create searchable digital databases that can hold artifact catalogs, 

inventories, context records, field notes, historical data, images, videos, or any other 

supplemental document or information (Heath 2014:40). GIS software is one example of 

DBMS. In combination with statistical software, these programs allow for the quick 

processing and analyzing of information.  

The digitalization of these records and the ease of distribution provided by the 

Internet have also influenced how archaeologists disseminate their work and gain access 

to new data. Resources like web-based public access archaeological databases can assist 

in artifact dating and identification as well as facilitate comparative research among 

different plantations and geographical regions. Regional studies have been on the rise and 

initiatives such as these can assist in their development (Hauser 2009:3). The Digital 

Archaeological Archive of Comparative Slavery or DAACS (www.daacs.org), for 

example, holds archaeological data from various slavery sites in the Chesapeake, 
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Carolinas, and the Caribbean, and provides photographs and detailed descriptions of 

artifact assemblages and architectural features. Similar collaborative efforts can inform 

archaeologists on how different groups contextually mitigated the circumstances in which 

they were living (Anderson 2004:2). Furthermore, these compilations can expose where 

the present gaps are within the accumulated body of data. According to Heath (2014:41), 

“significant gaps in geographic representation and time periods within datasets make 

comparisons between regions and across time problematic.” Data compilations can help 

guide future research to rectify this breach and improve comparisons. One of these 

noticeable gaps is the limited or absent geographic representation from Spanish-speaking 

Caribbean countries.  

 

Plantation Archaeology and African Diaspora Studies in the Caribbean 

Although archaeologists began studying the plantations of the American South, 

the sub-discipline quickly spread to the Caribbean and other localities of the United 

States and Latin America. Currently, the Caribbean ranks second in terms of quantity of 

investigations (after the United States) and has become an important center for new and 

innovative plantation archaeological studies (Singleton 2008). Maria Franklin and Larry 

Mckee (2004:2) believe that it is due to this shift of geographical boundaries to which the 

field owes its development and success in recent years. However, the geographical 

representation has not been consistent among the different Caribbean nations, and much 

of the research has been done in the English-speaking islands. The development of 

plantation studies in the former French, Dutch, and Spanish colonies has been much 
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slower. Studies in these localities have either emerged in the last ten years, have not been 

published or have limited circulation, or have just recently come to the attention of 

archaeologists in the English-speaking world (Ewen 2001:3-4; Singleton and Souza 

2009:450; Weik 2004:32). Another aspect that impedes the exchange of information 

amongst researchers is the plurilingual quality of the Caribbean community. It should be 

noted that the literature consulted for this review consisted exclusively of literature in 

Spanish and English. Table 3.1 includes the sites that will be discussed in this section 

(Figure 3.1 for site locations). 

 

 
Figure 3.1. Map of the Caribbean with the location of sites referenced in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1. Archaeological sites referenced in Chapter 3 and identified in Figure 3.1 

 Site Type Location 
Date of 

Occupation 

A 
Accompong 

Town 

Maroon 

settlement 

St. Elizabeth Parish, 

Jamaica 
1739 – present 

B Cafetal Biajacas Coffee plantation 
Mayabeque 

Province, Cuba 

c1815 – 1846 

 

C 
Cafetal La 

Dionisia 
Coffee plantation 

Matanzas Province, 

Cuba 
c1820 – 1840’s 

D 
Drax Hall 

Plantation 
Sugar plantation St. Ann, Jamaica 1669 – 1838* 

E 
Habitation Creve 

Cœur 
Sugar plantation St. Anne, Martinique c1760 – 1848* 

F 
Habitation 

Grande Pointe 
Sugar plantation 

Trois Riviéres, 

Guadeloupe 
c1760 – 1848* 

G 
Habitation La 

Mahaudière 
Sugar plantation 

Anse-Bertrand, 

Guadeloupe 
1732 – 1848* 

H 
Hacienda Buena 

Vista 
Coffee Plantation Ponce, Puerto Rico 1833 – 1873* 

I 
Hacienda La 

Esperanza 
Sugar plantation Manatí, Puerto Rico c1830 – 1873* 

J 
Hacienda San 

José 
Sugar plantation Caguas, Puerto Rico c1834 – 1873* 

K Jessups Estate Sugar plantation 
Jessup’s Village, 

Nevis 
c1720 – 1838* 

L José Leta 
Maroon 

settlement 

Altagracia Province, 

Dominican Republic 

Early 18th 

century 

M 
Juan de Bolas 

Plantation 

Sugar/Coffee 

plantation 

St. Catherine, 

Jamaica 
c1720 – 1838* 

N 
Marshall’s Penn 

Plantation 
Coffee plantation Mandeville, Jamaica 1812 – 1838* 

O 
New Montpelier 

Plantation 
Sugar plantation 

St. James Parish, 

Jamaica 
1739 – 1838* 

P Old Nanny Town 
Maroon 

settlement 

Portland Parish, 

Jamaica 
c1700 – 1734 

Q Puerto Real Spanish outpost 
Nord Department, 

Haiti 
1503 – 1578 

R 
Newtown 

Plantation 
Sugar plantation 

Christ Church 

Parish, 

Barbados 

c1660 – 1838* 

S Seville Plantation Sugar plantation 
St. Ann’s Bay, 

Jamaica 
c1670 – 1838* 

T Taoro Plantation Sugar plantation 
Artemisa Province, 

Cuba 
c1857 – 1879* 

U 
Thetford 

Plantation 
Sugar plantation 

St. Catherine, 

Jamaica 
c1720 – 1838* 
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Table 3.1 (continued) 

 Site Type Location 
Date of 

Occupation 

V Trois-Ilets 

Pottery 

production 

village 

Les Trois-Îlets, 

Martinique 

18th and 19th 

centuries 

Notes: Asterisks denote the end date corresponding to the abolition of slavery in that location.  

 

 

The British Caribbean 

Historical archaeologists have been investigating plantations in the former British 

Caribbean for over 30 years (Kelly 2008:388). According to David R. Watters (2001:88), 

most of these studies have been carried out by outsiders whose projects tend to be 

interdisciplinary and involve some combination of archaeological, historical, 

anthropological, geographical, or ethnohistorical perspectives. An example of these 

investigations and one of the earliest is Jerome S. Handler and Frederick W. Lange’s 

(1978) study of Newton Plantation in Barbados in the 1970s. Their research, which was 

the first of its kind, integrated ethnographic and historical approaches with the intention 

of examining how the enslaved perpetuated, modified, or lost aspects of their African 

cultures. A slave cemetery, which provided additional information about life in bondage, 

was also excavated at the plantation (Corruccini et al. 1982; Handler and Corruccini 

1983). This groundbreaking study raised the bar for future plantation studies not just in 

the Caribbean but in the American South as well (Orser 1984:5). 

Since Handler and Lange’s study, historical archaeologists in the British 

Caribbean have focused on documenting and studying life under enslavement in 

plantation contexts (Orser 1984:4). Thus, plantations hold a prominent position in the 
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field of African Diaspora studies as researchers attempt to locate slave villages and 

identify their material culture (Armstrong 1990, 1991; Handler and Lange 1978; Watters 

1987). While some have concentrated on individual plantations (Armstrong 1990; Delle 

1998; Goodwin 1987; Handler and Lange 1978; Higman 1998; Pulsipher 1991) others 

have applied a regional focus and conducted island-wide surveys (Boomert at al 1987; 

Clement 1997; Delle 2014; Eubanks 1992). The literature available covers a wide array 

of topics and, given the body of work conducted to date, it would be difficult to discuss it 

in its entirety. Hence, I have compiled a selection of works that expose the particular 

topics of gardening plots, osteological remains, landscape studies, as well as topics from 

the wider sphere of the African Diaspora such as markets and Maroons (runaway slaves).  

Gardening Plots 

One of the better-known pieces of research on gardening plots in the British 

Caribbean is Lydia Mihelic Pulsipher’s (1990, 1999) ethnographic study on the island of 

Montserrat. Through historical sources, ethnographic and geographic field research 

Pulsipher determined that garden plots played a fundamental role in the lives of the 

enslaved. She identified three distinct gardening contexts (common grounds, house yards, 

and ravines and mountain grounds), each with its purpose, social role, significance, and 

connotations. Since planters were only required to provide the bare minimum for 

subsistence these grounds were utilized by the enslaved to complement their diet and 

ensure their basic food needs were being met. House yards, in particular, not only served 

as a domestic recreational space but also provided food and work. As explained by Delle 

(2000:63): “It was in the house yards that some cash crops, particularly fruits like 
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coconut, papaya, and mango, were grown for sale in local markets.” Mathew Reeves’s 

(2011) archaeological research on two Jamaican plantations (coffee plantation Juan de 

Bolas and sugar estate Thetford) focused on how these surplus crops were sold by the 

enslaved in markets to obtain household goods. Furthermore, he focused on discerning 

how communities from differing crop type plantations had access to different goods 

based on the amount of time each crop type permitted for production activities. 

Osteological remains 

Research on osteological remains has been conducted in the islands of Jamaica 

(Armstrong and Fleischman 2003), Barbados (Corruccini et al. 1984; Handler 1996; 

Shuler 2011) and Montserrat (Watters 1994). These investigations have provided 

significant information about mortuary practices, physical condition, pathologies, and 

lifestyles maintained by the enslaved in the British Caribbean. Most of the remains 

documented by these studies were obtained from cemetery sites. Investigations in 

Barbados and Monserrat demonstrate a preference in burial practices towards extended 

burials associated with a variety of artifacts. Archaeological excavations in Barbados 

recovered pipes, beads, shells, and bracelets, as well as documented the practice of dental 

modification (Armstrong and Fleischman 2003; Handler 1996). In Jamaica, however, 

researchers reported alternative forms of funeral practices. In an eighteenth century slave 

settlement at Seville Plantation individuals were buried inside the house-yard compounds 

and within the boundaries of their villages and settlements (Armstrong and Fleischman 

2003). 
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Landscape 

As previously stated, landscapes are considered created places, instilled with 

interpretable functions and meanings. As such, researchers can use its interpretation to 

decipher the social realities of past societies. James Delle (2014) is one of the multiple 

researchers who has conducted landscape studies in plantation contexts in the British 

Caribbean (Agorsah 1999; Armstrong 2011; Pulsipher and Goodwin 1999; Ryzewski and 

Cherry 2016). His investigation of nineteenth century plantation landscapes in Jamaica 

looked to understand the material and social realities of the slave-based plantation system 

in Jamaica and why it failed (Delle 2014:3). According to Delle, the methodologies of 

landscape archaeology allow for different scales of analysis, ranging from the island-wide 

settlement pattern of plantations to the individual house yards located within the 

plantation villages (2014:3). 

Markets  

As mentioned previously, the enslaved would work on their gardening plots 

during their free time and if possible, produce goods that could in turn be sold at local 

markets. The participation of the enslaved in these markets has been archaeologically 

researched in Jamaica by Mark W. Hauser (2008). Through his study of marketing 

systems in eighteenth century Jamaica, he determined that Sunday markets served a dual 

role for the enslaved. Not only did they represent a place for “economic agency,” where 

they were able to accumulate material wealth and provide for themselves, but it also 

represented a haven in which to exchange news, gossip, and information. Hauser 

(2008:2) adds that “the markets were loci of resistance, places in which the self was re-
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fashioned, and arenas for the emergence of social networks in which communities 

developed.” This research and others like it (Handler and Wallman 2014) demonstrate 

that these marketing systems represented a wider sphere of social dynamics outside of the 

plantation context. 

Maroon societies 

Maroons were Africans or people of African descent who were able to escape 

enslavement, be it temporary or permanent. As such, they existed outside the sphere of 

influence of the plantation and the authorities. Like the markets, they belonged to a 

broader range of social networks of those displaced by the African Diaspora. According 

to Daniel O. Sayers, the most common discussions surrounding studies on Maroon 

societies are resistance, nationalism, creolization, and ethnogenesis (2015:9). Most 

research on this topic has been carried out in Barbados and Jamaica. 

In Barbados the small size of the island and its high population density made it 

difficult for the enslaved to escape the plantations and remain hidden. Those that did 

escape did so in small numbers and took refuge in caves and gullies, some of which have 

been excavated in St. Peter Parish (Handler 1997; Smith and Bassett 2016). In contrast 

with Barbados, runaways in Jamaica were more successful and managed to escape in 

more significant numbers. Sheltered by the mountains, they created large Maroon groups 

and communities. As part of his Maroon Heritage Research Project (MHRP), Emmanuel 

Kofi Agorsah conducted an ambitious regional investigation that explored various 

Maroon communities in Jamaica (Argosah 2007, 1994, 1993; Goucher and Argosah 

2011). Argosah’s project, the first of its kind in the Americas, revealed new information 
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regarding Maroon material culture, site locations, built environments, and even medicinal 

and subsistence plants. His excavations at Old Nanny Town and Old Accompong Town, 

among other sites, uncovered house platforms, burials, battlegrounds, hideouts, war 

camps, military trails, and fortifications. Findings by the MHRP helped discern local 

settlement strategies, defensive techniques, and a Maroon settlement typology (Weik 

2012:67). 

The Dutch Caribbean 

Archaeological research in the Dutch-speaking Caribbean has concentrated on 

prehistoric sites with historical archaeology having a much slower development. 

According to Jay B. Haviser (2001:75), historical archaeology was first introduced into 

the curriculum of the Archaeological Anthropological Institute of the Netherlands 

Antilles in 1981. Plantation archaeology in the Netherlands Antilles, particularly in St. 

Eustatius and St. Maarten, has been dependent on archaeology field schools and CRM 

projects conducted by North American and European teams. Therefore, the information 

available consists mostly of fieldwork reports. In Curaçao a field survey and excavations 

were carried out at a pre- and post-emancipation African settlement. Because of these 

excavations, Haviser (2001:73) was able to conduct a comparative study of local slave 

houses and West African house structures that identified the sociological repercussions of 

the slavery system. 

The French Caribbean 

As in the Dutch Caribbean, historical archaeology in the French Caribbean has 

had limited development and has even struggled for recognition (Delpuech 2001:21). In 
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fact, it was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that the French Ministry of Culture 

established the Regional Department of Archaeology in its French territories (Martinique 

in 1987, Guadeloupe in 1992, and Guyane in 1999) (Delpuech 2001:45; Kelly 2008:389). 

In Guadeloupe plantation archaeology has been restricted to the study of sugar estates 

and has mainly consisted of the systematic surveying of the architectural elements and 

furnishings preserved on the ground, particularly the machinery (Delpuech 2001:45). 

Stemming from these efforts plantation mansions and production complexes have been 

well documented while the enslaved populations remained greatly neglected until quite 

recently. 

In the 1990s Suzannah England conducted the first investigation that directly 

explored the African Diaspora in the French Caribbean on the island of Martinique. As 

part of her doctoral dissertation she researched a pottery production site at Trois-Ilets in 

which she documented the contribution of enslaved Africans in the pottery production 

process on the island (England 1994; Kelly 2008:391). The first project within a 

plantation context however, was carried out in 2002 in Guadeloupe by Kenneth G. Kelly. 

Kelly investigated two sugar plantations, Habitation La Mahaudière and Habitation 

Grande Pointe, and focused on identifying the slave villages and examining the 

differences in material culture and housing construction between the 18th and the 19th 

centuries (Kelly 2008:397, 2011:202). Additional analysis of the assemblage from La 

Mahaudière by Heather R. Gibson examined the economic and social lives of laborers 

from 1750 to 1900 (Gibson 2009:29). 
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In 2005 Kelly (2008) extended his research to the island of Martinique where he 

directed the Crève Cœur Project, a long-standing archaeological exploration of the slave 

village of the Habitation Creve Cœur. One study that resulted from said project was a 

comparative examination of ceramics from enslaved and planter contexts (Fanning 2009). 

Research on Creve Cœur was also expanded by Jerome Handler and Diane Wallman 

(2014). Through archaeological excavations coupled with historical documentary records 

the study discussed the independent production activities or household economies of the 

enslaved (Handler and Wallman 2014). 

In Haiti Charles G. Smith (1986, 1995) conducted a study on Afro-colonoware 

production in the early sixteenth century Spanish settlement of Puerto Real. His analysis 

accounted for more than 92,000 ceramic sherds of non-European production. The 

samples were obtained from an early (1503-1550) cattle processing area and a later 

(1550-1578) high-status domestic household (Weik 2004). To my knowledge no other 

investigations focusing on the African diaspora communities have been conducted in 

Haiti. 

The Spanish Caribbean 

Until recently, and with the exception of Brazil and Cuba, the archaeology of the 

African Diaspora has mainly been neglected in most Latin American countries. Terrence 

Weik (2004:42) attributes this negligence to local notions of identity and racism in which 

all African and non-European components of the national identity are denied visibility or 

recognition. Still, the research that does exist focuses on other contexts besides the 

plantation. In the Spanish Caribbean, archaeological studies on the African Diaspora have 
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primarily focused on studying the lifeways of self-emancipated communities, or 

Cimarrones (Maroons). This is predominantly the case in Cuba and the Dominican 

Republic where research on Maroon sites has explored themes such as “subsistence, 

everyday life, and world systems, with special emphasis on reconstructions of African 

ethnicity” (Weik 2004:35). 

In the Dominican Republic researchers have sought to identify small Maroon 

communities known as manieles or palenques within the mountain ranges in the south-

central and western portions of the country. Bernardo Vega (1979) conducted the first of 

these investigations in cave sites on the southern edge of the Sierra de Bahoruco. Cave 

sites were also explored in the eastern Dominican Republic by José Juan Arrom and 

Manuel García Arévalo (1986) in which weapons, pottery, and other items were found on 

the surface in the interior of the caves. They also investigated the site of José Leta, a 

suspected palenque with scarce material culture. Artifacts recovered at this site include 

“geometrically incised, locally made ceramic pipe bowls, copper bracelets, stone tools, 

fragments of Native American pottery such as griddles, pig remains, and metal weapons 

parts (mostly blades)” (Weik 2012:60-61). Researchers also documented the presence of 

metal slag (Arrom and García Arévalo 1986). However, all the above investigations 

failed to provide datable artifacts and/or reliable contexts, a recurrent issue when 

attempting to identify sites that were meant to be, by their nature, inconspicuous (Weik 

2012:60-62). 

Unlike the Dominican Republic, researchers in Cuba have been more successful 

at identifying and investigating palenques (Garcell Domínguez 2002; Gonzáles Sánchez 
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2004, 2011; Hernández de Lara et al. 2013; La Rosa Corzo 1989). This success is mostly 

due to Cuba’s extensive written record on Maroon activity, the longest in the region, 

which enabled the discovery of well-documented settlements. Through the guidance of 

written sources and oral traditions, Gabino La Rosa Corzo (2010:127) has been able to 

identify 50 seasonal refuges in caves and rockshelters and five large settlements in 

eastern Cuba. La Rosa Corzo aimed to discover the geographical distribution, economic 

activities, and defense strategies of the cimarrones who inhabited these refuges (La Rosa 

Corzo 1989, 2003, 2005, 2010). He determined that the most successful Maroons retained 

their freedom by keeping their distance from enslaved societies and inhabiting concealed, 

physically inaccessible areas (Weik 2012:68). 

Archaeological investigations regarding the African Diaspora in Cuba have also 

been conducted in plantations and slave cemeteries (Domínguez 1986; Funari and 

Domínguez 2005; Hernandez de Lara 2010, 2011; Singleton 2001, 2005, 2015). 

Although initial research during the 1970s focused on documenting architectural features 

associated with the elite (Boytel 1961; Domínguez 1991), research has since changed its 

objective to studying the dominated classes (Hernandez de Lara 2011:267). An early 

exception was the investigation of the Taoro Sugar Plantation in Artemisa Province by 

the Archaeology Department of the Cuban Academy of Sciences from 1968 until 1970. 

Their research not only focused on exploring the sugar factory buildings but also the 

slave barracks and the adjacent slave cemetery. This project constituted the first 

systematic exploration of a slave cemetery in the country. Excavations recovered beads 

and pendants (made of dog’s teeth and pierced coins), as well as documented the practice 

of dental modification (Rivero de la Calle 1973).  
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Aside from the Taoro Plantation most research has been carried out in coffee 

plantations. Singleton, in collaboration with the Department of Archaeology of Havana 

(Gabinete de Arqueología), conducted an archaeological project at the Biajacas 

Plantation, or the Cafetal del Padre, as the site is currently known (Singleton 2001, 2005, 

2015). Her research focused on the location of the former slave village which is enclosed 

by a 3.53 meters high masonry wall. Singleton believes that the wall raises questions 

about the character of Cuban slavery as this type of enclosure is not present in other slave 

societies and represents an example of extreme exertion of the slaveholder’s control over 

the living spaces of the enslaved. Under these parameters, Singleton examined how the 

enslaved responded to these distinct and extreme conditions (Singleton 2005:182). 

Another coffee plantation, or Cafetal, excavated in Cuba was La Dionisia in the 

Matanzas Province. The coffee plantation was researched in 2006 by the archaeologist 

Odlanyer Hernández de Lara (2010, 2011). The venture was part of a more extensive 

project set in motion by the Castillo de San Severino Slave Route Museum (Museo de la 

Ruta del Esclavo) whose primary objective is to further the understanding of the 

institution of slavery in Cuba and its legacies (Hernández de Lara 2010:23). As such, one 

of the main purposes of studying the Dionisia was to document the physical presence of 

the enslaved and unveil the realities of “everyday life in slavery, bringing out aspects of 

the hobby, production and trade” in a Cuban coffee plantation (Hernández de Lara 

2011:267). Hernández de Lara’s publications on the Dionisia provide detailed inventories 

and descriptions of the recovered assemblages, coupled with comprehensive contextual 

interpretations (2010). 
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In contrast to Cuba and the remainder of the Caribbean, plantation studies have 

been very scarce in the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. Additionally, the few 

existing studies have been geared more towards the study of architectural features and 

their restoration, rather than being anthropological in nature, resembling the earlier stages 

of American Plantation Archaeology (Weik 2004:42). In Puerto Rico archaeology at 

plantations has mainly been carried out as part of cultural resource management projects 

(López Sotomayor 2009) or for the preservation and rehabilitation of archaeological sites 

for the development of tourism. Hacienda La Esperanza in Manatí (del Cueto and Pantel 

2006), Hacienda San José in Caguas (López Sotomayor 1999), and Hacienda Buena Vista 

(Baralt 1999) in Ponce are some examples of excavated and restored plantations which 

now serve as visitor centers and tourist attractions. None of these investigations, 

however, have directly addressed the archeological presence of the enslaved populations. 

At Hacienda La Esperanza (del Cueto and Pantel 2006), archaeologist Dr. 

Agamemnon Pantel determined that excavations were unsuccessful in recovering objects 

belonging to the enslaved (Pantel, phone conversation, 2012). Although the project 

reports (Pantel 1986, 2001, 2002, 2003) make no mention of the specific material culture 

recovered during the excavations, Pantel informed me that he believed this absence of 

slave-related artifacts could indicate that their material culture consisted mainly of 

perishable materials. Similarly, at Hacienda San José excavations also failed to provide 

identifiable assemblages belonging to the enslaved population. In a personal 

communication with archaeologist Osvaldo García-Goyco he noted that “the so-called 

slave barrack of the Hacienda San José was excavated during its restoration and [they] 
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didn’t find any evidence that the structure was used [as a slave barrack]” (E-mail, August 

23, 2012) [translation by the author]. 

The truth of the matter is that overall in Puerto Rico very little attention has been 

paid to the archaeological presence of populations of the African diaspora 

(Armstrong 2006; Armstrong and Hauser 2009:598). Researchers who do confirm the 

archaeological presence of the enslaved and their material culture do so by reporting the 

occurrence of Criollo ware ceramics, which are considered to have been manufactured by 

the enslaved and their descendants (Solis 1999). Yet the term Criollo ware, or creole, is 

problematic and misleading at best. The term was initially a response to the colonial 

contexts in which the ware was found and used to refer to unknown, locally made 

ceramics, of uncertain origin (manufacturers). As detailed by James B. Petersen et al. 

(1999:162), it is labeled creole “for the likelihood of their local syncretic manufacture in 

colonial contexts, including diverse traits from African, European, and perhaps 

Amerindian traditions in the past. No referent for the producers is named in this 

nomenclature.” 

Similar ware types have been recovered from other islands in the Caribbean and 

have been identified, based on ethnic and geographic associations, as “Afro-Caribbean” 

wares (Heath 1999:197). These types of earthenwares share three fundamental properties: 

pottery was built by hand modeling, coiling, or a combination of both techniques; it was 

open-fired without a kiln (low-fired with temperature variations); and vessels were not 

glazed (Heath 1999; Petersen et al. 1999; Torres 2017). Technologically speaking, they 

appear to represent a continuation of West and Central African manufacturing techniques 
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(Ferguson 1976; Heath 1999). For this reason, Heath (1999:219) believes that Puerto 

Rico’s Criollo pottery that matches these attributes should be considered as part of the 

Afro-Caribbean ware category. Although researchers have tried to determine the origin of 

the pottery, results are still inconclusive (Crane 1993; Torres 2017). A study of historical 

documentation by Lady Adela Torres Vargas (2017) provided circumstantial evidence 

that reinforces the possibility of the ware being produced on the island by enslaved 

Africans and/or their descendants. Until more research is conducted on the matter, this 

pottery will be generically referred to here as low-fired earthenware. 

According to Carlos Solis Magaña (1999:131), low-fired earthenwares have been 

recovered from various contexts, such as “military fortifications, religious convents and 

households of both high and low economic status.” Since much of the historic 

archaeological research on the island has been the result of cultural resource management 

projects (CRM) the documentation of this ware has been restricted to notes and 

comments on site reports which, in part, suffer from extremely limited circulation (Ewen 

2001:3, 16). 

The only archaeological project to date that has produced readily available 

publications which provide analysis and interpretations of “Criollo” ware and its 

manufacturers has been the Ballajá Archaeological Project in Old San Juan (Barnes and 

Medina 1995; Crane 1993; Joseph and Bryne 1992; Rivera Calderón 2004; Solis 1999). 

The Ballajá Archaeological Project examined two of the historic district’s late-eighteenth 

and nineteenth century neighborhoods; Santo Domingo, one of the wealthier 

neighborhoods in the old city, and Ballajá, a nineteenth century slum (Joseph and Bryne 
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1992:45). The presence of sealed contexts and use of census documentation allowed 

researchers to conduct a detailed examination of the material ramifications of social 

status. Topics regarding the African Diaspora included urban slavery and the possible 

role of the enslaved and their descendants in the manufacture of low-fired earthenware 

pottery as well as its intended purpose. The Ballajá Project also provided the first 

documented instance of intentional dental modification in Puerto Rico, which is 

attributed to individuals of African origin or descent (Crespo 2010; Crespo and Giusti 

1992, 1995). Two more cases have been documented since, one in a different section of 

the Old San Juan and a third in the municipality of Guayama on the southern coast of the 

island (Crespo 2010; Crespo and Muñoz Guevara 2009). 

 

Plantation archaeology and the material culture of slavery 

In the field of Plantation Archaeology, the assemblages obtained from the 

investigations above, along with many others, demonstrate how archaeological research 

can provide insight into the material culture of the enslaved and the complex power and 

economic dynamics that it exemplifies. For this section I will review the available 

literature on research carried out in the Caribbean and their findings involving the 

material culture of slavery, as well as the world events that shaped the assemblages. The 

review will be divided into two sections: pre-industrial revolution assemblages and post-

industrial revolution assemblages. As we will see, the technological advances that 

accompanied the industrial revolution had worldwide effects that are discernible even in 

the households of the enslaved. 
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Pre-Industrial Revolution and European Mercantilism 

Before the mid-eighteenth century availability profoundly influenced the 

frequency of specific goods in overall colonial archaeological deposits (Deetz 1996:73). 

Lynsey A. Bates explains that colonial goods mostly consisted of perishable materials 

such as “plant fibers (wood, reeds, gourds) and metals like pewter that break down 

quickly under most conditions” (2016:92). This shortage of perdurable objects could be 

attributed to several factors: trade and production limitations set in place by the European 

countries, the inability of European nations to maintain a constant influx of supplies to 

their colonies, and the high costs of handmade imported goods. 

In the seventeenth and most of the eighteenth century the European powers were 

exerting a significant amount of control over their colonies by enforcing mercantilist 

trade policies that centralized and restricted commerce to secure their economic interests 

(Hughes 2013:3). Under these policies, the European powers protected their commercial 

enterprises by prohibiting their colonies from trading with foreign governments and 

outside markets. Furthermore, they restricted the local production of goods that could 

potentially compete with the home market. Mercantilist restrictions increased colonial 

dependency on their respective central power even though imperial nations regularly 

failed to supply commodities to their colonies especially during periods of conflict in 

Europe (Hughes 2013:6). The scarcity of imported commodities and trade restrictions 

inflated the already high costs of these imports making them accessible, almost 

exclusively, to the rich and powerful. These limitations prompted the local production of 
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goods that could supplement the availability of imported goods without competing with 

the European markets, as well as stimulated illicit trade. 

Although the material effects of European mercantilism have been studied in the 

seventeenth and early-eighteenth century colonial sites, the amount of research carried 

out in Caribbean plantations, let alone African Diaspora contexts, is rather limited. 

Hauser (2011a:123) attributes this research shortage to the scarcity of sixteenth and 

seventeenth century archaeological sites with discrete components. As a result, the 

archaeological examination of plantations in the Caribbean region has largely focused on 

the large plantation systems of the last quarter of the eighteenth century and the 

nineteenth century (Hughes 2013:26).  

The most relevant analysis of the enslaved laborer’s village assemblage was from 

La Mahaudière Plantation in Guadeloupe (Gibson 2009). Gibson reported that most of 

the recovered objects belonging to the earliest phase of occupation in the village were of 

French manufacture (2009:6). The lack of diversity of European materials within the 

assemblage was particularly noticeable in the ceramics which included higher counts of 

"tin-glazed" faiences and lead-glazed coarse earthenwares of French production. She also 

noted that during the earliest period of occupation the material assemblage was far 

smaller than in later periods. The author speculates that the reduced size of the 

assemblage could be due to the newness of the village and the number of enslaved 

individuals during this initial habitation stage. It could also be due to imperial under-

provisioning or a larger dependence on perishable objects. About the predominance of 

French material culture, the author concludes that it can be attributed to the success of 
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France’s imposition of mercantilist policies where its consequences can be perceived on 

the most remote and impoverished of households (Gibson 2011:41).  

Also recovered from the slave village of La Mahaudière were locally-produced 

coarse earthenwares that consisted of wheel-thrown sugar wares from Guadeloupe and 

domestic (forms) wares from Martinique (Gibson 2011:38). Industrial sugar wares were 

unglazed coarse earthenware vessels designed for the production of sugar which the 

enslaved laborers of La Mahaudière had repurposed for food storage and food preparation 

purposes. In the earlier habitation contexts the locally produced wares exceeded the 

amount of imported French lead-glazed coarse earthenwares. The repurposing of these 

industrial vessels and the amount of locally produced ceramics could also allude to a 

scarcity of imperial provisions and to the necessity of the enslaved laborers to supplement 

what was available. 

Another example can be obtained from Douglas V. Armstrong's investigation of 

the Drax Hall Plantation in Jamaica (1990). Although the majority of the features 

excavated dated to the late-eighteenth century and nineteenth centuries, the lower strata 

of two features dated to the mid-eighteenth century. He reported that out of the total 

assemblage for this early habitation stage 80 percent of the ceramics were coarse 

earthenwares of local manufacture known as yabbas. Furthermore, 90 percent of these 

pots were cooking vessels and represented 57.8 percent of all kitchen-related artifacts. 

This was in stark contrast with the amount of cast iron pots recovered which comprised 

5.5 percent of kitchen-related artifacts. This preference or dependency on local yabbas 

could indicate that there was a demand for cooking vessels among the enslaved laborers 
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that was not being met by imperial supplies. Out of the imported ceramics, most of which 

were tin- and lead-glazed earthenwares and white salt-glazed stonewares, 75 percent were 

refined earthenwares while 24 percent were coarse earthenwares. All imported coarse 

ceramics were food-storage vessels. Small amounts of glass and personal objects were 

recovered from these earlier layers as well.  

The example of Drax Hall could be more reflective of the enslaved population’s 

constrained wealth rather than the limited imperial trade. Armstrong reaches this 

conclusion after comparing the early village assemblage to the artifacts recovered from 

the Great House. Armstrong (1990:139) states that: 

A relatively small proportion of refined earthenwares was present in the 

early to mid-eighteenth century slave house areas (14.7%) compared to the 

high proportions of refined ceramics such as delft-wares, slipwares, and 

stonewares found among the planter-context deposits at Drax Hall 

(74.1%). These proportions reflect differences in relative costs as well as 

in function. The coarse earthenwares represent less expensive types with 

utilitarian forms, including both imported storage vessels and locally made 

bowls and cooking pots. 

 

 The higher variability of more high-end ceramics in the Great House suggests that 

the island of Jamaica was not undersupplied but that most likely the cost of imported 

goods restricted their accessibility. In comparison to the French it would seem the British 

were more successful in maintaining a relatively constant flow of goods into their 

Caribbean island territories (Hughes 2013:191-192). 

Another example from the British colonies is the assemblage from the Jessups 

Estate on the island of Nevis (Galle and Neiman 2010). The two enslaved workers’ 

villages, one dating to the first half of the eighteenth century (Jessups I) and another to 
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the second half (Jessups II), were excavated in 2006 by Jillian Galle, Fraser Neiman, and 

Anna Agbe-Davies, and in 2008 by the St. Kitts-Nevis Digital Archaeology Initiative. 

Artifacts from the earlier habitational phase display a similar pattern to the assemblage 

obtained from the village at Drax Hall. Locally made coarse earthenwares make up 79 

percent of all ceramics while imported ceramics make up 21 percent. Out of the imported 

ceramics 17.7 percent were coarse earthenwares while 65 percent were refined 

earthenwares. Unlike at Drax Hall, where the imported coarse earthenwares were all 

storage vessels, imported coarse ceramics at Jessups I were mostly redware and slipware 

tableware forms. Refined earthenwares included stoneware (British and Rhenish), 

delftware, porcelain (Chinese and English soft paste), Faience and unidentified tin-glazed 

earthenwares (DAACS 2017). While more than half of the imported ceramics were of 

English manufacture, supporting the notion that the British were successful at supplying 

the island, the higher variability of foreign ceramics could also represent illicit trade 

during moments of inconsistent flow of materials (Hughes 2013:192). Smoking pipe 

fragments and one button were the only personal objects recovered at the site. A 

considerable amount of glass fragments was also recovered (DAACS 2017).  

Given the shortage of earlier excavated sites, the assemblages just discussed are 

an extremely limited sample of the whole region with only two colonial jurisdictions 

being represented. Regardless of this they can still provide some insight into the material 

world of the enslaved in the first half of the eighteenth century as they demonstrate the 

effects of mercantilist trade policies and high costs of handmade commodities. They 

demonstrate how these factors, combined with the enslaved workers’ restricted wealth, 

limited their access to goods. Almost no personal or “luxury” items were recovered from 
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the sites and ceramics were mostly utilitarian. This suggests that during this time the 

enslaved only had access to basic necessities and, given the repurposing of industrial 

wares in La Mahaudière and the high percentages of local pottery in Drax Hall and 

Jessups I, they constantly had to supplement what the planters considered to be basic 

needs. On this subject Hauser presents as an example the seventeenth century account of 

Hans Sloane, a British physician and naturalist visiting Jamaica in 1687. Sloane told the 

story of how the enslaved would use old Taíno pots found in caves to boil their meats. 

Hauser interpreted this as an indication that: 

…there was a demand for cooking pots by enslaved laborers. Specifically, 

it points to what may have been lacking in the infrastructures accounted 

and planned for in the imperial designs for plantation colonies. To feed 

their slaves, Jamaican planters allocated provision grounds in the 

mountainous areas where the enslaved were compelled to grow their own 

food, but contemporary documents are relatively silent about the 

arrangements made by planters for provisioning enslaved laborers with 

cooking vessels. Is it possible that planters did not anticipate the need for 

cooking vessels? [Hauser 2011a:127]. 

 

Even though the account is from the seventeenth century it would seem the 

enslaved were still looking for ways to supplement what was made accessible to them in 

the eighteenth century. It should also be noted that they were also supplementing with 

objects made of perishable materials. Many enslaved individuals would produce excess 

provisions to trade and to sell in exchange for perishable goods they could not make 

themselves (Galle 2011:213). This provides limitations when studying the archaeological 

footprint of the enslaved, particularly in earlier sites. According to Hauser, “much of the 

independent production of the enslaved focused on foodstuffs and wares (baskets and 

calabashes) that decompose readily in the tropical soils” (Hauser 2008:7). As such, 
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researchers should be conscientious that the image we get archaeologically is but a 

fragmented and incomplete sample of the commodities the enslaved actually used and 

possessed. 

The end of mercantile trade policies and protectionism in the Caribbean, brought 

by the creation of Freeports by the Dutch, marked the beginning of a free market. 

Freeports were ports where all nations were allowed entrance and where navigation and 

trade restrictions were either reduced or removed (Hughes 2013:6). The establishment of 

these ports by the Dutch promoted an increase in illicit trade in the Caribbean which 

forced other nations to create Freeports of their own and revoke many of their trade 

regulations (with the exception of Spain). With the end of mercantilist trade policies, the 

rise of mass-produced commodities, and a free market, these earlier assemblages stand in 

drastic contrast with assemblages from similar contexts at the turn of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century. 

Post-Industrial Revolution 

After 1760 technological advances generated by the Industrial Revolution in 

Europe caused a significant transformation in the manufacturing process of everyday, 

commonplace commodities. Because of these technological advances hand-made 

production by artisans was substituted by machine made, mass-production in factory 

systems. This transition dramatically reduced production time and costs. As factory-

produced objects worked their way into the general market they became more and more 

readily available and abundant (Delle 2009:494). With the widespread distribution of 
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mass-produced goods coupled with the use of more durable materials the frequency of 

recoverable objects in archaeological deposits saw a significant increase (Bates 2016:92). 

According to Delle (2009:494), most historical archaeologists recognize that after 

the 1760s the mass production of goods changed consumer behavior; he states that this 

shift is also visible in the archaeological record of plantation sites. This change mainly 

consisted of the diminished use of locally manufactured coarse earthenwares and their 

replacement by affordable mass-produced items, such as refined earthenwares, glass 

bottles, and iron cooking pots and pans (Ahlman et al. 2009; Delle 2009). According to 

Hauser (2011b:435): 

Assemblages excavated from plantation estates tend to consist of various 

European-made, mass-produced goods. At Seville Estate, St. Ann’s Bay, 

Jamaica, and Bois Cotlette Estate, St. Mark’s, Dominica, discarded 

fragments from enslaved laborers’ houses dating to the second half of the 

18th century included domestic utensils (e.g., ceramic tableware, ceramics 

used for storage and cooking, glass bottles, glassware and stemware, and 

iron cooking pots), items of adornment (e.g., buttons and beads), and items 

associated with drug use and health. 

 

This shift has been recorded in multiple sites in the Caribbean. In some localities 

this transition is perceivable even within the sites’ different habitation stages providing 

temporal analysis of material presence and distribution. In the case of Drax Hall, the 

distinction was visible within the different features in the housing area of the Old Village. 

While the previously discussed artifacts belonged to the lower strata of two features 

dating to the mid-eighteenth century the remaining excavated features dated to the late-

eighteenth century. According to Armstrong (1990:136), during this second period “the 

proportion of refined (imported) ceramics increased dramatically, reversing the earlier 

proportions and making up over four-fifths of the pottery present at the ‘Old Village’.” 
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He reported that refined ceramics comprised 86.5 percent of the total ceramic count for 

this later habitational stage while coarse earthenwares were only 13.5 percent. 

Furthermore, overall imported ceramics made up 96.6 percent of all ceramics with 

yabbas comprising only 3.3 percent. Types of refined earthenware included creamware 

(which was the most common), tin- and lead-glazed wares, as well as pearlware 

(Armstrong 1990:137). The assemblage also saw an increase in metal cooking pots and 

pans which now made up 12 percent of the total kitchen assemblage. 

The same trend of local coarse earthenwares gradually being substituted by 

imported goods in the late-eighteenth century and early-nineteenth century was also 

present in the Jessups Estate and La Mahaudière sites. In the case of the Jessups’ village 

(Jessups II), ceramic dates indicate that it was inhabited until the late-eighteenth century 

(ca. 1775), providing an example of the immediate transition taking place. In Jessups II 

refined earthenwares still did not exceed local wares but saw a significant increase. 

Compared to the earlier stage (Jessups I) where imported ceramics were 20 percent of all 

ceramics, they now comprised 42.4 percent. This continued dependence on local wares 

could be attributed to the lack of metal pots as no pots were documented (DAACS 2017). 

At La Mahaudière refined earthenwares of French production which resembled English 

ceramics (creamwares, pearlwares, and whitewares) were found in abundance in late-

eighteenth and early-nineteenth century contexts. According to Gibson (2009:38), 

although local wares do not disappear completely and are still present well into the 

nineteenth century, local wares do become numerically outweighed as “access to low-

priced lead-glazed earthenware from France (as typified by Vallauris cooking pots) 

increases.”  
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The widespread occurrence of industrial goods in slavery contexts has been 

interpreted as the participation of the enslaved in the market economy. Within the 

repressive conditions of plantation slavery, the enslaved workers’ accessibility to goods 

was meant to be dictated by the slaveholder. Social analysis of the archaeological 

footprint of the enslaved, however, tends to demonstrate that these repressive conditions 

were constantly challenged and bypassed. According to Gibson (2009:29), this was 

accomplished via the enslaved workers’ own manifestation of cultural agency, “through 

participation in internal economies, own-account production, and the independent 

acquisition of objects and foodstuffs”. Evidence from different regions confirms that 

enslaved people found ways to earn money and spent a portion of their earnings 

purchasing household essentials and, when possible, luxury and inconsequential goods as 

well. Their active market participation is particularly reflected in the presence of said 

luxury items which were non-subsistence goods not customarily assigned by the 

plantation administration (unless distributed as rewards). Accounts written by eighteenth 

century travelers and merchants’ records reveal that items being purchased by the 

enslaved included things like sugar, alcohol, tools, ceramic wares, cloth, buttons, and 

buckles (Galle 2011:212). Galle believes that the acquisition of expensive non-essential 

goods, some with little practical benefit, was a conscientious selection of objects by the 

enslaved that created and expressed identity. Galle explains that the accessibility of less 

expensive mass-produced goods:  

…made some degree of nonessential consumption viable for almost 

everyone, including enslaved people. Almost all sought to acquire the new 

consumables, but each entered the market constrained by their abilities 

and motivations. Some people purchased only the occasional ribbon or 

refined ceramic ware while others updated tea sets and clothing styles with 



81 
 

regularity. Free people of color and enslaved women and men also 

participated in the market economy, often acquiring more than just a 

single nonessential item [2011:211-212]. 

 

The archaeological record provides sufficient evidence of the appeal of these 

items to the enslaved population. Galle (2011) also conducted a comparative 

archaeological study of nine plantations, four of which were located in Jamaica (New 

Montpelier, Seville, Thetford, and Juan de Bolas), to analyze the discard patterns of three 

artifact classes of luxury items: metal buttons, refined ceramics, and glass tableware. She 

also included the less expensive artifact class of glass beads. She concluded that the 

discard rates of these specific items determined that the enslaved were focusing “their 

consumption efforts on specific types of costly goods that would offer the highest payoff 

to their [social] signaling displays” (2011:237).  

Sites like Crève Coeur in Martinique also contained numerous “luxury” items. Per 

Handler and Wallman (2014:448), these items included “umbrella/parasol parts, doll 

fragments, perfume bottles, coins, metal earrings, rings and pendants, and other items of 

personal adornment such as buttons and hundreds of European manufactured glass 

beads.” At Drax Hall clothing and personal items saw a slight increase in each successive 

time period. In the mid-eighteenth century the clothing group accounted for 0.6 percent 

of all artifacts and 0.5 percent of all artifacts in the late-eighteenth century. In the early-

nineteenth century this group accounted for 2.4 percent of all artifacts. These items 

included buttons, glass beads, buckles, thimbles, scissors, thread spools, an ornament, a 

rhinestone, and a cufflink (Armstrong 1990:177-178). Armstrong suggests this rise is due 

to the increasing use of mass-produced clothing items. 
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A case that provides an alternative side to this trend can be noted in the early-

nineteenth century Jamaican sugar estate of Thetford. Researcher Mathew Reeves (2011) 

documented that while two of the four households excavated had large volumes of 

various imported decorated ceramics, glassware, and personal items (faceted beads, 

buttons, smoking pipes and apparel such as parasols), the other two had fewer artifacts. 

The assemblages from the latter households were also dominated by yabbas and had very 

little imported goods. Reeves interpreted this significant discrepancy among households 

as a direct impact of an individual’s wealth on their access to market goods and their 

market participation (2011:207). 

By the early-nineteenth century, factory produced goods were even more 

prevalent as English goods spread into the global market based on the presence of 

archaeological materials. Not only are the assemblages much more abundant, in 

comparison to earlier contexts, but the proportions of refined imported ceramics 

continued to increase as well. According to Reeves (2011:188), the wide-scale 

distribution and availability of English ceramics “ensured that almost every enslaved 

household had some plate, bowl, or cup that originated overseas.” At the site of 

Marshall’s Pen in Jamaica, for example, only 1 percent of the ceramic total was locally 

produced (Delle 2009:495). New Montpelier, another contemporary Jamaican sugar 

estate, reflected this same trend (Delle 2009; Higman 1998:227). 

It is significant to indicate that most of the aforementioned sites that have been 

discussed thus far are in Jamaica and sites excavated to date on the former Spanish 

colony of Cuba have presented a different trend. Even though slavery in Cuba extended 
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until the late-nineteenth century (1886) available assemblages are not what would be 

expected after reviewing the assemblages from other islands. Given the much longer 

timeline and the shift occurring at other sites at the beginning of the century we would 

expect assemblages to be of considerable size and variability, consisting primarily of 

refined imported ceramics and other imported goods. However, Spain did not establish 

free trade until 1818, and until that time the Spanish colonies were largely reliant on 

Hispanic wares (coarse earthenwares manufactured in Spain or Spanish America); refined 

ceramics and other mass-produced goods of English manufacture were sometimes 

obtained through contraband. After 1818 English refined ceramics began to increase 

significantly in the Cuban market but still did not completely replace Hispanic wares, as 

documented in Cuban sites. Assemblages recovered from coffee plantations La Dionisia 

and Biajacas affirm this trend. 

At La Dionsia (Hernández de Lara 2010, 2011) excavation of the slave barrack’s 

location recovered very few artifacts (although researcher indicated the examination of 

this area was not finished due to time constraints). Materials consisted of glass sherds, 

mainly from alcoholic beverage bottles, imported ceramics from England and Spain, 

Morro ware, and an unglazed coarse earthenware that is only identified as “common 

ceramic” (Hernández de Lara 2010:271). Although slave-made pottery has not been 

formally reported at any Cuban plantation site (it has in runaway sites) it is possible that 

this “common ceramic” is of local manufacture (Hernández de Lara 2011:125; Singleton 

2015:142-143). In contrast, excavations at the base of a bell tower had a slightly larger 

assemblage that contained fragments of pearlware, whiteware, ironstone, porcelain, 

stoneware, Morro ware, redware, olive jar, and “common ceramics.” Ninety percent of 
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the ceramics at this location were refined imported ceramics (Hernández de Lara 

2011:94-95). This could suggest that even though refined earthenwares were available at 

local markets, they were not being purchased by the enslaved perhaps due to monetary 

constraints. Based on the presence of alcoholic beverage bottles, it is possible the 

enslaved preferred to barter or spend their money on other goods such as alcohol 

(although these bottles could also have been obtained for reuse). 

At Biajacas, Singleton (2001, 2005, 2015) reported that excavations recovered a 

relatively small amount of household artifacts and a significant amount of recycled and 

repurposed objects (Singleton 2015:xii). The most common artifacts within the enclosure, 

making up 70 percent of all ceramics and 61.9 percent of the whole assemblage, were 

sugar mold fragments. Could the enslaved population of Biajacas be repurposing these 

industrial vessels for food storage and food preparation purposes like they were in La 

Mahaudière in Guadeloupe? Singleton (2015:153) states that the sugar mold fragments 

do not show any obvious sign of their use but that they could have been reused for 

various farm-related and domestic purposes (e.g., troughs for animals). This assumption 

is based on the fact that state records do not indicate that sugar was being grown or 

processed at the coffee estate. Aside from the sugar molds, other coarse earthenwares 

made up 8.3 percent of all ceramics. Refined ceramics made up 21.3 percent of all 

ceramics and 18.8 percent of the whole assemblage (Singleton 2015:156-157). No 

“common” or local ceramics, other than the sugar molds, were recovered from the site. 

Other recycled artifacts included “cutting tools made from broken bottle glass, smoothing 

or buffing tools made from pipe bowl fragments, and round gaming pieces made from 

broken ceramics” (Singleton 2015:151). 
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At Biajacas, based on the few recovered artifacts and the number of recycled 

objects, Singleton concluded that the enslaved population had extremely restricted access 

to provisions. The scarcity of artifacts from the slave barracks at La Dionisia 

demonstrates similar circumstances. This disparity with sites in Jamaica and other British 

colonies could be due to the differences in their respective slave codes. Under the 

Spanish Slave Code, the slaveholder was responsible for the well-being of the enslaved 

workforce and was tasked with supplying for them. In contrast, the British slaveholders 

were minimally responsible and assigned provision grounds so the enslaved could 

provide for themselves. It is possible Cuban slaveholders were merely providing the bare 

minimum which forced the enslaved to supplement with what they could. If this were the 

case then Spanish sites should at least resemble sites on French colonies as their slave 

codes were more similar than to the British codes. However, French sites examined so far 

have also differed from the Spanish sites (refined French earthenwares and luxury items 

are present). If we were to take into consideration the late enactment of free trade then 

more sites from before and after its establishment need to be studied to assess its direct 

influence and repercussions. Ultimately, the lack of existing archaeological research in 

plantation settings in the Spanish and French Caribbean restricts our understanding of the 

particular circumstances experienced by the enslaved in these islands.  

According to James Deetz (1996:73), the presence of ceramics in archaeological 

assemblages is dictated by four factors: availability, need, function, and social status. The 

reviewed literature on archaeological research at Caribbean plantation sites serves as an 

example of how these factors affected the occurrence of specific goods at these sites. We 

observed how mercantilist trade policies obstructed the availability of imported goods 
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and how free trade and the industrial revolution significantly increased their availability. 

We observed how need pushed the enslaved to resort to contraband and to manufacture 

their own ceramics and goods, and how this same need led them to alter the function of 

objects and to repurpose industrial wares and discarded materials. We also observed how 

their social status and wealth constrictions affected their participation in the market 

economy and their access to certain goods within the market. Furthermore, the case 

studies presented demonstrate how archaeological research, in this case Plantation 

Archaeology, is appropriately equipped to explore and interpret the archaeological 

footprint of the enslaved and how these four factors have shaped the assemblages.  

Discussion 

This literature review has detailed how the field of Plantation Archaeology has 

evolved through the temporal development of the wider discipline of Historical 

Archaeology. From the early projects that focused on the restoration of plantation 

mansions, the descriptive studies that romanticized plantation life, the initial goal-

oriented shift of the 1960s towards a revision of the historical record, to the 

anthropological researches that focus on the African Diaspora, plantation archaeology has 

undergone a significantly gradual evolution. Furthermore, the continuous implementation 

of new emergent methodologies, and the growing accumulation of data these provide, 

allow for even more significant interpretative capabilities of African Diasporic 

communities within plantation contexts, as well as in the broader range of social 

networks of those displaced by the African Diaspora. 
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This review has also demonstrated how plantation archaeology has been 

implemented in the Caribbean and how research has informed our knowledge of the 

material culture of the enslaved in the region. It has also exposed some of the existing 

gaps in this ongoing acquisition of knowledge as is the limited or absent geographic 

representation of the Spanish- and French-speaking Caribbean countries. Although 

progress has been slowly made, with more researchers beginning to conduct more 

inquiries on these topics, the body of available literature is still extremely limited. 

Although Plantation Archaeology as a field has come a long way in the United States and 

the English-speaking Caribbean, more research needs to be carried out, and more 

importantly, made available, if we are to comprehend the discrepancies among different 

Caribbean islands and their individual slave systems. 
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CHAPTER 4 

HACIENDA LA ESPERANZA: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I will discuss the history of the dissertation’s case study, Hacienda 

La Esperanza, and its inhabitants. First I will address the social and economic contexts of 

the Manatí Region where Hacienda La Esperanza was established, followed by the 

history of its development. I will then focus on the people who inhabited the site and how 

they handled the path to abolition and what occurred immediately after. 

 

Regional History 

 In 1508 Juan Ponce de León received official orders from the Spanish crown to 

establish the first settlement on the island of Puerto Rico. The primary objective was to 

scout the island for profitable gold deposits and, therefore, the decision on where to 

establish the first camps and settlements was directly linked to the mining efforts. With 

the promise of gold, Ponce de León’s first attempt at establishing a Spanish settlement 

was in the valley of the Manatí River (known as Manatuabón by the indigenous people, 

and as Ana by Ponce de León), located on the north-central coastline of the island (Figure 

4.1). After only a month of being in this location, the strong tides and exposed delta 

forced Ponce de León and his men to reconsider and they opted to relocate their 

encampment to the San Juan Bay, where they founded Caparra (Rosario 2012). 
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Figure 4.1. Map of the island of Puerto Rico identifying the location of the municipality 

of Manatí (map obtained from d-maps.com) 

 

Other early urban settlements known as Riberas were also established along other 

main rivers, like the Tao River, with the intention of extracting gold and to benefit from 

the resources available in the valleys (Rosario 2012). To the miner's dismay, while Puerto 

Rico did have gold it was only in small amounts that could be easily mined, and it was 

rapidly depleted by the mid-1530s (Dietz 1986:6). As a result of the gold depletion, many 

Spanish settlers fled to other colonies in search of riches; and the ones who remained had 

to refocus their economic efforts from mining to agriculture and cattle-raising for the 

export of hides. 

 After Ponce de Leon’s relocation to San Juan and for the remainder of the 

sixteenth century, the Manatí River Valley remained mostly abandoned until the early 

seventeenth century when a small group of ginger farmers returned to the valley and 

established a village on the eastern bank. The area soon developed into a ginger 

producing region, an important export crop at the time. The first documentation of this 

village is from a petition dated June 20th of 1611 in which the San Juan Chapter, or 

cabildo, appeals to the Crown for the appointment of a mayor for the riberas of 
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Bayamon, Toa and Luisa, and the towns of Arecibo, Manatí, Coamo, Pueblo Viejo, 

Cangrejos and others, in order to manage the constant crimes and robberies in the region 

(Vazquez 2009:59-60).  

Based on the accounts of Bishop Sebastian Lorenzo Pizzaro’s visit to Manatí, by 

the early-eighteenth century it had shifted into a sedentary cattle-raising and agricultural 

town, and by 1720 there was already a hermitage in honor of Our Lady of Candlemas 

(Villar 1976:195). The community continued to grow and develop, and in June of 1738 it 

was recognized as a Ribera under the name of Pueblo de Nuestra Señora de la 

Candelaria y del Apóstol San Matías de Manatí (Town of Our Lady of Candlemas and 

the Apostle Saint Matthias of Manatí). It then became the ninth settlement to be officially 

recognized by the Spanish Crown in Puerto Rico (Nistal 1977:iii). 

 According to Fray Iñigo Abbad y Lasierra, who visited Manatí in 1776, the 

Ribera consisted of four rows of houses that enclosed the central plaza where the parish 

church was located and the parish neighborhood was comprised of 447 families (3,096 

souls). Abbad y Lasierra notes that even though the land along the river was highly fertile 

and capable of yielding very generously– as they were already growing sugarcane, 

coffee, rice, corn, tobacco, beans, and other legumes– the land’s potential was being 

squandered (Abbad y Lasierra 1989:237). He attributes this to the laid-back labor regime 

he witnessed from the settlers and to the lack of ports to transport the produce. Thus, the 

economy in the central coastal region remained focused on this “low activity” subsistence 

agriculture, as well as herding and probably contraband, until the end of the century. 
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The landscape described by Abbad y Lasierra was one dominated by estancias 

(small farms for subsistence farming). At the turn of the eighteenth century, this small 

farm landscape structure changed drastically as significant economic efforts were 

reoriented towards intensive commercial agriculture, particularly that of sugarcane, as a 

result of local and international dynamics (previously discussed in Chapter One). Due to 

arid conditions in the southern coastlands of Puerto Rico, the first large monoculture 

plantations geared towards exportation were established throughout the northern coastal 

lowlands. This process entirely restructured the existing land systems, societal structures 

and the landscape itself. In Manatí, weather and land conditions were especially favorable 

for the cultivation of sugarcane due to its broad valley, abundant river water and easy 

access to the port. In the 1840’s, looking to take advantage of these qualities, a small 

group of planters called hacendados began to purchase and expand their lands by 

aggregating small independent subsistence farms to increase the cultivation of sugarcane. 

According to Benjamin Nistal (1977:iv), “This process carried a formation of a unique 

class structure. In the 1830’s and 1840’s the haciendas’ agricultural production was based 

on [the] intensive use of forced labor.” Hence, large numbers of enslaved workers were 

now concentrated in the region under the watchful eye and harsh hand of the new 

hacendados. 

By 1853 the town of Manatí had completely shifted from their previous “low 

activity” subsistence agriculture into en-masse exportation-centered agriculture. With 12 

sugar mills (seven powered by animals, four by steam and one by wind), sugarcane had 

become the primary crop while subsistence crops were pushed to small, marginal plots. 

There were also seven rum distilleries, five pottery shops, three barrel-making shops, two 
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carpentry shops, two plazas, eight streets, 19 houses of brick and daub, 261 wooden 

houses, 1,156 straw bohíos and a school with 50 students (Villar 1976:196).  

It was amidst this process that Hacienda La Esperanza was established.  

 

Hacienda La Esperanza 

Fernando Fernández Velano 

The land that comprises Hacienda La Esperanza was acquired in the 1830’s 

(precise year unknown) by Captain Fernando Fernández Velano, a career military man 

from Santander, Spain who immigrated to the island during the eighteenth century. 

Fernández, who was married to Doña Francisca Martínez Mena from Santa Cruz de 

Tenerife, was a wealthy merchant and slave trader with established businesses in San 

Juan and Arecibo. He also owned a sugar plantation in the municipality of Bayamón, 

Hacienda Santa Ana (Graziani 1979:2). 

The original plot of Hacienda La Esperanza was located in the neighborhood of 

Punta y Boca and valued at 114,900 Spanish pesos. It measured 825 acres and was 

acquired from five different landowners: Isidro Santana, Diego Cubano, María Alvarez, 

José Rodríguez and José Gumbá (Nistal 1979:32). The property, situated on the north 

coast of the island on the east bank of the Manatí River, is delineated to the north by the 

Atlantic Ocean, to the west by the river, and to the east and south by haystack hills that 

are part of the Karst Region of Puerto Rico (HAER 1979:2) (Figure 4.2). 
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Figure 4.2. Topographic map from 1908 geologic survey by Lieutenant William 

H. Armstrong of the U.S. Army showing the property of Hacienda La Esperanza and its 

surroundings. The inset shows the location of the municipality of Manatí. (Armstrong and 

Essex 1914) 

 

La Esperanza’s soil consisted of very rich alluvial deposits which allowed for the 

intensive cultivation of sugar. During the first ten years of production, the plantation 

functioned with a mill powered by animals (also known as a blood mill) but there is 

evidence that suggests that Don Fernando introduced steam technology in 1841 (HAER 

1979:5) and that he was the first in the region and possibly the island, to do so (Graziani 

1979:3). Information that supports this claim comes from a population census of 1847, 

the first public record that mentions Fernando Fernández and his estate in Punta y Boca 

(Nistal 1979:26), where La Esperanza was the only property with the title of Hacienda. 

The fact that La Esperanza was relatively small compared to other properties suggests 

that it could have been its technology that set it aside from the others and earned it the 

title (Nistal 1979:99). At this point, operations at La Esperanza were considered semi-
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mechanized, since slavery and steam technology were both used in the sugar production 

process.  

A document from 1849 by Don Fernando’s butler, a 33-year-old citizen of 

Denmark, Jacob Jensen, provides an idea of land usage at the time: out of the 825 acres, 

210 were used to grow sugarcane, 340 were used as pasture for livestock, and 275 were 

wasteland and mountains. He also writes that from 200 head of cattle, 88 were working 

oxen and that the hacienda did not produce oranges, lemons, avocado, soursop, 

pineapple, plantain or bananas (Nistal 1979:31). 

Don Fernando and his wife had two sons, José Ramón Demeterio Fernández y 

Martínez and Manuel Fernández y Martínez. After his death in the 1850’s (precise year 

unknown) he left Hacienda Santa Ana in Bayamón to Manuel, and Hacienda La 

Esperanza to his eldest, José Ramón. 

The Marquis of La Esperanza 

José Ramón (Figure 4.3), who later was granted the title of Marquis of La 

Esperanza, was born in the city of San Juan on December 22, 1804. When he was 11 

years old, his parents sent him to Santander, Spain to attend the school San José de 

Calasanz in commerce. When he was 17, he was ordered to London to complete his 

schooling and learn English. Once he mastered the language, he moved to New York City 

where he undoubtedly met some of the people who would later become business partners 

(HAER 1979:3; Mena 2009:11). He eventually married Clementina Dorado y Serrano, as 

ordered by his parents, and together they had four daughters: María Teresa, Bárbara, 

Clemencia, and Francisca Catalina, who died in her youth (HAER 1979:4; Infiesta 1875). 
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Figure 4.3. Appearance of José Ramón Demeterio Fernández, Marquis of La Esperanza 

(from Puerto Rico Ilustrado, May 16, 1886). 

 

 

 

He returned to Puerto Rico in 1826 and immediately started working with his 

father who entrusted him to administer the businesses and the house, “one of the richest 

on the island” (Infiesta 1875:10) [translation by the author]. After proving his knowledge, 

experience, and industriousness in business, he decided to go out on his own and moved 

to the municipality of Mayagüez where he abandoned agriculture and started a trading 

company. His extensive education proved efficient and his business was successful, 

ensuring him a generous fortune (Infiesta 1875). 

In 1842 he moved to San Juan and associated himself with Philadelphian George 

C. Latimer (Figure 4.4), former US consul in Puerto Rico, who had resigned from his 

post after the Department of State had realized he was far more interested in his sugar 

enterprise than his political duties. Latimer was very knowledgeable about the American 

sugar markets and found a skillful associate in José Ramón, who already had close 
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financial and commercial ties with banks and markets in New York and London. Their 

business partnership was further strengthened when one of Latimer’s sons, Guillermo F. 

Latimer, married José Ramón’s daughter Bárbara (HAER 1979:4; Nistal 1979:39-40). 

 

 
Figure 4.4. George C. Latimer (from Ancestry.com). 

 

 
Together they founded “Latimer & Fernández Co.”, one of the most powerful 

merchant companies on the island, dealing not only with sugar, molasses, and rum, but 

also food, textiles, guano, and other commodities (Cubano n.d.:1; Graziani 1979:3; Nistal 

1979:40). They dealt in both the import and export of goods within the Spanish and 

foreign markets, particularly the United States. The company not only possessed its own 

merchant ships and was associated with sugar traders from Baltimore and New York, but 

it also served as the sole representative of several foreign companies in Puerto Rico. 

Another of the company’s services was to act as advisers to other plantation owners and 

to assist in the “repair” of their estates. 
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The profit earned from these endeavors was mostly invested in the purchase of 

several sugarcane plantations and the modernization of their production. At one point, 

“Latimer y Fernández Co.” owned six plantations in addition to Hacienda La Esperanza, 

one of which later became a sugar factory (central): Hacienda Luisa Josefa in San 

Germán (244 acres), Hacienda Carmelita in Mayagüez, Hacienda Buena Vista Santa 

Olaya in Humacao (882 acres), Hacienda Juan Domingo in Guaynabo (213 acres), 

Hacienda Cacique in Loiza, and Hacienda Punta y San Isidro (400 acres) which later 

became Central Canóvanas, also in Loiza (Nistal 1979:41). 

José Ramón quickly became one of the wealthiest men in Puerto Rico as well as 

the entire Spanish Caribbean and was consequently given the title of Marqués de la 

Esperanza during the 1860’s. Although a successful merchant, the Marquis (José Ramón) 

is better known throughout Puerto Rican history for his political stances rather than for 

his commercial endeavors. Once he inherited La Esperanza, unlike his father, he became 

an absentee owner and left his estate in the care of an administrator while he lived 

comfortably in San Juan close to the governor’s mansion on Fortaleza Street. From this 

advantageous location he became one of the most influential individuals in the political 

scene of the island. After the Spanish liberal revolution of 1868, he was elected Deputy to 

the Constitutional Courts and lobbied incessantly in Madrid against the abolition of 

slavery (Cubano 2011:286; Graziano 1979:3). In 1871, he founded and became President 

of the Liberal Conservative Party and directed his efforts towards preventing any liberal 

political reform and “quickly became the villain of the journalists and other narratives of 

the time” (Cubano 2011:286). During his extensive political career he was also named 

Alderman of the cities of San Juan and Mayagüez, Consulate for the Commerce Tribunal, 



98 
 

Mayor of the Capital City, Vocal at the Royal Trade Council, Counselor of the Puerto 

Rico Administration, Magistrate of the Capital, President of the Spanish American Center 

in San Juan, and also the founder of the Mercantile Credit Incorporated Society (Nistal 

1977:173). 

Immediately after inheriting his father’s property (1850’s), the Marquis and other 

sugar barons took advantage of the dire economic situations of the farmers in the region 

by gradually buying up their lands. Continuing the aggregation process initiated by his 

father, his first purchase was in May of 1854 and by 1873 he had made 14 purchases of 

land worth a total of more than 19,000 Spanish pesos. According to the documents, nine 

out of the 14 properties acquired belonged to resident farmers Diego Cubano, Victoriano 

Cubano, María Martínez, Manuela Rodríguez, Salvador Rodríguez, Simona López, José 

Urgell, José Escalona and Francisco Reventós (Nistal 1979:34). As a result of the 

Marquis’ investments, by 1862 La Esperanza was producing 135,000 pounds of 

moscabado (dark sugar) and 500 hogsheads of molasses annually. That same year, the 

plantation was assessed at 300,000 Spanish pesos. This appraisal included cultivated and 

idle lands, tools, cattle, fuel, the sugar factory building and slave quarters (Graziani 

1979:2). However, it did not include machinery or the enslaved population. 

The Marquis’ biggest purchase was in 1870 when he bought the adjacent 1,000-

acre Hacienda San José which originally belonged to Don José Antonio Medina. The 

legality of the transaction is debatable and is worth discussing. After Medina’s death, the 

Hacienda San José was left in the hands of his butler, Don José María Martínez y 

Maceyra, since his children and heirs were too young to manage the property and his wife 
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had already passed away. Martínez, who possessed a lease for a portion of the Medina 

Estate, had become indebted and resorted to subleasing portions of the property to the 

Marquis. After Martinez’s bad administration, San José’s debt continued to accumulate 

and he decided to sell the hacienda to the Marquis. This decision was made without 

consulting the Medina family who accused him of fraud. Another important fact about 

this transaction was that, as part of the deal with Martínez, the Marquis had agreed to 

become responsible for the well-being of Medina’s children, which he never really did. 

Public records show that time and time again the minors attempted, to no avail, to 

demand the fulfillment of the agreement by denouncing the Marquis to the Public Notary 

(Nistal 1979:38). As a result of this unfortunate chain of events, Hacienda San José was 

incorporated into La Esperanza. La Esperanza now comprised more than 2,000 acres, 

contained 85% of the low valley lands east of the river and became what was probably 

the largest property on the north coast of the island (Cubano n.d.). Benjamín Nistal 

further elaborates on the status of the Hacienda:  

The merger of San José and La Esperanza, besides representing a 

formidable extension of uninterrupted terrain, evinced a no less important 

meaning. It implied a technical-productive synthesis. Both haciendas had 

steam mills; la Esperanza produced sugar and molasses, San José 

produced rum [1977:172]. 

 

The Marquis’ last addition was in 1871 when he purchased Hacienda El Coco for 

9,500 pesos (Nistal 1977:171). Thus, by the early 1880’s, the general value of La 

Esperanza, including cultivated and uncultivated land, standing structures, machinery, 

etc., was worth more than a third of a million pesos of strong silver (Nistal 1979:39). 
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As a result of the expansion, or possibly as a preemptive measure (since the exact 

date is unknown), the Marquis made alterations to the old factory and installed a much 

more powerful steam engine, the West Point Foundry engine (HAER 1979:3; Moreno 

1978). The new mill had a much larger capacity, and with it, La Esperanza could produce 

twice as much sugar as other mills in Puerto Rico during the same time period (HAER 

1979:1-3). This acquisition made La Esperanza the most technologically advanced sugar 

factory on the island and one of the most successful plantations at the semi-mechanized 

level in the Antilles. 

Even though the machinery, which still stands, has a plaque that states it was built 

in New York in 1861, we do not know with any accuracy when it was installed as there 

are no surviving records of its assembly or purchase (Nistal 1979:100). Since the West 

Point Foundry also manufactured armaments they had a systematic method for disposing 

of its records in which “every four years a huge bonfire was lit in its yard for burning all 

sensitive material such as plans, specifications, etc.” (HAER 1979:8). To make things 

worse, and due to the Marquis’ political influence, he was allowed to establish his own 

port facilities at Palmas Altas, at the mouth of the Manatí River. This granted him free 

movement of his merchandise without having to pay taxes or declare any goods, 

including slaves, to customs. As a result, researchers have not been able to find any 

documentation about the introduction of the engine to Puerto Rico. Useful documentation 

is also missing for determining the layout of the factory: 

The scant evidence available--a judicial record of 1886-- indicates that 

‘the factory has a steam engine with its two-flue boiler, elaboration 

(Jamaican) train, a conveyor belt, four evaporators and other tools.’ There 

is doubt as to what the term ‘evaporator’ means in the context of this 
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document, but if it refers to vacuum pans, then there can be no doubt that 

La Esperanza was possibly the most advanced sugar factory in Puerto 

Rico in the 1870s [HAER 1979:3]. 

 

 

The enslaved population of Hacienda La Esperanza 

According to Astrid Cubano Iguina, by 1870 many of the enslaved people at La 

Esperanza were bozales meaning “any African-born unbaptized slave that did not speak 

any Romance language” (Klein and Vinson 2008:25). Considering that most of these 

bozales were over 40 we have to conclude that they must have been imported to the 

island between 1820 and 1850 (Cubano 2011:284-285). This is evidence that the attempts 

to end the slave trade had not been successful in the Caribbean (the Danes abolished the 

practice in 1804, the British in 1808, the Dutch in 1814, the French in 1818, and the 

Spanish in 1820). Knight (1997:335) discusses the end of the Caribbean slave trade: 

“Theoretically, then, the legal slave trade to the Caribbean should have ended by 1820, 

but it remained in full force to Cuba until well into the 1850’s, with the last known slave 

expedition recorded in 1873.” Although on a lesser scale, this also applied to Puerto Rico 

and since it is known that Fernando Fernández had owned a slave ship that worked the 

slave trade route to West Africa, it is very likely that he continued to do so illegally. The 

continuous illegal influx of enslaved people to the region is further documented through 

census records. 

Census documentation 

Most of the information available regarding the enslaved population of La 

Esperanza comes from government census records which are official counts or surveys of 
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the population. Most of these records, especially for the early stages of La Esperanza only 

report the total sum of enslaved individuals in the Manatí Region as a whole (Table 4.1) 

or breaks it down by neighborhood (Punta y Boca, Manatí Abajo, Bajuras and Pueblo). 

However limited this data may be, it can still be used to make regional interpretations of 

the societal transformations that were occurring in the specific context of Manatí and 

become applicable to La Esperanza. More in-depth observations can be carried out 

through a handful of documents that provide detailed information on the precise numbers 

of enslaved workers who resided at La Esperanza (Table 4.2), particularly the Slave 

Census of 1870 and 1872. Data discussed in this section was obtained from studies 

carried out in the General Archives of Puerto Rico by Benjamín Nistal Moret in 1974 and 

Astrid Cubano Iguina in 2011. 

 

Table 4.1. Total of enslaved individuals in the Manatí Region: 1820’s-1873 

Year Males Females Total  Year Males Females Total 

1820’s 

1832 

1833 

1835 

1839 

1840 

1841 

1842 

1847 

1851 

219 

222 

228 

257 

369 

606 

508 

692 

416 

276 

216 

207 

184 

257 

351 

464 

649 

526 

329 

433 

435 

429 

412 

514 

720 

1070 

1257 

1218 

745 

709 

1860 

1862 

1863 

1864 

1865 

1866 

1867 

1868 

1870 

1871 

401 

410 

424 

451 

446 

- 

413 

556 

- 

- 

318 

333 

346 

368 

361 

- 

320 

186 

- 

- 

719 

743 

770 

819 

807 

772 

733 

742 

722 

636 

1855 Year of cholera outbreak 1872 - - 566 

 1873 Year of Abolition  556 

Note: Data from Nistal-Moret (1979:48) 
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Table 4.2. Major slaveholders in the Manatí Region for the years 1860 to 1873. 

Neighborhood/Proprietor  1860 1867 1870 1871 1872 1873 

Punta y Boca 

▪ José Ramón Fernández 

▪ José Ma. Martínez 

 

110 

46 

 

122 

46 

 

155 

22 

 

129 

- 

 

128 

- 

 

127 

- 

Bajuras 

▪ Gervasio Medina 

▪ Lucas Aranzamendi 

▪ Salvador Calaf 

 

60 

- 

- 

 

52 

20 

- 

 

52 

- 

24 

 

48 

- 

19 

 

38 

- 

18 

 

37 

- 

16 

Manatí Abajo 

▪ Suc. Fernández-Vanga 

▪ Bonocio Llenza 

▪ Suc. Kortright 

▪ Lorenzo Cayol 

 

- 

- 

97 

- 

 

19 

37 

85 

- 

 

22 

45 

- 

94 

 

16 

41 

- 

74 

 

15 

38 

- 

72 

 

15 

36 

- 

71 

Río Arriba 

▪ Ricardo Vélez de Ramos 

 

12 

 

20 

 

20 

 

15 

 

20 

 

15 

Pueblo 

▪ Baldomero Santana 

▪ Josefa Escobar 

 

- 

- 

 

12 

16 

 

17 

- 

 

33 

- 

 

31 

13 

 

24 

11 

Note: Data from Nistal-Moret (1979:55). 
 

 

 

1820’s - 1830 

As previously discussed, before the foundation of La Esperanza, the land in 

Manatí was distributed amongst many groups of small independent landowners who 

focused on subsistence agriculture. This can be confirmed when looking at the numbers 

provided by a census from the 1820’s for the neighborhood of Punta y Boca. Records 

show that out of a total population of 423, 100 people were classified as laborers or 

farmers, out of which, not a single one was labeled as enslaved (there were 24 registered 

slaves but not as field laborers) (Nistal 1979:43). Nistal Moret suggests that this points 

towards a lack of agricultural development and to a dependence on subsistence 

agriculture which was carried out by independent, free laborers. 
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1832 - 1842 

The census documentation that is available for the early stages of La Esperanza 

only reports the total of the enslaved people in the region. These surveys are from the 

years 1832 to 1842 and even though we do not know how they were distributed within 

the properties or even the neighborhoods, we can still make useful observations that 

apply to La Esperanza. The first significant spike is between the years 1839 and 1840, 

where, in a single year, the enslaved population went from 720 to 1070. The next two 

years, 1841 and 1842, marked the peak of slavery in the region with 1257 and 1218 

enslaved people respectively, even though the slave trade had been legally abolished 20 

years earlier (Nistal 1979:47-49). This trend coincides with the land restructuring that we 

know was occurring in the region, which, by default, instigated a societal transformation. 

Once independent farmers were displaced, the new hacendados began to establish their 

vast estates, which then required a workforce just as large. 

When we apply this data to what we know about Fernando Fernández and La 

Esperanza we can deduce the following. First, the spike includes the enslaved people of 

the recently established Hacienda La Esperanza, and if we consider Fernández’s status as 

a slave trader, we could also speculate that he might have been partly responsible for the 

regional spike. This is supported by the ages of the bozales in 1870, which suggest that 

they were imported during this time. Second, the increase also coincides with 

technological advances being introduced to the region, such as the steam engine that 

Fernández purchased in 1841. Nistal expands on the subject and notes that this rapid 

increase of the enslaved labor force “suggests that in the first stages of mechanization and 
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following productive increases, the slave labor force became of crucial importance” 

[translation by the author]. A more powerful mill means a larger quantity of sugarcane 

can be processed, which as a result, requires a more significant workforce in the field to 

supply the mill. It would also require more specialized slaves who could work and 

maintain the new technology.  

1847 

The census of 1847 again provides the total sum of enslaved individuals by 

neighborhood. The record shows that there were 193 enslaved people in the 

neighborhood of Punta y Boca, 128 of which were bozales. Also, the census states that 

there were nine free bozales. All 193 were registered as rural laborers, and it is likely that 

they were associated with harvesting or processing sugarcane in one way or another. It 

also shows that there were 43 free rural laborers at the time in contrast to the earlier 

census of 1820’s-1830 (Nistal 1979:26-28, 42). Now the numbers demonstrate a shift in 

which agricultural work is entirely dependent upon the illegal slave trade and the 

institution of slavery, and the enslaved now represent the backbone of the labor force. 

Another important census change was a drop in the number of enslaved 

individuals in Manatí, now at 745, combined with a rise in the number of freed laborers 

and mestizos. Since we do not have any record for the time frame between 1842 and 

1847, we do not know how gradual the change was, but Nistal Moret suggests that this 

fluctuation represents a correlation between the previous technological advances and the 

necessity for a large workforce (Nistal 1979:49). He believes that once the technology 

was fully established, the big plantations required fewer laborers and therefore reduced 
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their enslaved workforce. Other reasons for this could be the increase in the price of the 

enslaved people after the end of the legal slave trade, as well as international tensions 

against slavery, which could have made the illegal slave trade harder to accomplish in 

general. Regardless, the new number remained relatively steady until the emancipation of 

enslaved people in 1873. 

1858 

The census of 1858 is the first survey that gives a detailed description of the 

composition of the enslaved workforce at Hacienda La Esperanza. It is also the first 

census after the Marquis inherited the property from his father and continued with the 

expansion. According to the document, there were eleven specialized male slaves and 

five semi-specialized female slaves. The document (Table 4.3) provides name, age, 

occupation and the time the person had spent at La Esperanza (Nistal 1979:52-53) 

[translation by the author]: 

 
 

Table 4.3. Specialized and semi-specialized workforce for the year 1858. 

Name Age Occupation Years at the Hacienda 

Andrés 46 or 48 Field cutter/sugar 

maker/stoker 

Eight 

Camilo 40 or 46 Field cutter/overseer Eight 

Estevan 25 Cooper Nine 

Fabio 32 Field cutter/machinist Nine 

Francisco 42 Mason Eight 

Julián 50 Carpenter Eight 

Julián 40 Sailor Nine 

Juan Bautista 45 Mover (Packager?) Eight 

Roque 65 Factory worker Eight 
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Table 4.3 (continued) 

Name Age Occupation Years at the Hacienda 

Silvestre 68 Factory worker Eight 

Toribio 50 Cooper Three 

Candelaria 40 Cook Nine 

Felipa 21 Domestic servant Eight 

Guadalupe 48 Washerwoman Eight 

Maria Rosario 50 Washerwoman/Nurse Nine 

Rita 40 Cook Eight 

Note: Data from the 1858 census as reported by Nistal (1979). 

 

 

 

1867 

The census for this year provides detailed information for the specific population 

of La Esperanza. Records show that there were 122 enslaved individuals at the time, of 

whom 13 had specialized occupations. Andrés, Estevan, Fabio, Felipa, and Rita, from the 

previous census, appear again with the same occupations, while Ambrosio, Isidro, and 

Lázaro, who were labeled as field cutters in the previous one, now appear with a 

specialized occupation, along with five new names (Table 4.4). The roster of the new 

names in the specialized workforce can be seen in Table 4.4 (Nistal 1979:53) [translation 

by the author]: 

 

Table 4.4. Specialized and semi-specialized workforce  

for the year 1867 

Name Age Occupation 

Andrés 55 or 57 Field cutter/sugar maker/stoker 

Ambrosio 32 Blacksmith 

Estevan 34 Cooper 

Felipa   30 Domestic servant 

Isidro 23 Carpenter 
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Table 4.4 (continued) 

Name Age Occupation 

Lázaro 30 Foreman 

Nicolás 24 Cooper 

Mercedes 40 Domestic servant 

Mares 50 Domestic servant 

Rafaela 60 Domestic servant 

Reyes 48 Domestic servant 

Rita 49 Cook 

Note: Data from the 1867 census as reported by Nistal (1979). 

 

 

 

 

The detailed census of 1858 was only available for the neighborhood of Punta y 

Boca (La Esperanza and San José) while the census of 1867 included all the plantations 

in the Manatí Region which allowed Nistal Moret (1979) to compare the different 

populations. Records show that not only did the Marquis have the largest number of 

enslaved workers in the region with 122, but it was also the most diverse and abundant 

when it came to a specialized workforce. The total of specialized workers in the Manatí 

Region (excluding La Esperanza) were: one sugar maker, one shoemaker, one overseer, 

two blacksmiths, one mason, two carpenters, and one cooper. There were no machinists 

in any of the other plantations (Nistal 1979:54). 

1870 Slave Census 

The Slave Census served as a database that kept track of the enslaved population 

of the island. Along with their names, gender, age, occupation, and place of birth, the 

authorities also included a specific description of each individual’s recognizable traits in 

case they escaped. These traits included descriptions of the person’s skin color, height, 
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hair texture, facial hair, eyes, nose, and mouth. In case a runaway was apprehended, the 

authorities would consult the census to verify his/her identity. Thus, due to its intended 

purpose as a database of the enslaved, it is the most detailed census so far. 

According to the census of 1870, Hacienda La Esperanza had 152 enslaved 

people of whom 52 were females, and 100 were males. The age distribution was: 18 (0-

11yrs), 74 (12-40yrs) and 60 (41 and over). Out of the total population, 53 were bozales, 

out of which 9 were females, and 44 were males. Most of them were over the age of 40, 

which as previously discussed indicates that they were most likely imported between the 

1820’s and 1840’s (Cubano 2011:284). The eldest is recorded to be 92 years old, two are 

82, one is 72, and another six are over 60. The general age distribution of the bozales 

was: 2 (under 30yrs), 5 (31-40yrs) and 46 (41 and over). The remaining enslaved (94) 

had been born in Puerto Rico with the exception of three individuals: one was registered 

as French, and two were from Curaçao.  

Some of the enslaved people appeared with town names next to their name. This 

change in notations represented a shift between different properties of the same slave 

owner or his family. In La Esperanza, the Marquis had concentrated slaves he had either 

inherited from his father or owned at previous business enterprises. A total of 22 seem to 

have been transferred from his former properties in Bayamón and Mayagüez while as 

many as 50 were bought from other slave owners in Manatí and other municipalities. In 

addition to these, and even though the Marquis sold many of the children of the female 

slaves, some children remained on the plantation. Cubano mentions the case of an 

African-born slave named Agustina (age 52) who lived on the plantation with her six 
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children, four sons between the ages of 21 and 28 (Carlos, Ceferino, Domingo and 

Santos, all of them field workers) and two daughters (Asunción and Blasina); and seven 

grandchildren between the ages of two and 15 (Agustina, Celso, Luis, Maria, Matias, 

Pascacio, and Simplicio) all from her daughter, Asunción (Cubano 2011:283). 

Like the previous two, this census specified the occupation of almost every 

enslaved person. It is not surprising that the majority of the enslaved people, even 

women, were registered as field workers (cutters, collectors, and drivers for the carts). 

Out of the 52 women, 28 were recorded as field workers. But as seen previously, others 

carried out more specialized or skilled labor, like overseers, sugar makers or masters 

(skilled in the evaporation and purging processes), machinists, packagers, masons, 

carpenters, blacksmiths, coopers, sailors, stokers, and mechanists and domestic workers 

(HAER 1979:3). According to this census, the roster for specialized enslaved-laborers 

was the following: 

African-born Fabio (52 years old) was the machinist. As is reported in the 

freed slaves’ records, Fabio was imported into Puerto Rico by Don 

Fernando Fernández, the Marqués’s father, possibly when very young, in 

the 1820s. Fernández surely had him trained to perform such a task. Also 

born in Africa, Andrés (age 66) was the maestro azucarero or sugar 

master. Lázaro (32), born in Bayamón, was the overseer or capataz. 

Ambrosio (age 34) was the blacksmith (herrero), Estevan, born in Loiza 

(40 years old), was the cooper, and the carpenter was Isidoro, the 22-year-

old son of Felipa, a slave of La Esperanza. Domestic tasks were performed 

by Mercedes (42), Nieves (52), Reyes (48), Rafaela (62), Felipita (40) and 

Pedro (17, born in La Esperanza) [Cubano 2011:283]. 
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Law of Partial Abolition (Moret Law of 1870) 

The process of the legal abolition of slavery in Cuba and Puerto Rico began with 

the “Ley Preparatoria para la Abolición de la Esclavitud en las Antillas Españolas” 

known as the Moret Law of 1870 (after its author Segismundo Moret y Prendergast, 

Minister of Ultramar), or the Law of Partial Abolition (Spain 1870; Garcia 1975). The 

three-part decree stated that: all children of an enslaved woman born after July fourth of 

1870 (when the law was signed) would be free; that all those born on September 17 of 

1868 and after were to be acquired by the state for 125 pesetas by means of an 

indemnification to the owner; and that all over 60 years of age were to be set free with no 

incentive for the master. Even though the Moret Law was approved by the courts on the 

fourth of July, it was not made public in Puerto Rico until a four months later when it was 

published on the island by a marshal on November first (Garcia 1975:45). In the 

meantime, the authorities tried to convince the owners to grant their enslaved people their 

freedom voluntarily. The slave census shows that around ten thousand slaves were freed 

between 1868 and 1871-72 (Nistal 1985:153). 

Many from the planter class, however, resisted and blatantly disobeyed the law. 

The government was then forced to promulgate the law and intervene in those 

circumstances where the owner refused to free their enslaved people. During this process, 

it became a challenge for some of the older individuals who were unable to prove their 

age or their owner refused to acknowledge their eligibility. In which case, they were 

forced to use the court of law to prove they qualified to be set free (Cubano 2011). This 
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seemed to be the case with the Marquis of La Esperanza as can be seen in court 

documents: 

The slave Reyes of La Esperanza similarly argued she was over 60, 

although the mayordomo denied it. He argued that the slave was 

presenting as evidence the baptismal record of another slave who had 

recently died in La Esperanza [Cubano 2011:289]. 

Even the loyal Lázaro, the aged overseer who had served the Marqués’s 

father Don Fernando in Bayamón, approached the municipal court to 

complain that he was too old to be doing the kinds of jobs that were 

requested by Castro. He was certain his baptismal records in San Juan 

would show he was more than 60 years of age [Cubano 2011:290]. 

 

The effect of the Moret Law and the changes that were occurring in 1870 are 

evident in the census data for La Esperanza. In 1870 there were 155 enslaved people at 

La Esperanza, plus the 22 enslaved from Hacienda San José that now belonged to La 

Esperanza for a total of 177. In 1871, the census showed a total of 129, a loss of 48 

individuals. This loss could suggest that the Marquis was forced to release some of his 

laborers in accordance with the new law. In the case of Lázaro, he no longer appears on 

the census of 1872. In the case of Reyes, it would seem the courts ruled in favor of the 

mayordomo since she still appears on the census of 1872 and is registered as being 50 

years old. 

The Moret Law also intended to ameliorate the living conditions and treatment of 

those still enslaved. It stated that it was the owner’s responsibility to care for the 

enslaved, to dress them, provide health care when needed, and provide them with primary 

teaching and the necessary education for a trade (Garcia 1975:47). It also prohibited the 

separation of families and any physical punishment, only allowing confinement as a 

means of suppression (Cubano 2011:287). Violation of this portion of the law could be 
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punishable by the immediate indemnification of the enslaved. In order to enforce this 

portion of the law, the Spanish local government established Protective Boards (Juntas de 

Protección) who were responsible for the protection of the enslaved in every civil district 

(Spain 1870). 

Due to the court proceedings of the Protection Board, in which the enslaved 

presented their complaints to the authorities, we know that the overseers of La Esperanza 

were consistent violators of the Moret Law. According to the municipal records of 

Manatí, no other local plantation in the region was more closely supervised by the 

municipal board than La Esperanza, and at least five complaints were lodged against the 

Marquis for lack of proper nutrition, clothing, and cruel treatment. It is worth mentioning 

that three of the complainants, Estevan, Nazario, and Segundo, were African bozales. 

Acts of subversion were frequently headed by a bozal, and given the circumstances, 

going to the authorities was a way to resist the system and defy the overseer or owner. 

These bozales could have been trying to motivate others to do the same and demonstrate 

that the enslaved were willing to partake in the making of the new legal system that was 

taking shape (Cubano 2011:287, 290). The following cases from La Esperanza were 

obtained from Astrid Cubano’s article Freedom in the Making: 

 

23 September 1872, Segundo Medina alias ‘Ratón’:  

Segundo was put in the stocks for a whole night, and then on the next day he was 

tied with an iron collar, chains, and iron ball (all weighing a total of 25 pounds) and 

forced to lead the oxen. The administrator, Don Ramón Castro, justified his punishment 

by saying that “after the roster was read on Sunday at 9:00 pm, and after the bar had been 

put across the cuartel’s door, with the slaves all locked up inside for the night” they had 
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found that Segundo had sneaked out. The board disregarded Don Castro and were more 

interested in the illegality of the punishment (Cubano 2011:289). 

 

11 October 1872, José Sirilo: 

Under direct orders from the Marquis himself, José Sirilo was forced to wear 

chains and shackles for nine months as punishment for theft. Additionally, Don Castro 

had threatened that if he pursued help from the board, he would receive twenty-five 

whippings. Don Castro was ordered by the Mayor to free José Sirilo from the chains and 

shackles and suggested his punishment be replaced with “confinement in the plantation 

cell or in the stocks. He proceeded to confiscate the chains and shackles” (Cubano 

2011:289). 

 

November 1872, Estevan San José: 

Estevan was late on a Sunday night and missed the roll call, so he was beaten and 

kept standing in the stocks for a whole day. The punishment had caused ulcerations in 

one of his legs and on the next day he was not able to work in the fields so he went to the 

Mayor. “He used the occasion to express his fears that Castro would punish him again, 

for he always said ‘that there was no Síndico or any other authority in La Esperanza but 

himself’” (Cubano 2011:290). 

 

25 November 1872, Nazario alias Buey:  

He accused the overseer of hitting him on his left arm with a stick and stated that 

punishment had caused several lacerations. The court conducted a medical examination 

and confirmed Nazario’s allegations (Cubano 2011:290). 
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December 1872, Cecilio: 

Not only did Cecilio accuse Don Ramón of having kicked him in the face as he 

was lying sick on the floor of the plantation infirmary but he also revealed to the Mayor 

“the series of illegal actions that Castro customarily performed and his disrespect for the 

local authority” (Cubano 2011:290). He reported that “Castro always carried a whip to 

punish the slaves and that he used to boast about not owing obedience to the Mayor, but 

only to the Marqués de la Esperanza.” Don Ramón was advised by the Mayor to adjust 

his actions in accordance with the law (Cubano 2011:280). 

 

26 March 1873 (Four days after the Spanish courts had abolished slavery but before the 

law was publicized in Puerto Rico): 

Three enslaved of La Esperanza went before the Mayor to complain about “the 

excessive number of hours they were obliged to work, the insufficient food, the 

continuous night shifts followed by work next day, and the demands to perform tasks on 

Sundays” (Cubano 2011:290). The administrator, Don Ramón Castro, seemingly upset 

due to the constant summonses to date, sent a letter to the Mayor complaining about how 

he was being disturbed in the middle of the harvest season and that he was being deprived 

of the work of three workers he needed.  

Slave Census 1872 

In 1872, on the eve of the abolition of slavery, there were 125 people enslaved in 

Hacienda La Esperanza of whom 47 were females, and 78 were males. The effects of the 

Partial Abolition Law (Moret Law) are perceptible when observing the age distribution 

since there are no longer any enslaved under the age of 4 or over the age of 60. Age 
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distribution for the general population was: 13 (4-11yrs), 69 (12-40yrs) and 43 (41-59 

years). Age groups were determined according to those used by Cubano.  

As could be expected, most of the enslaved workers were born in Puerto Rico 

(92) while one was born in Martinique (Agustina, age 52) and 32 were African bozales. 

Out of the 92 born in Puerto Rico 47% were registered as being Mulatto (being mixed, 

part black part white), one was registered as being white (13 year old Gertrudis), and the 

rest were registered as black or variations of it (dark black, light black or “retinto”). Out 

of the 32 bozales, 4 were females, and 28 were males. The oldest bozal (Silvestre, age 59) 

belonged to the Medina succession and was transferred, along with nine other bozales, to 

La Esperanza when the Marquis purchased San José. The age distribution for all the 32 

bozales was: 5 (30-40yrs), 16 (41-50yrs) and 11 (51-59yrs).  

According to this census, there were only five specialized male slaves. Fabio (54) 

was still the machinist, Lázaro (34) was an overseer, Ambrosio (36) was the blacksmith, 

Isidoro (27) was the carpenter and Estevan (42) was the cooper. No females appear as 

specialized or semi-specialized, and Mercedes, Nieves, Reyes, Felipa, and Pedro, who 

appeared as domestics in 1870 now appeared as fieldworkers. 

Abolition Decree of 1873 

By 1870, Cuba and Puerto Rico were the last colonies that had not abolished the 

practice of slavery in the Caribbean (Knight 1997:337). The Spanish Abolitionist Society 

was not satisfied with the Moret Law and believed it to be too conservative and an excuse 

to prolong the institution of slavery, therefore they continued to campaign incessantly for 

the immediate and complete abolition of the institution. Enemies of the reform, such as 
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the Marquis of La Esperanza, were also campaigning in Madrid but eventually the 

abolitionists were able to succeed and the institution of slavery was officially abolished in 

the Caribbean. On March 22 of 1873, abolition laws were put in effect in Puerto Rico, 

and slavery became illegal on the island. 

Slave-holders were fearful that abolition would come too soon and unleash a 

wave of vengeance, depravity, and thievery (Navarro 1987:135). Furthermore, since 

slavery had remained such an integral aspect of Western society’s economy for so many 

centuries, the authorities considered it would be in the colony’s best interest to enforce a 

gradual transition that would benefit the planter class. Primarily due to the limited 

number of slaves in Puerto Rico (compared to Cuba), the abolition law was able to grant 

35 million pesetas as compensation to the former owners. Secondly, and to assure the 

continued service of the freed men and women to the planter class, the authorities 

enforced a mandatory three-year apprenticeship period that was meant to organize the 

freed men and women and teach them how to behave themselves as free persons (Knight 

1997:336). During this period, the freed men and women would sign contracts with 

plantation owners and work as wage laborers. All contracts and contractors were to be 

registered and supervised by the municipal government. 

The Marquis, who had kept buying slaves until the eve of the abolition, was now 

in a predicament. Work in La Esperanza relied heavily on enslaved labor, and throughout 

the first months of the first year after the abolition, many laborers refused to work for the 

Marquis and simply abandoned the plantation and signed contracts with other local 

landowners or urban residents (Cubano 2011:291). This is because the immediate 
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interpretation of the law was that it allowed the new free laborers to sign contracts with 

any employer of their choice during the three-year apprenticeship period. The Marquis 

did not react lightly and resorted to physically preventing the workers from leaving La 

Esperanza so they would not sign with other employers. The situation escalated to such a 

degree that the Colonial Government had to intervene and force the Marquis to respect 

the decree (Nistal 1979:56). In the end, only five remained at La Esperanza, and since the 

Marquis was so desperate, four of the five signed contracts not as wage laborers but as 

sharecroppers (medianeros): Bartola (14), José (17), Isabel (12) and Juliana (11). Their 

contracts stated that Castro “would provide oxen, seeds, plough and ‘everything else that 

is usually facilitated to those who share profits’” (Cubano 2011:291). 

So, it would seem that the new sharecroppers took advantage of the situation and 

were able to negotiate a better deal than Isidoro, a carpenter who was born and trained in 

La Esperanza and who: 

…was the first to sign and had to do it with the Marqués himself. He was 

contracted to work in the fields and the mill, to do night shifts whenever 

requested during the harvest, and on normal days to work for eleven hours 

a day (5-10am and 12-6pm). The Marqués agreed to pay 4 reales per day, 

to provide two meals a day and to watch out for his religious education. 

No wonder the rest of the slaves went off to sign contracts with other 

owners [Cubano 2011:291]. 

 

Another 95 signed with local owners: 11 signed contracts with Baldomero 

Santana from Hacienda Vista Alegre (Agustina with her daughter and seven 

grandchildren were among them), eight with Natalio Dávila from Hacienda Catalana, 16 

with José María Martínez, 16 with Clemente Ramírez, six with Roque Georgetti from 

Hacienda Palenque, 11 with Juan and Ventura Rodríguez from Hacienda Media Luna, 
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eight with Dionisio Ramos from Hacienda Plazuela, and the rest signed with a group of 

17 small landowners (Nistal 1979:56-57). Some were even hired by the Mayor of Manatí 

himself.  

After a few months, seeing that many planters were left with no workforce due to 

the walkout of the freed laborers, the authorities passed a law which ordered all the 

previously enslaved to return to their former masters and were now obligated to sign 

apprenticeship contracts exclusively with their ex-owners. However, the law was not 

easily applied since many had moved away from the area and that made it difficult for the 

authorities to bring them back within the three-year period. La Esperanza only partially 

recovered its former slaves and only twenty-six wage labor contracts appear in 1874 as 

noted by Cubano (2011:292):  

Seventeen male slaves signed ‘from sunrise to sunset’ or from 6’ to 6’ for 

4 reales and one meal per day. Two slave women signed contracts under 

even less favorable conditions: 2 reales per day, or 1½ reales per day plus 

one meal. Seven female slaves signed contracts ‘to do all types of field 

work from sunrise to sunset’ for just 6 pesos per month and food. One 

woman’s contract reveals that this was the usual monthly payment. 

 

With the new law, the freed laborers were once again forcibly tied to the land and 

were required to carry an identity card in case they had to leave the premises. The card 

would inform the authorities where that person was employed and if they had been given 

permission by their employer to be out of the hacienda. If the laborer did not accede to 

the new rules he or she could be reprimanded by his or her employer or accused of 

committing a crime, in which case, he or she was punishable by jail time or forced labor 

(Nistal Moret 1979). 
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The Downfall of the Marquis and La Esperanza 

 

To no surprise, the collapse of the sugar industry coincided with the abolition of 

slavery, and in the case of La Esperanza, it meant the initial stages of its decline. Despite 

losing more than half of his workforce, the Marquis was still able to reorganize the 

production efforts in La Esperanza effectively. His success, however, was short-lived 

since “Latimer y Fernández Co.” had become terribly indebted. Available documentation 

indicates that in 1879 the Marqués consolidated two substantial debts that totaled 200,000 

pesos or 45,000 pounds (HAER 1979:4). These debts were acquired when the company 

borrowed money from the London Colonial Company, a major sugar-financing source in 

the Caribbean, to mechanize production at La Esperanza. After the emancipation of the 

enslaved people, the Marquis was unable to pay his debts and things got even worse 

when several fields were infected with a sugarcane disease that was spreading through 

the island’s coastal fringe (Cubano 2011:292). Coupled with the rising popularity of beet 

sugar in Europe and the United States, which caused a sugar price crisis, the Marquis’ 

finances were never able to fully recover. 

Gossip also suggests that “Latimer y Fernández Co.” went bankrupt, with the 

largest debt of any mercantile society at the time in San Juan, due to gambling. Rumor 

has it that the Marquis was a regular visitor of the gaming tables in San Juan and that he 

even bet La Esperanza and lost it. Latimer instead preferred the casinos in London and 

Paris where he squandered a sizable fortune. At the age of 71, on August 3rd, 1874, 

George Latimer was found dead at his Paris residence. The circumstances of his death 

were never resolved (Nistal 1979:66-67). 



121 
 

Death of the Marquis 

The Marquis died in San Juan on February 13, 1883. After his death, his 

successors were still unable to pay the debt and it would not take long until the London 

Colonial Company sued for collection. However, the chain of events that led to the 

collection and sale of La Esperanza read like a conspiracy against the Marquis’ 

successors. After his death and as the first executor of his will, his widow doña 

Clemencia Dorado y Serrano named attorneys Tomás Caballero y Osorio and Pablo 

Ubarrí y Capetillo as her testament guardians (Nistal 1979:78). Interestingly enough, a 

year later, the Colonial Company named Caballero y Osorio as their Colonial 

representative and determined that they needed to take action against the Marquis’ 

succession for lack of payment. By 1885, he had become the creditor’s official 

representative and immediately sued for the embargo of the property. Colonial would not 

take possession of the property until November 28, 1890, but specific events suggest that 

the company was not interested in just settling the debt.  

La Esperanza was placed at auction twice, but nobody would buy it. At the third 

auction, in November of 1890, the Marquis’ grandson, Ramón Latimer Fernández, 

offered 150,000 silver pesos, with a down payment of 17,400 and an agreement of 10,000 

per year until the debt was paid off. The offer was rejected by Caballero y Osorio, who 

demanded the execution of the embargo as the only viable option, even though the offer 

was well within the auction’s minimum requirements. The court ruled in favor of 

Caballero y Osorio and Colonial took ownership of La Esperanza (Nistal 1979:78-79). 

What Ramón Latimer Fernández did not know was that in September of that same year, 



122 
 

Colonial had already sold La Esperanza for only 70,800 silver pesos (the hacienda had 

been assessed at 300,000 pesos) to Colombian-born Wenceslao Borda, a Colonial 

Company agent in Puerto Rico, through a verbal accord in London. Even though Borda 

did not officially purchase the property until September 15 of 1894, he had already taken 

possession in December of 1891 (Nistal 1979:74). 

In addition to legal wrangling, there was also a dispute among the Marquis’ 

daughters and sons-in-law, as to who would inherit the title of Marquis. Clemencia, the 

youngest living daughter, had married Francisco Rubio, a Spanish citizen, while her other 

two sisters had married foreigners (Bárbara had married Guillermo F. Latimer while 

María Teresa had married Edward Savage from New York). Therefore, Clemencia’s 

claim rested on the allegation that only she could legally inherit the title and that her other 

two sisters could not. The record does not state if the issue was settled (HAER 1979:4). 

Wenceslao Borda 

After taking over in 1891, Wenceslao Borda resisted going into the sugar 

production business and instead turned La Esperanza into a cattle ranch. According to 

Cubano and Garcia (n.d:1) during the last decade of the 19th century: 

…and taking advantage of the rising prices of imported foodstuffs that 

resulted from the currency devaluation, Borda resorted to import 

substitution measures. Hacienda La Esperanza was devoted to pasture for 

cattle raising and dairying, and cheese processing “in a large factory” 

(cited from a document of 1894), most likely for the regional markets. 

Tobacco, corn, and beans were also produced. 

 

 

It was not until the early 1900’s that La Esperanza went back to growing 

sugarcane. The United States military invasion of Puerto Rico in 1898 and its consequent 
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integration into the U.S. market resulted in a new extension of the sugarcane industry 

(Cubano y García n.d:2). Significant capital investments in modern technology allowed 

for more than 40 sugar factories, or centrales, to be established by the 1930’s. Due to the 

high demand for sugarcane, Borda became an absentee owner who leased his land to the 

neighboring centrales. From this moment on, La Esperanza became a subsidiary farm, or 

colonia, for the mills of Central Plazuela and Central Monserrate. 

Sugar planting remained the main economic activity in La Esperanza until the 

closure of Central Plazuela in the 1970’s. After that, La Esperanza was kept under private 

ownership by the Borda family but remained mostly untouched (Cubano y García n.d:2).  

 

Current Condition of La Esperanza 

In 1975, all of Hacienda La Esperanza, 2,265 acres of land, was acquired by the 

Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico (Fideicomiso de Conservación de Puerto Rico, 

currently Para La Naturaleza). La Esperanza is now one of the Trust’s most precious 

assets. Their primary interest in the property was that within its boundaries, the hacienda 

contained more than ten ecosystems of value. Therefore, it was declared a Natural 

Reserve and has been preserved in its entirety since its purchase. Some of these valuable 

ecosystems are: 

Karsts formations, forests with unusual flora and fauna, wetlands which 

are the habitat of endemic and migratory birds, cemented dunes and 

mangrove systems abounding in marine life, alluvial plains rich in humus 

for intensive agricultural activities, and one of the very few coastal forests 

left on the north coast of the island [HAER 1979:5]. 
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Furthermore, in the summer of 1976, the Trust funded the complete 

documentation of all standing structures at the hacienda by the Historic American 

Engineering Record. HAER (1979:1) determined that: 

The decorated steam engine is the only West Point Foundry beam engine 

known to survive. It is also the only known 6-column beam engine by any 

American manufacturer. Additionally, it is one of only eight beam engines 

of American manufacture known to exist anywhere. 

 

Due to the historical importance of the steam engine and its mill, the hacienda 

was recognized as a national monument and added to the National Register of Historic 

Places in July of that same year. In 1984, the Trust began to work on the restoration of all 

the main structures and the hacienda is now open to visitors. 

The land has also been used to conduct government-sponsored rice planting 

experiments. The purpose of the project was to reduce “the costly rice imports from 

California, while providing new life to Puerto Rican agriculture, with local capital, 

expertise and labor force” (Cubano y García n.d:2). The experiment was abandoned after 

two failed attempts (López and Cruz 2003). 

 

Previous Investigations 

Even though this research will only focus on a specific time in the history of the 

Manatí River Valley, Hacienda La Esperanza is far from being the only archaeological 

component of historical value in the location. Prior to the arrival of the Spanish, the 

Manatí Region was densely populated by the indigenous inhabitants. Research has shown 

that within the property that is now Hacienda La Esperanza, lies a noteworthy prehistoric 
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site at the mouth of the Manatí River. This section will summarize investigations 

executed on both components: the prehistoric component at the mouth of the river and the 

historic component located in the central plaza where the plantation’s industrial complex 

and main house are located. 

Prehistoric component 

 George C. Latimer was an avid collector of archaeological artifacts and it is 

believed that a large portion of his collection of pre-Columbian objects came from a site 

at the mouth of the Manatí River, within the lands of Hacienda La Esperanza (item 

provenience was poorly documented). His collection was described in 1876 by Otis T. 

Mason as being the most important and largest collection of pre-Columbian artifacts of 

the island of Puerto Rico. After his death, his collection was donated to the Smithsonian 

Institution and remains in their repository in Suitland, Maryland. Several specimens are 

housed at the Peabody Museum of Anthropology at Harvard University in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts (Pantel 2006). The original Latimer collection includes: 

three-pointed idols, stone collars, heads, masks, implements, amulets, and 

pillar stones, stone, shell and bone carvings, pottery, wooden objects, and 

idols of stone and wood, among other types of artifacts. The collection 

also included petroglyphs and possibly evidence of pictographs [Pantel 

2004:15].  

 

In 1907, Jesse Walter Fewkes described and illustrated the collection as part of his 

publication Twenty-Fifth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the 

Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution. Dr. Fewkes’s observations provided a 

comprehensive awareness in the United States of the archaeology of the West Indies 

(Fewkes 2009 [1907]). 
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The site (Figure 4.5) was officially reported in 1973 by a group of aficionados 

designated the Archaeological Society of Guacabó from Barceloneta, Puerto Rico, who 

had been looting the site for some time. On October of 1973, they unearthed a burial 

containing a ceramic vessel and offerings, and a row of stones with some simple 

petroglyphs. They halted the excavations and alerted local archaeologist Dr. Ricardo E. 

Alegría, executive director of the Puerto Rican Culture Institute (Dávila 1975a:1). 

 

 
Figure 4.5. Location of prehistoric site within La Esperanza.  

 

 

 

The first official archaeological excavations at the site were carried out by 

archaeologist Dr. Ovidio Dávila in 1975. The Archaeological Society of Guacabó 

assisted as volunteers in the excavations. The research determined that it was a very 

significant and unique coastal plaza complex. Four trenches and an excavation unit 
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unearthed the remnants of a village and four ceremonial plazas. Radiocarbon dates 

proved that the pre-Columbian site had been occupied during all the three-sequential 

ceramic-period cultures for Puerto Rico: 550 A.D, Saladoid; 655 A.D, Ostionoid; 1390 

A.D, Chicoid (Dávila 1975a). 

Historic Component 

The first research into the historical background of Hacienda La Esperanza and its 

enslaved population was undertaken by history professor Dr. Benjamín Nistal-Moret in 

1973. He was interested in documenting the presence and participation of the enslaved 

people in court proceedings, particularly their complaints towards their masters and 

plantation administrators. He focused on the municipality of Manatí and published his 

findings in ‘Catorce querellas de esclavos. Manatí, 1868–1873’ in the journal Sin Nombre 

(Cubano 2011:280, Nistal 1973). 

In 1974, Dr. Nistal Moret expanded his research and spent four months gathering 

information from the General Archives of Puerto Rico. His sources included: notarized 

documents involving the purchase and sale of the land, debts to the bank, registration 

certificates, tax records, property appraisals, and municipal census records. His findings 

were reported to the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico in two unpublished manuscripts 

which provided the bulk of information for this chapter (Nistal 1975, 1979). 

In the summer of 1976, the Historic American Engineering Record (HAER), 

funded by the Conservation Trust, conducted a survey that documented all the standing 

structures on the property. The project was supervised by the director of HAER, Douglas 

L. Griffin; the principal architect of HAER, Eric N. Delony acted as project director; and 
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all pictures were taken by Fred Gjessing and Jack Boucher. The final report included 

pictures, drawings of all the structures and portions of Dr. Benjamín Nistal-Moret’s 

historical background (HAER 1979). 

As a continuation of Dr. Benjamín Nistal-Moret’s research, Cuban economist and 

historian Manuel Moreno Fraginals investigated the economic history and development 

of La Esperanza and presented his findings to the Conservation Trust in June of 1978. In 

his report, he mentions that in order to obtain a better understanding of the technological 

development of the plantation, he partnered with archaeologist Ovidio Dávila to explore 

the industrial complex. In six days of fieldwork, they cleared the ruins and made 

drawings of everything that was still extant. By joining the historical and archaeological 

record, he was able to draw a very compelling image of the industrial development of the 

site and the three mills. He explained that the ruins demonstrated a construction sequence 

that attested to the economic progress of La Esperanza from an animal-powered mill, 

small steam engine and eventually to a larger more powerful steam engine and mill 

(Moreno 1978). 

 Further exploration of the industrial complex (see Figure 5.2) and surrounding 

areas took place in 1986 when the archaeologist Dr. Agamemnon Pantel carried out a 

systemic survey of the industrial area (Pantel 2004:23). The first season, research was 

focused on locating the remnants of a structure that appears southwest of the steam 

engine in a property map of 1872. Although they did locate brick rubble and fragments of 

a foundation, the researcher was not certain if it was the same structure or if it 

represented a separate construction for an operation associated with the steam engine 
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and/or mill (Pantel 1986). Some of the other structures within the industrial complex 

were explored as well.  

Pantel resumed his fieldwork at La Esperanza in 2001 and continued to expose 

the industrial complex until 2003. His research focused on surveying the area between the 

industrial complex and the main house for the purpose of “determining site evolution, 

activity patterns and horizontal limits of human activity associated with the foundation 

and development of the sugarcane plantation” (Pantel 2004:23). The project was carried 

out in three phases: excavation with a mechanical backhoe of two intersecting, X-shaped 

trenches, excavation of test units, and controlled mechanical macro-exposures. The 

macro-exposures consisted of the controlled removal of the vegetation mat and a thin 

layer of soil in order to locate archaeological remains. Two crucial contributions that 

resulted from this investigation were a better understanding of the delineation of the site 

and the exposure of several buried foundations (del Cueto and Pantel 2006; Pantel 2001, 

2002, 2003, 2004). 

 Time constraints and budget limitations in Dr. Pantel’s 2001-2003 excavations 

resulted in three large mounds of excavated, un-sifted soil left behind from the kitchen 

area. In 2009, because of the visible artifact content, and because the Conservation Trust 

was in the process of rehabilitating the park for visitors, architect Karen González Jensen 

and Aida Belén Rivera Ruiz excavated the mounds to screen for artifacts. All artifacts are 

now housed on the property (Gónzalez and Rivera 2009). 

 In 2002, the Conservation Trust carried out an oral history study in which they 

interviewed members of the communities adjacent to the plantation. Particular attention 
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was given to those families whose last names appeared on census records as laborers or 

planters during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Topics of discussion during the 

interviews focused on the daily life of a sugar worker during the 20th century. However, 

some of the older members of the community did share several stories of the Marquis and 

his slaves they had heard growing up. The interviews were recorded and transcribed into 

a report that is accessible to those who visit the park (Blanco 2002). 

 Another investigation was carried out in 2003 by geographers Tania del Mar 

López Marrero and Dr. Ángel David Cruz Báez. This survey focused on quantifying and 

analyzing the changes in land use and ground covers from 1870 until 2002 at Hacienda 

La Esperanza, through the use of historic maps, aerial photography and satellite images. 

All data were digitized and entered into Geographic Information Systems software (GIS). 

The analysis showed the dynamic changes in land use where the landscape changed from 

being predominantly agricultural in the 1870’s to one with more diverse applications 

including grasses, wetlands, and forests by 2002 (López and Cruz 2003). 

In 2006, Pantel completed a study of the archaeological record of Hacienda La 

Esperanza. The project named The Archaeological Record ca. 1800 – 2006: Hacienda La 

Esperanza, Manatí, Puerto Rico, compiled all knowledge of archaeological research 

carried out during the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries. The final result includes a chronology 

of the archaeological research and a detailed inventory of all repositories that house 

documentation and/or artifacts (Pantel 2006). 

 The most recent of the investigations, performed by historian Astrid Cubano, was 

published on October 4, 2011. Her research consisted of an examination of the “Actas de 
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juicios verbales de esclavos” (Minutes of slaves’ verbal trials), two different copies of the 

“Padrón general de esclavos de esta jurisdicción, Manatí, 1870” (Slave census for this 

jurisdiction, Manatí) the “Registro de libertos hembras” (Register of freed females) of 

1873 and “Registro de libertos varones” (Register of freed males) of 1873. From these 

documents, Cubano collected detailed demographic information such as gender, age, 

place of birth, and occupation, among other details specific to the business of slavery (list 

of past owners and name of trader if the enslaved was African born). Her results were 

presented in two unpublished manuscripts prepared for the Conservation Trust and in a 

published article titled ‘Freedom in the making: the slaves of Hacienda La Esperanza, 

Manatí, Puerto Rico, on the eve of abolition, 1868-76’ (Cubano 2011). 

  

Discussion 

The process of slavery in Puerto Rico had a very late development in comparison 

to other colonies which began importing African enslaved individuals in the first half of 

the sixteenth century. It was not until the nineteenth century, with the introduction of 

intensified sugar production, that the colony expanded its chattel enslaved population 

considerably through the illegal slave trade. In 1815 there were only 19,000 enslaved 

people in Puerto Rico but by 1834 the total had gone up to 42,000. As a consequence, the 

number of African-born slaves in mid-nineteenth century Puerto Rico was still high 

(Knight 1997:156).  

Hacienda La Esperanza was a product of these social and economic 

circumstances. Moreover, I believe the particular history of La Esperanza and its 
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inhabitants, as presented in this chapter, exemplifies some of the most extreme conditions 

of the era for three main reasons. 

Firstly, the fact that Fernando Fernandez, and possibly his son, actively partook in 

the smuggling of slaves, created a particularly distinctive population when compared to 

that of the general slave population of the island. According to Nistal Moret, in 1872 

bozales in Puerto Rico made up 10% of the slave population on the island (1985:147), 

whereas in La Esperanza the bozal workforce constituted 35% of its total population. 

This fact alone provides an interesting opportunity to assess the effects of the illegal trade 

in creating a “slave” material culture in the late-nineteenth century, one that could still be 

influenced by bozales. 

Secondly, José Ramón Fernandez, the Marquis, played an active role in enforcing 

the political agenda of the conservative party and vigorously fought against the abolition 

of slavery and any progressive reform. Hence it is to be expected that his personal views 

would mirror his political ones and that he would impose this set of beliefs onto his 

management of the enslaved. This is justified by court documentation that states that La 

Esperanza and its administrators were among the most closely monitored for their ill-

treatment of their laborers. Moreover, the Marquis’ reaction after the passing of the 

Abolition Decree, further demonstrates his disregard for the law and exposes how 

oppressive life in La Esperanza would have been. 

Lastly, La Esperanza’s history provides an exemplary image of the disparity of 

information that exists between the plantocracy and the enslaved. From the planter, in 

this case the Marquis, we have a complete biography that provides details of his family, 
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childhood, education, and political and economic development. Additional sources 

include birth, death and wedding certificates, testaments, contracts, property deeds, and 

other paperwork for business transactions. For the enslaved laborers, we are only 

provided with a general count, and on the fortunate occasion, lists with names, ages, and 

occupations. Only for a handful of individuals can we obtain a slightly more detailed 

account. It is for instances like this that historical archaeology can be used to provide 

information missing from the written record.  
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CHAPTER 5 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

Archaeological research has been an indispensable tool in advancing our 

historical understanding of the slave-based societies that developed in the Atlantic World 

during the colonial and pre-abolition periods. As a subaltern group, enslaved populations 

were rarely included in the written record and if they were, it was in a biased and minimal 

way (Deetz 1993:12). For this reason, Historical Archaeology has been used as a tool in 

order to challenge the elite’s narrative of power and allow the underrepresented to gain a 

voice (Orser and Funari 2001:69). 

The objective of this research was to obtain a better understanding of the socially 

complex past of Hacienda La Esperanza in Manatí, Puerto Rico through the use of 

Historical Archaeology. Furthermore, it was my intent to shed some light on the different 

elements that composed the reality of slavery in a society on the verge of abolition in the 

nineteenth century. The examination of La Esperanza and its occupants was 

accomplished through the implementation of an interdisciplinary approach composed of 

five research stages: documentary research, preliminary assessment, archaeological 

excavations, artifact analysis, and geoarchaeological analysis. This chapter will discuss 

the procedures undertaken during each of these steps. A more in-depth analysis and 

interpretation will be addressed in Chapter 6.  
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Documentary Research 

Documentary research on Hacienda La Esperanza focused on collecting 

information about two key aspects of the property: its historical background and previous 

archaeological investigations.  

Archival investigations on the historical background of Hacienda La Esperanza 

were initially conducted in the 1970’s by history professor Dr. Benjamín Nistal-Moret 

(1973, 1975, and 1979). His research in the General Archives of Puerto Rico was later 

expanded by historians Manuel Moreno Fraginals (1978), Dr. Astrid Cubano Iguina 

(2011) and Dr. Humberto García Muñiz (n.d). All reports were acquired from Hacienda 

La Esperanza’s archival collection, which is housed on site and includes unpublished 

manuscripts from investigations carried out on the property, as well as a selection of 

published literature on the sugar industry in Puerto Rico. 

The majority of the sources reviewed by Dr. Nistal-Moret relate to the legal and 

economic particularities of the property and its owners. Records include notarized records 

of purchases and sales of land, debts to the bank, registration certificates, tax records, and 

property appraisals. A more in-depth look into the personal and political life of the 

Marquis of La Esperanza was obtained from a biography written in 1875 by Don 

Alejandro Ynfiesta (Ynfiesta 1875). The document, titled ‘El Marqués de la Esperanza, 

Jefe Del Partido Español de Puerto-Rico,’ celebrated his life and political 

accomplishments as the leader of the conservative political party, the Spanish Party of 

Puerto Rico. The biography was accessed online through the Library of Congress’ 

website. Also available through the Library of Congress, was a 1976 report by the 
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Historical American Engineering Record (HAER) on La Esperanza’s steam engine. The 

entry also included a map by surveyor José Antonio Calderón dated January 22 of 1872 

that recorded the whole estate and was a valuable resource during the planning of the 

fieldwork (Figure 5.1) (HAER 1976). The Marquis had requested the completion of the 

map in order to appraise the property and request a loan from the bank. Some researchers 

believe the map presented the proposed improvements to the property and not the 

existing infrastructure (HAER 1976; Pantel y Cueto 2006). 

 

 
Figure 5.1. Property map from 1872 by surveyor José Antonio Calderón (HAER 1976).  

 

A search into ArchiveGrid, an online catalog of historical documents, provided 

additional texts that relate to the owners of La Esperanza, in this case, George Latimer. 
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The largest collection of texts, which is housed in the Louisiana State University Library, 

consists of 6 letters from 1836 written by Latimer and addressed to Sidney Mason. The 

topic of the first three letters focused on a business transaction between Mason and 

‘Latimer and Fernandez Co.’, in which the sugar had been ruined during transport. As the 

letters progress, the conversation becomes more amicable and personal. An additional 

text was obtained from the Rubenstein Library at Duke University. The manuscript seems 

to be a draft of a series of letters from 1859 written in San Juan, Puerto Rico by one 

“Yankee Tom.” One of the drafts is addressed to “The Beacon” newspaper and relates the 

story of a slave ship that ran aground in Puerto Rico and was captured by the Spanish 

government. Tom tells the story of the crew and the “cargo,” based on what he witnessed, 

and the conversations he held with some of the crew members of the ship. For some 

reason, he gives instructions to forward a copy of the letter to George Latimer. 

The only available documentation that directly addresses the people enslaved at 

La Esperanza was population surveys and court proceedings. Dr. Nistal-Moret and Dr. 

Cubano Iguino discuss these sources extensively in their published articles and, therefore, 

there was no necessity to revisit the documents in the General Archives. However, the 

last Slave Census of 1872 was missing from their analysis. I obtained these records 

through the web search engine Ancestry.com and transferred the data to a Microsoft 

Access database (see Appendix A for the complete record). The complete original 

document is housed in the National Archives in Washington, DC.  

Other repositories visited included: State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) in 

San Juan, Puerto Rican National Library, Library of the Archaeology and Ethnohistory 
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Program of the Cultural Institute of Puerto Rico (ICP), and the Conservation Trust of 

Puerto Rico’s central offices (now renamed Para la Naturaleza). Reports from previous 

archaeological excavations were mostly obtained from the repositories at the ICP and the 

Conservation Trust, while the SHPO and National Library supplied information on slave 

barrack architecture in Puerto Rico. 

 

Preliminary Assessment 

My first fieldwork season was conducted from July 18 to August 13, 2012. The 

focus was to implement a non-invasive assessment survey of the property to evaluate the 

current condition of the site, and its archaeological integrity. The main goal was to define 

the limits of the site and to identify possible locations of non-extant structures, 

particularly that of the slave barracks. Selection of the targeted area for the study was 

based on the 1872 property map (Figure 5.1) which showed seven missing structures 

(Figure 5.2).  

 
Figure 5.2. Topographic map displaying non-extant structures from the 1872 property 

plan. Missing structures are outlined in black (HAER 1976). 
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Previous archaeological excavations by Dr. Agamemnon Pantel were also taken 

into account when deciding which locations to assess. Work for this stage consisted of 

two parts: documentation of visible remains, and a Ground Penetrating Radar analysis. 

Documentation of exposed foundations 

Dr. Agamemnon Pantel identified architectural remains that corresponded to some 

of the missing structures during his excavations in 2001 and 2002. Some were left 

exposed and are under the care and supervision of the staff at Hacienda La Esperanza. 

One of the tasks for this first season was to document these structures and to generate 

detailed drawings. This segment of the investigation consisted of clearing the vegetation, 

uncovering the ruins (which were under tightly fastened tarps) cleaning any loose dirt, 

photographing, measuring, and generating drawings of the exposed architectural features. 

The drawings were later digitized and the final product is presented in Figures 5.3 and 

5.4. 

Architectural Feature A 

Square nails, unidentified metal fragments, glass, and ceramics were collected 

while cleaning this feature; all artifacts were bagged and labeled. The nature and purpose 

of this feature are yet to be identified, and any possible interpretation would be based on 

speculation. Still, some possible options could be a foundation for an external wall 

support structure, base of an outdoor oven, or the base of a staircase. Figure 5.3 is a plan 

drawing of the feature and it shows its location in relation to one of the missing structures 

from the 1872 map. 
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Figure 5.3. Plan view drawing of Feature A and its location. 

 

 

Architectural Feature B 

This feature, shown in the top left corner of Figure 5.4, is a rectangular brick 

structure that stands almost 1.5 meters above the ground. The northern wall has two 

separate entryways and a third central opening that is sealed off with limestone boulders 

and mortar. The eastern wall, as can be seen in Figure 5.5, contained large boulders as 

well, especially in the area directly adjacent to a laid brick floor, Feature C-1. Reports 

from the 2002 excavation noted that the structure did not possess a brick floor, but most 

likely had a wooden floor that no longer present. The drawing also includes the location 

of two excavation units from the 2002 excavations. 
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Figure 5.4. Floor plan of exposed foundations (Features B and C) and their location. 
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Figure 5.5. Picture of alterations to the west wall of Feature B. 

 
  

On July 9, 2014, this feature was examined by structural engineer Wigberto 

Pontón who has worked in the restoration of several historic Spanish structures in the Old 

San Juan, Puerto Rico. He noted that the structure initially had a single entrance, which 

was the middle entryway on the north wall that had been sealed off. This original 

entrance did not have a doorframe which suggests the structure's original purpose did not 

require security measures. Later, the new entryways were cut into the brick and 

doorframes were included. He also noted that the structure might have been directly 

connected to the brick floor adjacent to the east wall through a large opening. Although 

some believe that the boulders that make up a section of the eastern wall were included to 

repair damage to the wall, he believes they were added when the opening was sealed off. 

Both observations suggest that perhaps the original activity that was being carried out 

required ventilation and little security. These alterations could indicate a change in the 
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purpose of the structure where the new use required more safety measures or control 

regulations. 

Architectural Feature C 

 Feature C is composed of three different elements. As it can be observed in Figure 

5.4, this structure has a brick floor that will be discussed separately, a brick foundation 

that is connected to the floor and extends for about 20m east and a rock foundation that 

runs parallel to the brick foundation and parts from Feature B. Throughout this feature, 

clusters of artifacts were present. An assortment of animal bone, glass bottles, and 

ceramics were observed.  

During the examination of the feature, several pieces of what seemed to be iron 

slag were collected, as well as a fragment of mineral coal. The presence of iron slag could 

suggest that at some point, the structure served as a foundry or iron workshop (or that one 

was located nearby). The samples were sent to Alice Hunt from the University of London 

for analysis, and she confirmed that most of the samples were iron smelting slag and that 

it came from the smelting of nickel sulfide ores. She also reported that one of the samples 

was a piece of very pure iron and that it appeared to be a fragment from a cast artifact. 

She informed me that the “bulk composition of both the ores and the metal suggest a high 

degree of metallurgical skill” (Hunt, email communication 2015). 

Architectural Feature C-1 

As can be seen in Figures 5.4 and 5.5, Feature C-1 is a brick floor immediately 

east of Feature B. The floor is not intact as there are segments where the brick is either 

very fragmented or completely gone (Figure 5.6). In one specific section, there seems to 
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be a rounded rupture where the brick is highly crushed (see blocks A2 and B2 in Figure 

5.6). It is unknown what could have caused this. Also, close to the center of the floor, 

there is a rounded hole that has been cut through the brick more than likely for a post (see 

the right bottom corner of block B1 in Figure 5.6). The original reports from 2002 stated 

that another cut hole could be found parallel to this one on the southern wall. 

Unfortunately, the southern wall had partly collapsed into the original excavation trench 

and that portion was missing. After completing the documentation, we covered the wall 

with a tarp and backfilled the trench as much as possible. The intention was to create 

enough support to avoid any further collapses. 

To better understand the activities that took place in this room, soil samples were 

collected from between the bricks. The floor was divided into a grid that created six 

blocks that measured approximately 1.5 m². Each block was given a specific number 

(Figure 5.6). Before collecting the sample, the loose top soil was removed until reaching 

a darker, more compact soil. This was done to avoid contamination and to obtain a more 

reliable sample. Then, the soil was collected and placed in clean plastic bags and labeled 

according to the diagram shown in Figure 5.6. Micro-artifact analysis of the samples 

revealed that slag, iron flecks, bone, seeds, shell, wood, brick and limestone fragments 

were present. The slag and iron flecks indicate that at some point in time, the room was 

used as an iron workshop. 
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Figure 5.6. Detailed plan of Feature C-1 and layout of the sampling grid. 

 

Ground Penetrating Radar Analysis 

To determine if there were any buried archaeological features such as wells, pits, 

privies, trash middens, and building foundations I opted to conduct a Ground Penetrating 

Radar analysis (GPR) in a targeted area of the property. GPR is a non-invasive, 

geophysical prospection method that can be used for mapping archaeological sites. 

Images and maps that are generated by the test then act as primary data that can later be 

used to guide the placement of excavation units. According to Lawrence B. Conyers 

(Conway 2004:1-2), a GPR analysis involves: 

The transmission of high-frequency radar pulses from a surface antenna 

into the ground. The elapsed time between when this energy is 

transmitted, reflected from the buried materials or sediment and soil 

changes on the ground, and then received back at the surface is measured. 

When many thousands of radar reflections are measured and recorded as 

antennas are moved along transects within a grid, a three-dimensional 

picture of soil, sediment, and features changes can be created. 
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The targeted area for the GPR analysis was the central plaza of the plantation 

since according to the 1979 HAER report, this was the main location for industrial and 

residential activities. More specifically, the test was performed in the space between the 

production complex and the plantation house, where two of the missing structures from 

the 1872 map are situated. Because of time and financial restraints, we could only survey 

three grids and priority was given to covering the area surrounding Feature A (Figure 

5.7). One grid measuring 66 meters by 18 meters (Grid 4) was placed north of Feature A; 

another grid measuring 50 meters by 20 meters (Grid 5) was placed extending south of 

the feature; and a third grid measuring 6 meters by 4 meters (Grid 6) was placed west of 

the feature (Technician assigned grid labels).  

 

 
Figure 5.7. Placement of grids for GPR analysis. 

 

 

Results of the study are shown in Figure 5.8, in which the anomalies are marked 

with black dots and represent the locations where the ground showed a higher resistance 

to the radar pulses. The map also shows the 1872 structures to see if the anomalies align 

with their location. Each grid will now be discussed individually. 
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Figure 5.8. Map is showing anomalies detected by the GPR analysis and their relation to 

the 1872 map structures. 

 

Grid 4 

The first cluster (A) to the west of the grid was initially labeled as a possible 

foundation measuring 2m x 2m. Although these spots identify the most anomalous 

readings (highest resistance to the radar pulse), the study indicated that there is a 

compacted layer that runs all through the western half of the grid. It was interpreted as a 

foundation or a compacted dirt floor. This would coincide with one of the missing 

structures from the 1872 map. The third cluster (C), or the first from the east, was 

believed to be another “dirt floor-like” feature. 
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Grid 5 

 The clusters on the northern part of the grid were interpreted as a possible wall 

section or foundations. The anomaly to the east side of the grid (F) was interpreted by the 

technician as a deep shaft feature with a highly compacted floor, or layer, encircling it. It 

is interesting that oral history accounts have suggested that the stocks were near this area 

and that they consisted of a large pole from which they would tie up the enslaved people. 

This fact however could not be confirmed by historical documents. 

Grid 7 

 The linear cluster that runs through the middle of the grid (west-east) was 

believed to be a possible wall foundation. The cluster in the northern half of the grid was 

interpreted as a ditch-like excavation backfilled with dirt and rubble, much like the center 

of Feature A. 

 

Excavation 

Archaeological excavations in Hacienda La Esperanza were completed during 

three fieldwork seasons: winter of 2013/2014, summer of 2014, and summer of 2015. 

Excavations focused on four different locations (Figure 5.9). 
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Figure 5.9. Map of the central plaza with the four excavated loci. 

 

During all seasons, excavation was carried out by hand with the use of trowels, 

through arbitrary levels of 10 cms while taking into consideration the natural stratigraphy 

of the soil. Shovels were utilized when artifact density allowed it. The soil extracted 

during the excavation was dry sieved through ¼ inch mesh and wet sieved through ⅛ 

inch screens. All artifacts collected from the ¼ inch mesh were bagged and tagged while 

the materials obtained from the ⅛ inch screens were later sampled to conduct a micro-

artifact analysis. Soil samples were also collected from all layers to conduct geochemical 

analyses when needed. At the end of the season, all units were sealed with a layer of sand 

and then backfilled with the soil extracted during excavations. The placement of the 

excavation units within each location surveyed are displayed in Figure 5.10. 
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Figure 5.10. Map is detailing the placement of the excavation units. 

  

To ensure the proper documentation of the excavation process, all data was fully 

recorded using standardized field forms, digital photography, and hand-drawn plan and 

profile drawings. Photographs were also taken to document all stages of the investigation 

and field journals were kept for each unit. 
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Locus 1 (Units 1 and 4) 

Locus 1 was selected in order to examine the GPR anomalies detected within Grid 

7. Excavations began during the winter of 2013 with Unit 1 and continued during the 

summer of 2014 with Unit 4. Unit 1 was located almost two meters west from the fence 

that borders Feature A and measured 1 x 1 meter (Figures 5.9 and 5.10). According to the 

GPR study, the unit contained a ditch-like feature filled with debris; a separate 

interpretation suggested the presence of a wall. No wall existed, but due to the quantities 

of artifacts and their extensive variety, Unit 1 was expanded a meter to the north, now 

making Unit 1, into a 1 x 2-meter unit. The assemblage recovered from this area 

contained a substantial concentration of building rubble (brick, nails, and mortar) as well 

as domestic refuse, suggesting the presence of a housing structure in the proximity of this 

location. Excavations ceased when bedrock was reached at 44 cm below the surface 

(Figure 5.11 and Table 5.1).  

 

 
Figure 5.11. East profile of Unit 1 
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Table 5.1- Description of stratigraphy in Locus 1. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 7.5YR 2.5/1 (Black) Clay loam Stratum with a higher density of 

material. Historic fill containing 

building rubble, metal, glass, ceramic, 

bone, limestone, and other artifacts. 

2 - - Gravel lens composed of limestone and 

small brick fragments. 

3 10YR3/1 (Very Dark 

Gray) 

Clay loam Ashy lens with large fragments of 

charcoal. 

4 10YR 3/2 (Very Dark 

Grayish Brown) 

mottled with 7.5YR 

4/4 (Dark Yellowish 

Brown) 

Clay loam Transitional layer with very few 

cultural materials. 

5 7.5YR 4/4 (Brown) Clay loam Layer has limestone gravel and very 

few cultural artifacts. 

Note: Description corresponds to Figure 5.11. 

 

 

Unit 4 was placed 50 centimeters northwest of Unit 1 to verify if the 

concentration of artifacts explored by Unit 1 extended north of Feature A. I also had the 

expectation that it would identify any remnants of a building related to this same 

structural feature. No structural remains were located but the presence of domestic refuse 

did extend further north. Furthermore, the material density was even higher than in Unit 

1, specifically in the north half. Excavations ceased when bedrock was reached at 44 cm 

below the surface.  

Locus 2 (Units 2 and 2E) 

Unit 2 was excavated during the winter of 2013 and was placed over anomaly 

cluster A, which according to the GPR study, was a possible brick floor, or squared 

foundation that measured 2 x 2 meters (Figure 5.9). Unfortunately, this location was on a 
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gentle slope, and surface runoff kept seeping into the unit after heavy rains, causing the 

unit to flood on several occasions. This made the excavation process quite challenging. 

Therefore, the decision was made to terminate all work in the unit prematurely so the 

anomaly could be revisited during the drier months. Anomaly cluster A was then 

revisited during the summer of 2014. 

Unit 2E was placed 20 cms east from the original unit (Figure 5.10). For the first 

two arbitrary levels (20 cm) artifacts mainly consisted of a low quantity of small brick 

fragments. At the end of this level, we began to recover small fragments of ceramic, and 

other artifacts, albeit still in low quantities. However, more importantly, we observed 

large fragments of brick, limestone, and mortar that were distributed all throughout the 

unit. Excavations ceased when bedrock was reached at 60 cm below the surface. Brick 

and limestone rubble walkways had been previously documented by Dr. Pantel in La 

Esperanza as a way to ameliorate the effects of flooding and allow easy passage across 

muddy areas. In this case, the particularly isolated location and the size and shape of the 

feature suggests that this was most likely a “mud step,” a brick rubble landing found in 

front of doorways. 

According to the 1872 map of the plantation, this would have been the location of 

one of the missing, unconfirmed structures. Previous research by Dr. Pantel determined 

that no structure existed in this location and proposed two possible explanations for the 

map: it depicted proposed structures to be built in the future, or that the Marquis lied in 

order to increase the value of the property. Other than the anomaly cluster A, or “mud 

step” feature, the GPR did not document any other structural remains, which does agree 

with Dr.Pantel’s findings. Therefore, I agree with Dr. Pantel that no such long, barrack-
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like building existed. However, it is also plausible that a much smaller, wooden structure, 

which required no foundation, existed at this location and all that remained was the “mud 

step.” The lack of domestic refuse and low density of artifacts suggests that it was not a 

domestic structure (perhaps a storage building?). The high fragmentation of the artifacts 

that were present could also indicate that this was a highly transited area. 

 

            
Figures 5.12 a and b. South wall profile of Unit 2E. Image a shows a brick concentration 

between layers 2/3 and 4. Image b is the digitized drawing of the same profile. 

 

Table 5.2. Description of stratigraphy in Locus 2. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 10YR 3/2 (Very Dark 

Grayish Brown) 

Silty clay 

loam 

Highly compacted layer with no cultural 

materials. 

2 10YR 3/2 (Very Dark 

Grayish Brown) 

Silty clay 

loam 

Very high content of gravel and small 

inclusions of limestone and brick. 

Slightly less compacted than the 

previous layer. Materials are very 

fragmented and in low quantity. 

3 10YR 3/2 (Very Dark 

Grayish Brown) 

Clay loam Highly compacted layer with no cultural 

materials.  

4 10YR4/4 (Dark 

Yellowish Brown) 

mottled with 

10YR3/6 (Dark 

Yellowish Brown) 

Silty clay Larger fragments of brick, mortar, and 

limestone are encountered at the 

beginning of this layer throughout the 

whole unit. Most of the larger pieces of 

brick are laid horizontally. 

a. b. 
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Table 5.2 (continued) 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

5 10YR3/6 (Dark 

Yellowish Brown) 

Clay loam Natural stratum right on top of the 

bedrock. The layer has limestone gravel 

and no cultural artifacts. 

Note: Description corresponds to Figures 5.12 a and b. 

 

 

Locus 3 (Unit 3) 

 Unit 3 was placed over anomaly cluster C (Figures 5.9 and 5.10) which had been 

interpreted as a compacted dirt floor. Based on this interpretation we believed this could 

have been a swept yard but no apparent floor was encountered during excavation. 

Instead, it contained a layer of gravel that appeared to be leveled and seemed anthropic in 

nature. A boulder with an intentionally flattened top (surface had heavy scrapes) that 

coincided with this layer was also encountered (Figure 5.13a). Excavations were ceased 

when bedrock was reached at 32 cms below the surface. 

 Preliminary interpretations varied from a possible gravel road, a yard, or a plinth 

or footer. Almost all artifacts extracted from the unit were obtained exclusively from the 

gravel layer and were very highly fragmented. Low concentration and high fragmentation 

would agree with the particularities of a road or a yard since these are usually surfaces 

with heavy traffic, and therefore any object on the ground would have been cleared or 

trampled into tiny fragments (Schiffer 1987:126-129). 

 Additional information that could be pertinent to the interpretation of these 

anthropic layers was obtained when reviewing some of Dr. Pantel’s bi-weekly status 

report memos addressed to architect Francisco Javier Blanco. In a memo from April 8, 

2002, he indicates that a crushed limestone area was discovered within the ground level 
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of the main house. He stipulated that it is possible a limestone roadway that circled the 

house “continued into the ground level… to provide a coach or covered loading area for 

the residence” (Pantel 2002). Regardless of its intended purpose, the fact that it existed in 

one of the structures provides the possibility that it existed in another. If this were the 

case, Unit 3 could represent a feature associated with the missing barrack-like structure 

from the 1872 map.  

 

             

Figures 5.13 a and b- East and South wall profiles of Unit 3. 

 

Table 5.3. Description of stratigraphy on Locus 3. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 10YR 4/3 (Brown) Clay loam Extremely low density of artifacts, few 

fragments of mortar and burnt wood. 

2 2.5Y 3/3 (Dark Olive 

Brown) mottled with 2.5Y 

5/6 (Light Olive Brown) 

Clay loam Slightly denser layer with small fragments of 

brick, bone, glass, mortar, and ceramics. 

3 2.5Y 4/2 (Dark Grayish 

Brown)  

 Leveled layer of limestone gravel and cobbles. 

Contained nails, brick fragments, mortar, and 

shells.  

4 7.5 YR 4/4 (Brown) Silty clay 

Loam 

Natural stratum right on top of the bedrock. The 

level has less limestone gravel than the previous 

level and no cultural artifacts. 

Note: Description corresponds to Figures 5.13 a and b. 

 

 

a. b. 
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Locus 4 (Units 5, 6, and 8) 

 Locus 4 refers to the brick foundation previously identified as Feature C, along 

with its various elements. The structure was partially excavated in 2002 by Dr. Pantel and 

confirmed as one of the buildings present on the 1872 map of the property. As seen on 

the floor plan that was drafted in 2012 (Figure 5.4) it was evident the structure had at 

least one partition and what seemed like the beginning of a second. Therefore, our first 

unit on this location (Unit 5) was placed parallel to the partition, and right in front of the 

shorter line of brick (Figure 5.10). The continuation of this second partition appeared at 

20 cms below the surface and extended from the north wall of the unit to the southwest 

corner. Because of how it divided the unit, and how the soil appeared on each side, I 

decided to excavate both sides separately.  

On the eastern portion of the unit, fish scales, fish bones, and turtle bones were 

collected as well as medium-sized pieces of charcoal and burnt bagasse (likely sugar cane 

residue). The western portion of the unit had many brick fragments with a much lesser 

concentration of fish scales and charcoal. Also, most artifacts were concentrated in the 

bottom of the second level of the western portion. Some of the artifacts recovered from 

this layer included: refined ceramics (including two almost complete teacups), fragments 

of food storage vessels, wooden knife handle, pieces from an embossed glass bottle, and 

several smoking pipe fragments, among other things. 
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Figures 5.14 a and b North wall profile of Unit 5 and wall partition. 

 

Table 5.4. Description of stratigraphy in Unit 5. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 2.5YR 2/1 (Reddish 

black) 

Silt loam Very fragmented modern artifacts 

present. 

2 2.5YR 3/1 (Dark 

reddish gray) 

Silty clay 

loam 

The level contains fish scales, turtle 

bones and large pieces of slag. 

3 7.5YR 4/6 (Brown) 

mottled with 7.5 YR 

5/8 (Bright brown) 

and 7.5YR 2/2 

(Brownish black) 

Sandy clay 

loam 

Large ceramic and glass fragments and 

building rubble. 

4 5YR 2/1(Brownish 

black) 

Clay loam Layer with very low concentration of 

artifacts. 

5 7.5YR 2/1(Black) 

mottled with 7.5YR 

5/8 (Bright brown) 

Silty clay 

loam 

Thin, mottled lens with no artifacts.  

6 5YR 2/1 (Brownish 

black) 

Clay loam No artifacts present. Bedrock was not 

reached. 

Note: Description corresponds to figures 5.14 a and b. 

 

 

In order to explore the area between the partition and Feature C-1, Unit 6 was 

placed two meters east of the brick floor (Figure 5.10). This unit revealed a human-made 

floor made of crushed limestone, 30 cms below the surface. This floor had been 

a. b. 
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previously noted in an exposed profile of one of Dr. Pantel’s trenches along the brick 

floor (the exposed profile had also shown several super-imposed layers of flooring). Most 

of the artifacts recovered from the unit were obtained from the layers on top of the floor. 

Artifacts of interest were a military metal button, beads, pipe fragments and a domino 

gaming piece made of bone. Other materials included glass, ceramic, shell, slag, charcoal 

and faunal remains. 

 

              
Figures 5.15 a and b-  Figure a shows the East wall profile. Figure b shows the closing 

level of Unit 6. 
 
 

Table 5.5. Description of stratigraphy in Unit 6. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 2.5 YR 2/1 (Reddish 

black) 

Silt loam Layer with a low concentration of 

artifacts. Modern artifacts present. 

2 10YR 3/2 (Brownish 

black) 

Silty clay 

loam 

Layer with a low concentration of 

artifacts and brick fragments. Modern 

artifacts present. 

3 10YR 7/2 (Dull 

yellow orange) 

[crushed floor section 

is 10YR 5/4 (Dull 

yellowish brown)] 

 Solid limestone floor. Small fragments 

of charcoal and seashells mixed within 

the crushed limestone. East wall profile 

shows a segment where the floor was 

brittle and mixed with a slightly darker 

soil. 

b. a. 
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Table 5.5 (continued) 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

4 10YR 2/1 (Black) Clay Loam Layer has low concentration of artifacts. 

5 10YR 3/3 (Dark 

brown) 

Clay Loam Natural strata right on top of the 

bedrock. Contains limestone gravel and 

no cultural artifacts. 

Note: Description corresponds to figures 5.15 a and b. 

 

 

 Given the drastic difference between Units 5 and 6, I decided to place a 2 m x 50 

cm trench in between the two units (Unit 8). The main purpose was to verify if the 

limestone floor belonged to a different room than to the one recorded west of the 

partition. Excavations showed where the limestone flooring present in Unit 5 intersected 

the stratum comparable to what was encountered in Unit 6 with a gradual transition. This 

suggests that this room could have been further divided by ephemeral means like a 

wooden partition. Furthermore, the difference in cultural artifacts encountered on 

opposing sides of the brick partition in Unit 6, suggests that the two rooms were utilized 

for different functions. 

 
Figure 5.16. North wall profile of Unit 8. 
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Table 5.6. Description of stratigraphy in Unit 8. 

Level Munsell Color Soil 

Texture 

Description 

1 2.5YR 2/1 (Reddish 

black) 

Silt loam Layer with loose and ashy soil. Artifacts 

are visible on the surface and include 

ceramics, bone, charcoal, and slag. 

2 2.5YR 2.5/1 (Reddish 

black) 

Silt loam The layer contains limestone and brick 

inclusions. Artifacts included a high 

concentration of cut nails as well as 

fragments of glass, ceramics, bone, slag, 

charcoal, and coral. 

3 7.5YR 3/1 (Very dark 

gray) 

Silty clay Slightly more compacted layer with 

larger fragments of brick and a higher 

concentration of artifacts. Objects 

recovered included glass, bone, slag, 

charcoal, ceramics, mollusks, coral, 

beads, buttons, smoking pipe fragments, 

coins, flint and a comb fragment. 

4 7.5YR 5/8 (Bright 

brown) mottled with 

7.5YR 3/2 (Bright 

brown) 

Sandy silt Mottled, sandy layer with low 

concentration of artifacts. 

5 7.5YR 3/1 (Very dark 

gray) 

Silty clay Transition layer with high concentration 

of charcoal. 

6 - - Layer is made up of crushed limestone 

floor. 

7 10YR 2/2 (Very dark 

brown) 

Silty clay Thin layer of crushed limestone. Could 

be the deteriorated continuation of the  

limestone flooring from the upper layer. 

Contains a high concentration of 

charcoal and ash. 

8 10YR 3/3 (Dark 

brown) 

Clay loam Natural, sterile layer. No artifacts were 

recovered. 

Note: Description corresponds to see Figure 5.20. 
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Artifact Analysis 

Because of the nature of my study, which focuses on the analysis of the material 

culture, I believe it is appropriate to detail how the process of identification and 

classification was carried out. Artifact analysis had to be thorough. Therefore, many 

different sources were referenced during this stage. My goal was not only to obtain a 

dated chronology for the units but also achieve a better understanding of the repetitive 

patterns in manufacturing techniques, forms, styles, and purposes, present within the 

assemblage.  

Artifacts were first divided by class (ceramic, flora, fauna, glass, lithic, metal, 

synthetic and unknown) and then further subdivided by material, object, part, color, 

manufacturing technique, and function, among other class-specific categories. Regardless 

of class and material, all entries were classified based on a modified version of Stanley 

South’s artifact functional groups (South 1977) (Activities, Architectural, Control, Food 

Related, Furniture, Hardware, Household, Industrial, Manufacturing, Medical, Ornament, 

Pastoral, Personal, Sanitary, Tool, and Unmodified). These categories will be further 

defined in Chapter 6. All artifacts were counted, weighed and labeled, and all cataloged 

information was entered into a Microsoft Access database (see Appendix B). For the 

complete database contact Para la Naturaleza. A more detailed discussion of the class-

specific categories and sources referenced will be addressed. 

Ceramic, Glass, and Metal 

 Ceramics were first classified by material (coarse earthenware, refined 

earthenware, porcelain, or stoneware) and then by specific ware. The assemblage 
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contains a wide array of wares from different localities which include: Bizcocho, Olive 

Jar, Pearlware, Redware, Tin Glaze, Whiteware, Stoneware, White Granite and Low-fired 

coarse earthenware. Once divided by ware, the assemblage was classified by surface 

treatment, method of decoration, and pattern, and then by anatomic part (base, body or 

rim). Rim sherds that measured 2 cms or over were measured for vessel rim diameter 

using a rimchart. Function (Alcohol-related, Non-tea beverage, Food preparation, Food 

preparation & Service, Food storage, Sanitary, Tableware, and Teaware) was assigned 

based on form, which was cataloged under ‘object’. Identified objects included: baker, 

olive jars (botijuelas), beer bottles, bowls, breakfast cup, chamber pots, cups, dishes, jar, 

lid, plates, dinner plates, muffin plates, twiffler plates, platter/dish, pots, saucers, storage 

containers, and teacup. Other ceramic objects classified as personal artifacts were 

buttons, figurines, and smoking pipes. If the object could not be identified, fragments 

were classified into the general categories of flatware, hollowware, or indeterminate. 

Sources utilized for identifying and describing ceramics were: “Analytical Coding 

System for Historic Period Artifacts” (Azizi et al. 1996); “Telling Time for 

Archaeologists” (Miller et al. 2000); Flow Blue: A Collector's Guide to Pattern, History, 

and Values (Snyder 1992); “China or Prosser Button Identification and Dating” (Sprague 

2002); Ballajá Arqueología Histórica de un Barrio de San Juan (MHAA 2004); Artifacts 

of the Spanish Colonies of Florida and the Caribbean 1500-1800 (Deagan 1987); Florida 

Museum of Natural History Digital Type Collections; the Jefferson Patterson State 

Museum of Archaeology Digital Type Collection; and “A Primer in Historical-Period 

Ceramics” (Chenoweth and Janowitz 2016). Dr. Meta F. Janowitz was occasionally 

consulted for assistance during the classification process.  
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The glass was first divided by color and part (base, body, rim, or lip). All bottle 

glass was classified by manufacturing technique and form and dated, when possible, by 

referencing the Society for Historical Archaeology’s “Historic Glass Bottle Identification 

& Information Website.” If a maker’s mark was present, or if the product could be 

identified, the company or patent was researched and a date was provided accordingly. 

Table glass was instead classified by manufacturing technique and decoration using The 

Parks Canada Glass Glossary (Jones and Sullivan 1985). Identified objects included: 

beads, buttons, general bottles, beer/soda bottles, caper bottle, case bottles, medicine 

bottles, panel bottles, perfume bottles, wine bottles, furniture part, hollowware, jars, 

general tableware, marbles, tumbler, window pane, and window glass. Beads were 

classified by referencing the Digital Archaeological Archive of Comparative Slavery’s 

“Bead Manual,” and the Parks Canada Glass Beads: The 19th Century Levin Catalogue 

and Venetian Bead Book and Guide to Description of Glass Beads (Karklins 1985). 

Most metal objects obtained from the excavation units consisted of nails, screws, 

and other hardware. Additional objects included: barbed wire, bottle closures, buttons, tin 

can, chain links, coins, flat file, horseshoe, keys, padlocks, spoons, thimble, tokens, and 

utensils. The majority of these artifacts were only counted and weighed, except for the 

nails, padlocks and one of the coins. Nails were classified and dated by manufacturing 

technique (Hand forged, Cut/Hand headed, Cut/Machine headed, and Wire cut). Sources 

referenced for nail identification were “Nail Chronology as an aid to dating old 

buildings” (Nelson 1968), “Approaches to Material Culture Research for Historical 

Archaeologists” (Brauner 2000), and “Machine Cut Nails and Wire Nails: American 

Production and Use for Dating 19th -Century and Early-20th-Century Sites” (Adams 
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2002). “A Guide to the Artifacts of Colonial America” (Noel-Hume 1972) was used for 

the padlocks. 

Micro-Artifacts 

According to Lara Homsey-Messer and Anthony Ortmann (2016), Micro-Artifact 

Analysis (MMA) refers to the study of artifacts smaller than 6.35 mm (1/4 inch). The 

authors believe that this category of artifacts has traditionally been ignored in 

archaeology because many assume micro-artifacts simply duplicate the same information 

obtained from the macro-artifacts. Homsey-Messer and Ortmann argue that recent studies 

have demonstrated that micro-artifacts are not just smaller versions of larger artifacts, but 

rather provide different and complementary information as less obvious and “forgotten” 

artifacts (2016:1). 

This type of study can be a valuable aid when identifying activity areas. Arlene 

Miller Rosen believes that certain domestic activities can be detected by the smaller 

artifactual remains and that each type of micro-artifact has its own characteristics and 

significance when located within a site (1986:94). Homsey-Messer and Kayce Humkey 

(2016:23) further explain, that:  

Artifacts ranging between 2 and 6.3 mm reflect remains deposited in 

primary activity areas and represent activities such as cooking and tool 

maintenance. Artifacts smaller than 2 mm reflect remains moved post-

depositionally into secondary contexts and represent cultural behaviors 

such as sweeping and foot traffic. 

 

 They suggest, based on their observations of micro-artifact behavior at various 

sites, that the larger range of micro-artifacts tends to become embedded in the substrate 

and remain in situ, that “micro-artifacts larger than 2 mm are heavy enough to stay in 
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place yet small enough to escape removal by a broom” (Homsey-Messer and Ortmann 

2016:4). On the other hand, smaller artifacts are light enough to be swept up and moved 

around, and therefore, were more susceptible to post-depositional movement. They also 

add that substrate type and site-specific formation processes should be taken into 

consideration when studying these smaller sizes as these factors can limit or exacerbate 

their post-depositional movement. 

All soil extracted during excavations was screened through ¼ inch screens to 

recover macro-artifacts, and 1/8 inch screens with the purpose of recovering micro-

artifacts. The soil from the 1/8” screen was wet screened and later sampled by arbitrary 

layer. It was done by layer to aid in the identification of any buried surfaces not readily 

visible during excavations. This sample consists of artifacts ranging from 3.175 mm to 

6.3 mm, which are within the top range of large micro-artifacts and should represent 

remains deposited within primary activity areas. The content of the samples was sorted, 

quantified, and analyzed.  

This portion of the investigation was only completed for the units excavated 

during the summer season of 2014. The original intention was to accomplish it for all 

units of all seasons. Unfortunately, time constraints during the 2013 winter season and 

severe drought conditions in Puerto Rico during the summer of 2015, impeded the wet 

screening of the 1/8” screen samples. As such, micro-artifacts were recovered for units 

2E, 4, 5 and 6. 

 Because the brick floor within Feature C (C-1) had been previously excavated, I 

could not apply the same sampling method. Furthermore, a surface such as this was 
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probably swept constantly, and therefore micro-artifactual remains would most likely be 

within the lower ranges of micro-artifact size (<2 mm). Thus, I decided to implement a 

Multifraction Micro-artifact Analysis following the protocol provided by Arlene Miller 

Rosen in her article  “‘BA’ Guide to Artifacts: Micro-artifacts and the Study of Ancient 

Societies” (1991:100). Supplemental information was obtained from Dr. Isabel Rivera 

Collazo (2011) and Homsey-Messer and Humkey (2016:12). In order to maintain test 

control, all samples had to be the same volume. Unfortunately, the floor was missing a 

few sections (Figure 5.6), and therefore, not all the squares from the sampling grid 

provided the same volume of sediment. Since the smallest sample was only 33.7 grams, I 

decided all tests would be conducted using only 33.7 grams of each sample.  

The implemented protocol was the following: first, sediment samples were 

washed while using a 0.25 mm mesh screen to remove the clay, silt and very fine sandy 

sediment adhering to the micro-artifacts (Rosen 1991:100); second, once the samples had 

dried completely, they were weighed and the data was registered on standardized lab 

forms; third, samples were sorted by size by sieving them through a set of four nested 

geological screens (2 mm, 1 mm, .50 mm, .25 mm) and once sorted, each fraction was 

weighed separately; fourth, each fraction was then examined using a binocular 

stereomicroscope and percentages of artifact content were visually estimated for each 

fraction (Rivera 2011:85). 
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Geoarchaeological Analyses 

Physical and chemical properties of soils may become significantly altered as a 

direct result of human activity. Therefore, by applying sedimentological, or 

geoarchaeological, analysis to our site interpretation, we can assess the type of activities 

that were carried out on the site. Chemical analyses, in particular, can identify the 

location of repeated human behavior by detecting the chemical remnants of those 

activities (Wilkins 2009:4). Furthermore, according to Richard E. Terry and others 

(2004), chemical soil analyses have “been one of the most active and promising areas 

among the recent innovations in household archaeology. Ancient inhabitants 

unintentionally left chemical imprints of daily activities, providing important clues as to 

past practices and space use, which are difficult to judge from artifactual data alone” 

(Terry et al. 2004:1237). The geoarchaeological methods that were selected for this 

research measured both the physical and chemical composition of the soils from the 

different excavations units of La Esperanza. The tests carried out were Phosphates (P), 

Magnetic Susceptibility, and organic matter content (OM) as determined by loss on 

ignition.  

Due to time and monetary constraints these tests were applied to samples obtained 

from selected units: Unit 4 from Locus 1 and Unit 3 from Locus 3. Unit 4 was selected to 

confirm the use of the location as a midden. Unit 3 was selected due to its particularly 

low concentration of artifacts and chemical analysis could provide further supplemental 

information. 



169 
 

Laboratory protocols were obtained from Dr. Isabel Rivera Collazo (2011) and 

tests were performed under her supervision in the Environmental Archaeology 

Laboratory at the University of Puerto Rico. Before testing, all soils were sorted using a 

riffle box (sample splitter) to ensure a representative sample. Also, to control for initial 

moisture samples were placed in a drying oven for seven days at a temperature range of 

30ºC - 42ºC. Weight was recorded daily and samples were removed and placed in a 

desiccator once there had been no weight fluctuations for two days. 

Phosphates 

  Phosphorus concentrations in the archaeological record help identify organic 

refuse which includes: human waste (from emptying chamber pots), domestic trash (food 

waste from meals), food processing waste, and animal waste. Concentrations mainly 

associated with human waste, domestic trash, and food preparation often occur close or 

around structures such as kitchens and houses (Wilkins 2009:73-74). Hence, when 

combined with other identifying elements such as domestic artifactual refuse, the 

presence of high phosphorous concentrations can be a good indicator of residence and 

midden locations (Eidt 1985; Rypema et al. 2007; Wells et al. 2000; Wilkins 2009). 

Another useful characteristic of phosphorous is that once incorporated into the soil it is 

very difficult to leach or even be transported from the depositional location, making it 

suitable for identifying primary activity locations (Rivera 2011). 

The selected test was the Gundlach Method which tests for phosphorus content 

through a subjective, relative visual scale (Rivera 2011). Even though high phosphate 
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readings can also be dependent on other non-organic factors, all results were interpreted 

in combination with other tests. 

Protocol 

In the Gundlach Method, the presence of phosphorous is identified by the appearance 

of the color blue and is measured on a visual scale from 0-3, where 0 stands for no blue 

tint and 3 stands for strong blue bands (Rivera 2011:86). Ash free filter paper is placed in 

a petri dish with 50 mg of the soil sample. Two drops of acid ammonium molybdate 

solution were dropped into the sample and, 30 seconds later, two drops of ascorbic acid 

were added. Observations were recorded after a standardized two-minute wait. 

Magnetic Susceptibility 

 Minerals’ magnetic behavior is determined by their molecular composition and 

can be classified as ferromagnetic, ferrimagnetic, paramagnetic, or diamagnetic, based on 

their response to magnetism. Ferromagnetic minerals are highly magnetic substances, 

such as pure iron, and are not normally found in the environment. Ferrimagnetic 

materials are also highly magnetic and can form after deposition as a result of burning or 

the alternating reduction/oxidation conditions associated with pedogenesis (Rivera 

2011:79). In contrast, paramagnetic minerals have weak magnetic moments and 

diamagnetic minerals can have very low or even negative readings. Since ferromagnetic 

minerals do not occur naturally, and exposure to fire and the incorporation of bacteria 

into the soil can alter the magnetism of sediments, identification of highly magnetized 

soils can assist in recognizing soils that have been altered by anthropogenic activities. As 

stated by Dr. Isabel Rivera (2011:79), “enhanced samples can be diagnostic of paleosols 
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or anthropogenic activity such as burning.” In the Magnetic Susceptibility test, sediments 

are exposed to a magnetic field to measure their response and assess their proclivity to 

become magnetized. 

Protocol 

 Ten grams of the sample are first prepared by crushing the sediment with a pestle 

until it becomes pulverized into a fine grain. Then, each sample is placed within 

diamagnetic containers and introduced into a Bartington MS2 (Magnetic Susceptibility 

Meter). Readings were taken at low and high frequencies. Subsequently, each sample was 

mixed with 1 gram of plain flour and transferred to porcelain crucibles with lids so they 

could be fired at 650ºC in a furnace with a closed chimney for one hour. After the time 

expired, the furnace was switched off but left closed for an extra 20 minutes until it 

cooled off. Then the lids were removed from the crucibles, and the furnace ran for an 

additional 45 minutes. After the allotted time, the door was opened briefly in order to 

ensure that it contained air atmosphere and then the samples were allowed to cool in the 

oven. Once this process was completed, the samples were weighed and transferred back 

to the diamagnetic containers so they could be placed in the meter once again. Readings 

were retaken at low and high frequencies. 

Loss on Ignition 

 Organic matter can be introduced into the substrate by anthropogenic factors. 

According to Rivera (2011:78), changes in organic content level in sediments can help 

identify the location and extent of human activity on particular surfaces. With the Loss on 

Ignition method, sediments are fired in a laboratory furnace to estimate their organic 

content through sample weight loss. 
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Protocol 

Ten grams of sediment sample were placed in ceramic crucibles and fired at 

550ºC for one and a half hours in a laboratory furnace. After the allotted time, the 

samples were removed from the furnace and allowed to cool in a desiccator to room 

temperature. Once cooled, the samples were weighed and the difference in weight was 

registered. 

 

Discussion 

Because of their low social, economic, and legal standing, archaeological remains 

associated with the enslaved tend to be more ephemeral, elusive and ambiguous than 

those of the plantation administrators (Kostro 2006; Wilkins 2009). Combined with the 

poor documentation of their history, we are left with a limited and incomplete 

interpretation of the social history of that time and place. To rectify this imbalance, 

researchers need to employ a range of rigorous analytical techniques in order to gain the 

most interpretive power possible from archaeological investigations of enslaved 

populations. Implementing a multidisciplinary research approach can help adequately 

address archaeological questions about these populations with low historical visibility. 

The combination of written sources, material history, soil chemical analysis, and other 

geoarchaeological methods, demonstrate the wide range of analytical strategies that can 

be applied when investigating the sites of historically marginalized groups. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RESULTS: MATERIAL CULTURE OF LA ESPERANZA 

 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research was to document the human experience of the 

enslaved in nineteenth century Puerto Rico through the anthropological interpretation of 

their material culture. This chapter will report on the archaeological assemblages 

recovered from each location, as well as provide an initial interpretation for each locus. 

Interpretations concerning the research questions will be presented and discussed in 

Chapter 7. 

A total of 18,860 artifacts was recovered from excavations in Hacienda La 

Esperanza. Total artifact count comprises all individual fragments including bone and 

shell fragments (faunal remains). Materials such as slag and limestone were weighed and 

given an artifact count of 1 per artificial level. Artifacts were classified using a modified 

version of Stanley South’s artifact functional groups (South 1977). These groups were 

used to not only organize the assemblage but also to facilitate the detection of patterns 

that could, in turn, be used for intra-site comparisons. As pointed out by Mark D. 

Groover (2002:414), an analysis based on function can be beneficial in identifying site-

specific activities by assessing and interpreting the overall representation of each group 

within the assemblage. Groups utilized in this research are the following: 

- Household: artifacts commonly found in domestic sites. This group was 

further subdivided into Kitchen, Medical, Sanitary, Furniture, and Ornament.  
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o Kitchen artifacts refer to domestic vessels associated with food 

storage, preparation, and/or consumption. 

o Medical artifacts refer to objects used for health-related treatment. 

o Sanitary artifacts refer to objects associated with personal hygiene.  

o Furniture refers to household furnishings.  

o Ornament refers to objects with no practical function other than 

aesthetic adornment of the household.  

- Personal: artifacts associated with a single user or proprietor (not communal 

or shared). These artifacts tend to contribute to the individual’s identity and 

refer to self-adornment (buttons, beads, buckles, perfume, etc.) or individual 

activities (i.e., smoking or playing). 

- Food Related: faunal remains intended for human consumption (botanical 

remains were not present). 

- Architectural: artifacts associated with standing structures, particularly its 

permanent components. 

 

Locus 1 

Excavation units placed at Locus 1 were meant to examine a ditch-like feature 

filled with debris (according to the GPR study) (see Figure 5.8). As detailed in the 

previous chapter, two units were placed in this location, units 1 and 4. Excavations 

recovered a high concentration of building rubble and domestic refuse. 

Macro-Artifacts 

Total macro-artifact count for the location was 10,930 artifacts, with 5,794 

artifacts recovered from Unit 1, and 5,136 artifacts recovered from Unit 4 (brick 

fragments were not collected or counted). Table 6.1 shows the artifact counts distributed 

by stratum. The table also includes the Terminus Post Quem (TPQ) which refers to the 
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latest established date for each layer. It should be mentioned that all stratigraphic levels 

included a high number of artifacts that dated to the mid-nineteenth century (or second 

half of the century). The first three levels, however, had TPQ’s that went past the targeted 

time period for this dissertation. Furthermore, fragments found in these higher levels fit 

together with fragments found in the lower levels. This confirmed that the location had 

been disturbed with later artifacts becoming intermingled with the nineteenth century pre-

abolition artifacts. Given the proximity to the architectural feature exposed in 2002, it is 

possible the trash pit was disturbed during previous archaeological excavations. A field 

report does in fact document “scattered archaeological materials associated with… 

residential activities… found in a relatively intact stratigraphic sequence indicative of 

primary deposition” (Pantel 2002:5). 

The earlier TPQ in the lower levels, coupled with the MCD (Mean Ceramic Date) 

of 1856, suggest that Strata four and five were the only ones that remained undisturbed 

and represent an intact pre-abolition assemblage. For this reason, a detailed discussion 

and artifact analysis was only completed for the assemblage recovered from these lower 

levels which consisted of 3,017 artifacts.  

 

Table 6.1. Artifact count by stratigraphic 

levels for Locus 1 

Stratum Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 1 6,904 1935 

Stratum 2 447 1906 

Stratum 3 562 1905 

Stratum 4 2,749 1860 

Stratum 5 268 1840 

Total 10,930  

 



176 
 

Household Artifacts 

Artifacts belonging to the Household Group made up 57.4 percent of the total 

assemblage for Strata four and five in Locus 1, with a total artifact count of 1,731. The 

category was further divided among the subgroups of Kitchen, Medical, Sanitary, 

Furniture, and Ornament. Kitchen artifacts represented the largest subgroup with a total 

of 1,705 fragments (927 ceramics and 778 glass), which made up 56.5 percent of the total 

assemblage for Strata four and five. A Minimum Number of Vessels (MNV) assessment 

determined that these fragments belong to at least 133 vessels. 

Kitchen subgroup: Ceramics. 788 fragments of refined earthenware, porcelain, 

and stoneware were recovered from this location. They made up 85 percent of all 

household kitchen ceramics and included pearlware, porcelain, stoneware, and 

whiteware. Table 6.2 shows the sherd count for each ware type, as well as the decoration 

distribution, also by ware type. The most abundant were undecorated sherds and dipped 

decorated sherds. This is not to say that the majority of vessels were undecorated as many 

of the undecorated sherds could belong to decorated vessels. For this reason, an MNV 

estimation was conducted to assess the vessel decoration distribution, as well as the 

distribution of vessel forms. 

 

Table 6.2. Refined earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware  

sherd decoration distribution by ware type. 
 Dipped Edged Sponged Hand-

painted 

Transfer

-printed 

Molded Undecorated Other Total 

Pearlware 56 - - 1 5 - 45 - 107 

Porcelain - - - - - 8 57 2 67 

Stoneware - - - - - - - 11 11 

Whiteware 65 45 28 76 7 13 369 - 603 

Total 120 45 28 77 12 21 473 13 788 
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The MNV count was completed by quantifying individual rim sherds with distinct 

ware, decoration, and form. Body and base sherds were only considered when decoration 

or form was remarkably different from all rim sherds. Out of the 788 sherds of refined 

earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware, the MNV count determined that at least 94 

vessels were present in the assemblage. Vessel ware type distribution was as follows: 64 

whiteware, 19 pearlware, ten porcelain, and one stoneware (Figure 6.1). 72 of the vessels 

were decorated while 17 were undecorated or at least no decoration was present on the 

rim. Nineteen of the vessels had dipped decoration, 16 were hand-painted, 12 were 

edged, nine were sponged, nine were molded, and seven were transfer-printed (see 

Appendix C). 

 
Figure 6.1. Vessel ware type distribution for Locus 1.  

 

 

Vessel form was also determined when possible. If a definite form could not be 

identified, the vessel was labeled as hollowware, flatware, or indeterminate. Out of the 94 

vessels, 43 were classified as hollowware, 41 as flatware, and ten could not be 

21%

11%

1%
67%

Pearlware

Unidentified Porcelain

Unidentified Stoneware

Whiteware
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categorized. A more detailed breakdown of the forms present in the assemblage is shown 

in Table 6.3. The table includes the vessel count for each form/object by ware type (Table 

6.3a) and by decoration type (Table 6.3b). 

 

Table 6.3. Refined earthenware, stoneware  

and porcelain vessels from Locus 1. 

Table 6.3a 

Ware Type Form/Object 

Pearlware 

Total = 19 

Bowl (1) 

Unidentified Flatware (5) 

Unidentified Hollowware (8) 

Indeterminate form (1) 

Knob (1) 

Lid (1) 

Pitcher (1) 

Plate (1) 

Whiteware 

Total = 64 

 

Bowl (3) 

Unidentified Flatware (11) 

Unidentified Hollowware (25) 

Indeterminate form (7) 

Dinner Plate (4) 

Muffin Plate (1) 

Twiffler Plate (3) 

Platter/Dish (4) 

Teaware (6) 

Porcelain 

Total = 10 

Unidentified Flatware (1) 

Indeterminate form (1) 

Plate (3) 

Teaware (5) 

Stoneware Bottle (1) 

Table 6.3b 

Decoration Form/Object 

Dipped 

Total = 19 

Bowl (2) 

Hollowware (14) 

Pitcher (1) 

Indeterminate form (2) 

Edged 

Total = 12 

Flatware (3) 

Plate (7) 

Platter/Dish (2) 
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Table 6.3b (continued) 

Decoration Form/Object 

Sponged 

Total = 9 

Bowl (1) 

Hollowware (7) 

Teacup (1) 

Hand-painted 

Total = 18 

Bowl (1) 

Hollowware (9) 

Flatware (2) 

Saucer (4) 

Indeterminate form (2) 

Transfer-print 

Total = 7 

Flatware (2) 

Plate (1) 

Hollowware (2) 

Indeterminate form (2) 

Decal Overglaze 

Total = 2 

Flatware (1) 

Saucer (1) 

Molded  

Total = 9 

Flatware (2) 

Platter/Dish (1) 

Teaware (5) 

Indeterminate form (1) 

Indeterminate/ 

Undecorated  

Total = 17 

Flatware (7) 

Plate (4) 

Platter/Dish (1) 

Hollowware (1) 

Lid (1) 

Indeterminate form (3) 

Note: Top table (6.3a) provides vessel count for each form/object by 

ware while bottom table (6.3b) provides count by decoration type. 

Table 6.3b excludes stoneware. 

 

 

 

Most of the undecorated vessels belonged to the flatware category (n=12). 

According to George Miller, undecorated plates and flatware were among the cheapest 

vessels available during the nineteenth century (1980, 1991). Because of their low cost, 

these were sometimes supplied by the administration to the enslaved workers in other 

plantation contexts. In some cases, these have been found with personalized markings 

(Wilkie and Farnsworth 2005:254). At La Esperanza, one flatware base sherd had the 
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letters “MA” scratched onto its footring. It is possible this plate was assigned to an 

individual and was marked by either the administrator or the person who used it. 

One hundred and thirty-nine fragments of coarse earthenware were also recovered 

from this location and made-up 15 percent of all household kitchen ceramics. These 

included Spanish wares (bizcocho, olive jar and Spanish storage jars), wares of unknown 

origin (red bodied with lead glaze and unglazed redware), and low fired earthenwares of 

possible local manufacture. The MNV count indicated that at least 19 vessels were 

present in the assemblage. Figure 6.2 provides a vessel count per earthenware type.  

 

 
Figure 6.2. Coarse earthenware vessels from Locus 1 distributed by ware type. 

 

 

Out of the 19 vessels, at least five were of Spanish manufacture. The first one was 

a bizcocho hollowware vessel and the other four vessels were two Late Style olive jars, or 

botijuelas, and two generic storage jars made with olive jar paste. According to the 

Florida museum website, olive jars were the universal storage and shipping containers in 

the Spanish American colonies (Florida Museum of Natural History 2018). 
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Eight of the 19 coarse earthenware vessels were red-bodied ceramics. Seven were 

lead-glazed (five single-glazed and three double-glazed) and one was unglazed. This 

ware type is inexpensive and of mainly utilitarian function, particularly those that were 

single-glazed (Chenoweth and Janowitz 2016:52). All but one were classified as 

hollowware and three had signs of charring, indicating that they were used as cooking 

vessels. At least one of the lead-glazed fragments was of very thick paste and most likely 

a storage vessel. The remaining vessel also had charring but was a flat based cooking 

container (possibly a pan). 

Thirty-four fragments are of unknown coarse earthenware and could be of local 

manufacture (more detailed analysis is required to determine manufacturing source). 

MNV count indicated that at least five vessels were represented in the assemblage. Three 

are hand-built, unglazed, and low-fired pottery of hollowware form. Paste is black and 

gritty with quartz inclusions; the surface is smooth and can range from light brown to red. 

One is decorated with a single row of impressed sideways chevrons (< ) below the rim. 

Another vessel has a decorated rim with horizontal indentations that create a band of 

ridges or notches (Figure 6.3). Two hand-molded pedestaled bases were also among the 

fragments and could belong to these decorated fragments. The third vessel is a wide 

mouth pot, or Olla, with a globular body (although exact shape cannot be determined) 

and a short upright rim/neck. It is worth mentioning that an additional body sherd has an 

incised line on the interior surface and since it could belong to any one of these vessels it 

was not included in the MNV. The remaining two vessels are of an unidentified, unglazed 

coarse earthenware of grittier paste and rough surface. One is of hollowware form and is 

charred; the other is of indeterminate form.  
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Figure 6.3. Two decorated, hand-built, unglazed, low-fired vessels from Locus 1. 

 

The ceramic assemblage of Locus 1 provided a Mean Ceramic Date (MCD) of 

1859. Only vessels with known production dates were used (87 out of the 94 vessels) and 

those that lacked an end production date (e.g., undecorated whiteware and decal-

overglaze porcelain) were given the site terminus date of 1970. This corresponds with the 

closure of the Hacienda as a subsidiary farm and its transition into a Natural Reserve.  

Kitchen subgroup: Glass. As previously detailed, Kitchen artifacts also included 

glass. Seven hundred and eighty-eight glass fragments were recovered and made up 45.3 

percent of the household artifacts and 26.1 percent of the entire assemblage for the 

location. MNV count determined that these fragments belong to at least 20 vessels: 17 

bottles, one tumbler, and one footed candy dish with lid.  
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Fragments of olive-green bottle glass (dark olive-green, light olive-green, and 

amber olive-green) were the most common glass fragments, making up 58.8 percent of 

all kitchen glass. Taking into consideration complete bases and base sherds, at least 11 

bottles of olive-green glass were present in the assemblage, ten of which were alcoholic 

beverage-related bottles: six spirits/liquor bottles, two case bottles (one with embossing, -

HER-), one wine bottle, and one champagne bottle. Fragments with identifiable signs of 

manufacturing techniques indicated that one bottle was free blown and six were mold 

blown (three used dip molds). These containers were, most likely, reused continuously 

for water or other beverages. Once broken, some of the fragments were utilized as cutting 

tools, as some of the broken sherds had indications of use wear. Furthermore, a large base 

fragment showed signs of possible knapping (Figure 6.4).  

The practice of glass-knapping and recycling glass objects has been recorded in 

contexts of low-income groups and enslaved and freed people of African descent 

(Singleton and Souza 2009:457). Used glass artifacts have been documented in slavery 

contexts in the American South, the Mid-Atlantic and the Caribbean (Ahlman et al. 2014; 

Armstrong 1998; Boiling 2005; Farnsworth 1999; Kidd 2006; Singleton 2015; Wilkie 

1996). Per Ahlman et al. (2014:2), although “glass tools have been widely recovered 

from slave contexts, they are infrequent when compared to other artifact categories and, 

for this reason, their role in the social and economic activities of enslaved people is 

poorly understood”. The authors believe these tools provided an opportunity to produce 

and repair different household goods for either personal consumption or to sell in the 

local markets. 
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Figure 6.4. Fragments of bottles of olive-green glass. Base at the top shows signs of 

possible knapping.  

 

 

The remaining olive-green bottle was squared with beveled panels, a shape often 

associated with pickles or condiments. Other food-related containers included another 

square bottle with beveled edges but in colorless glass (with amethyst tint) and a green 

paneled bottle with rounded concave corners (a shape usually used for capers or other 

condiments). Three additional bottles were in the assemblage but not enough was present 

to determine shape or function (two green aqua round bottles, one emerald green round 

bottle, and one dark aqua square bottle). Colorless bottles with an amethyst tint are the 

result of using manganese as a decoloring agent. This practice was popularized in the 

production of specific containers after 1870 but was being employed throughout the 

nineteenth century (Lockhart 2016). 

Two vessels correspond to the glass tableware category. One is a mouth-blown 

molded tumbler with a ribbed pattern and the other is a pressed glass, footed sugar/candy 
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dish with a lid. The latter was classified based on form but could have had a different 

function, for storing trinkets for example, in which case it could go in the Ornament 

subgroup. One final fragment with ovoid-shaped ribbing was also present but it could not 

be determined if it belonged to a condiment bottle or glass tableware. 

Sanitary, Medical, Furniture, and Ornament subgroups. Artifacts of the Sanitary 

subgroup consisted of nine refined earthenware fragments belonging to four chamber 

pots. Two of the chamber pots were slip-decorated pearlware with banded patterns. The 

third was a whiteware undecorated pot. The fourth was a hand-painted whiteware vessel 

with a floral pattern (red flower, green leaves, and black stem) and a decorated handle. 

The Medical subgroup consisted of 6 fragments (four glass, two ceramic) belonging to 

one aqua-colored glass medicine bottle with an applied and tooled flared lip 

(prescription-shaped finish) and one green and white tin glaze ointment pot. The 

Furniture subgroup included seven fragments of mirror glass and one brass furniture tack. 

The Ornament subgroup included one porcelain figurine fragment. Because this category 

represents the most expensive objects, and given the low economic status of the enslaved 

workers, it is not surprising that very few objects were present from this category. 

Personal artifacts 

Fifty-seven artifacts belonging to the Personal group were recovered from this 

location, accounting for 1.9 percent of the whole assemblage. These artifacts included 23 

buttons/clothing items, six glass beads, 11 smoking pipe fragments, three coins, 

fragments from two specialty bottles (most likely perfume or cologne bottles) (Figure 
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6.5), two comb fragments, one token, one clay marble, one decorated bone handle, and 

one pink glass jewel. Buttons, beads and smoking pipe fragments were the most common. 

 

 
Figure 6.5. Perfume or cologne bottles from Locus 1. 

Both were mouth-blown into bottom-cup molds. 

 
 

Twenty buttons were recovered. Ten were cut and carved made of bone, seven 

were white porcelain Prosser buttons, two were glass, and one metal. Other clothing 

items included three metal fasteners (wire hook and eye). Glass beads included three dark 

green (black glass) wound beads, one blue drawn bead, one yellow wound bead, and one 

black wound bead (found in the micro-artifacts). 

Personal artifacts also included 11 smoking pipe fragments, seven made of a buff 

or light brown paste, three with dark brown paste and one with white paste. At least five 

individual smoking pipes were identified, three of which were decorated. The first was a 

molded pipe bowl fragment with a scroll pattern. The other two were low-fired, 

handmade clay pipes with incised linear decorations (Figure 6.6). Similar pipes have been 
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found in maroon and slavery contexts in Cuba, Brazil and the Dominican Republic 

(Singleton and Souza 2009; Weik 2004). 

 

 
Figure 6.6. Decorated, low-fired, handmade clay pipes with incised linear decorations. 

 

Three copper alloy coins and one token were retrieved from the location. 

Although years were not legible on any of the coins, a Spanish royal crest (House of 

Bourbon crest on a fleur-de-lis cross) was visible on one of the coins, and the faint 

silhouette of Isabel II was discernable on another. Since all coins measured and weighed 

about the same, all three were identified as 2 Maravedis. The coins with identifiable 

features can be dated to 1833-1858 according to an online coin database 

(www.coindatabase.com). The token had no marks.  

Food Related (Faunal Remains) 

One-thousand one-hundred and eight food-related fragments were recovered from 

this location, accounting for 36.7 percent of the assemblage. Of said fragments, 822 were 
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bone fragments and 286 were shellfish. Bone remains were sorted by class (bird, fish, 

mammal, or reptile), no further classification was conducted. The results for this primary 

classification were as follows: 26 bird fragments, 236 fish fragments, 521 mammal 

fragments, 37 reptile fragments (all turtle), and two indeterminate bone fragments.  

The shell was classified by the Environmental Archaeology Laboratory of the 

University of Puerto Rico. The initial classification was done by students with final 

validation given by Dr. Isabel Rivera-Collazo. Individual fragments were identified by 

taxa and Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI) was obtained through the identification 

of non-repetitive elements (NRE) of mollusk species. Out of the 286 fragments that were 

recovered from this location, 24 individual taxa were distinguished, nine of which were 

identified to the species level. The classification also determined that a minimum of 44 

individuals (MNI) were present in the assemblage. Table 6.4 contains the MNI and 

individual fragment count for most taxon present in the sample.  

 

Table 6.4. Fragment count and minimum 

number of individuals (MNI)  

by taxa for Locus 1. 

Taxa MNI Fragments 

Alcadia striata 1 1 

Anomalocardia sp. 1 2 

Chama sp. 1 3 

Chiton sp. 1 3 

Chlamys sp. 1 1 

Cittarium pica 9 83 

Codakia sp. 8 52 

Columbela sp. 1 1 

Conus sp. 1 2 

Cypraecassis sp. 1 1 

Cypraecassis testiculus 1 1 
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Table 6.4 (continued) 

Taxa MNI Fragments 

Fissurella barbadensis 1 1 

Fissurella nodosa 1 1 

Fissurella sp. 1 19 

Mancinella sp. 1 1 

Nerita sp. 1 2 

Nerita tessellata 5 6 

Phacoides sp. 1 1 

Pleurodonte caracolla 2 25 

Strombus sp. 1 3 

Tagelus sp. 1 4 

Tectarius muricatus 1 3 

Thais deltoidea 2 2 

No id. 0 40 

 

 

The most common were Cittarium pica, Codakia sp., Pleurodonte caracolla, 

Fissurella sp., and Nerita tessellate. Three of the five most recurrent types are found on 

rocky shores (Cittarium pica, Fissurella sp., and Nerita tessellate). Codakia sp. can be 

found on sandy shores, seagrass beds, mangroves, and estuaries. These species could 

have all been collected from the shore’s edge. Pleurodonte caracolla, however, is a tree-

dwelling, land snail from forest habitats. Overall, half of the present shellfish species can 

be found on rocky shores while the remaining species can be obtained from mangroves, 

estuaries, rivers, reefs, and sandy beaches. Figure 6.7 shows the distribution of how each 

environment was represented in the sample. Twenty-two fragments of unidentified crab 

were also present in the assemblage. 
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Figure 6.7. Environments represented by mollusk taxa. 

 

Architectural 

 Although no records exist on the structure that housed the enslaved workers, a 

court document mentions that they were locked at night in their “barracks.” One of the 

purposes of this research was to find the exact location of this barrack structure but no in 

situ structural remains were located. Instead, the assemblage included a significant 

amount of architectural rubble: brick (that was not quantified or weighed), nails, 

limestone mortar, and some (very limited) window glass. The vast majority of these 

materials were recovered from the higher levels, so for this reason I will include the 

artifacts recovered from all levels in this group category. 
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Five-hundred and forty-eight artifacts from the architectural group were recovered 

from units 1 and 4: 274 nails (complete and almost complete), 187 nail fragments 

(headless shanks), 13 wood screws, 74 pieces of window glass (including a diamond-

shaped window pane), and 1,092.5 grams of limestone mortar. Out of the 461 nails and 

nail fragments, 46 were hand-wrought, 60 were machine-cut with handmade heads, 14 

were machine cut with machine-made heads, 230 were machine-cut with no identifiable 

heads, 54 were wire-cut, and 57 were unidentifiable (too corroded). Of the identifiable 

nail fragments, 11.4 percent are hand-wrought nails, 75.2 percent are machine-cut nails, 

and 13.4 percent are wire-cut nails. 

According to William Hampton Adams (2002), structures constructed from 1830 

to 1860 were built using machine-cut nails. Although he states that hand-wrought nails 

and hand-headed cut nails became outdated after 1830, he explains that the continuation 

of these older technologies during the mid-nineteenth century could be due to isolation, 

transportation costs, conservatism, or outdated suppliers (British manufacturers lagged on 

nail manufacturing technologies). Given the history of the site, this would mean that the 

slave barracks of La Esperanza were built by Fernando Fernandez when he first acquired 

the property, or that the structure was built using older technology. Knowing Spain’s 

tendency to under-supply its remaining Caribbean colonies, I imagine the latter to be 

more likely. Furthermore, the presence of wire nails also indicates that the structure was 

still in use after the 1890’s and underwent repairs. This is assuming the nails were 

obtained from American suppliers as French and British manufacturers had different 

technological chronologies. 
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Other Groups 

 Other artifacts that are worth mentioning were: one human molar, one buff-bodied 

stoneware ink master bottle (object a in Figure 6.8), one flint strike-a-light, and one iron, 

heart-shaped, padlock with brass keyhole cover (object b in Figure 6.8). Artifacts that 

could not be attributed to a group were classified as Indeterminate. These included an 

unglazed red-bodied conical lid and a porcelain hollowware vessel. 

 

 
Figure 6.8- Stoneware ink master bottle and iron padlock from Locus 1.  

 

Micro-Artifacts 

The samples for the size-specific (3.175 mm to 6.3 mm) micro-artifact analysis 

from Locus 1 were obtained from Unit 4. Because they were collected from the arbitrary 

excavation levels, their labeling does not match the natural stratigraphy sequence 

classification for the location. Furthermore, the stratigraphy sequence for the location was 

labeled taking into account both units (1 and 4) and not all layers from Unit 1 were 

present in Unit 4. Samples 1 and 2 correspond to Stratum one (Strata two and three were 
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missing from Unit 4), Sample 3 corresponds to Stratum four (beginning of undisturbed 

layers), and Sample 4 corresponds to Stratum five. 

All samples contained a high percentage of man-made content that decreased with 

depth (from 1118.78g to 454.35g). The micro-artifact content was dominated by brick, 

metal, bone, and glass, in varying quantities (Table 6.5) Although the same categories of 

materials were present in all samples, two trends in their distributions were noted. 

Architectural-related materials (brick and metal) were higher in the upper levels, while 

food and household related materials (bone, shell, ceramic, and charcoal) peaked in 

Sample 3. The higher concentration of these materials suggests that the stratum (Stratum 

4) was deposited while the location and the structure were occupied. The lower 

concentrations of food and ceramic in Sample 2, with a higher concentration of glass and 

slag, could suggest an extended, less intensive use of the structure. The higher content of 

building material in Samples 1 and 2 possibly reflects the destruction of the building and 

the disturbance of the trash pit. The low content in the last sample, Sample 4, resembles 

the macro-artifact tendency seen for Stratum five (see Table 6.1). This last stratum sits 

right on top of the bedrock and represents the original soil deposits, prior to the 

occupation of the site. 

 

Table 6.5. Micro-artifact distribution by material for Locus 1. 

Material Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 4 

Brick 134.34 235 218.16 180.57 

Metal 947.54 573.29 240.02 200.19 

Mortar 2.55 4.49 12.04 3.03 

Bone 11.18 45.26 90.48 41.36 

Shell 2.24 5.77 7.52 5.12 

Seeds 0.05 0.1 0.12 0.87 

Ceramic 3.02 7.57 8.46 3.89 
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Table 6.5 (continued) 

Material Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 4 

Glass 10.16 21.11 17.28 13.41 

Charcoal 3.69 10.78 14.66 3.6 

Slag 3.48 7.28 5.63 2.11 

Buttons 0.53 0.07 0.22 0 

Sample total 

weight  1118.78 910.72 614.59 454.35 

Note: Weight is in grams 

 

 

 

Geoarchaeological Analysis 

Samples for the geoarchaeological analyses were collected from the exposed 

profiles of excavation Unit 1. Therefore, the numeration of the samples corresponds with 

the unit’s stratification sequence (Sample 1 corresponds to Stratum one, Sample 2 to 

Stratum two, etc.). The results discussed in this section include Phosphates (P), Magnetic 

Susceptibility, and organic matter content (OM) as determined by loss on ignition, which 

will be discussed by individual stratum. Physical descriptions of the strata will also be 

considered and can be reviewed in Figure 5.11. The results revealed the stratigraphy for 

this location demonstrates a sequence of intentional deposits that are characteristic of a 

trash pit or midden. 

 

Table 6.6. Test results for Organic Matter content (OM) 

and Phosphate analysis. 

OM content as determined by Loss on Ignition 

Sample Starting 

Weight 

End 

Weight 

Weight 

Difference 

Percentage 

1 22.668 21.594 1.074 4.74% 

2 21.467 20.271 1.196 5.57% 

3 21.881 20.604 1.277 6.20% 

4 21.826 20.499 1.327 6.08% 

5 21.468 20.249 1.219 5.68% 
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Table 6.6 (continued) 

Phosphates 

Sample 0-3 

1 3 

2 2 

3 3 

4 3 

5 3 

Note: Weight for the OM content was measured in grams. Results for 

the Phosphate test measured the presence of phosphorous with 0 

meaning no presence, and 3 meaning high presence 

. 

 

 
Figure 6.9. Magnetic Susceptibility results for Unit 1. Spikes represent magnetized soils 

that have been altered or enhanced by anthropogenic activities. 

 

 

Stratum five represents the original stratigraphic deposit of the location as it lies 

right on top of the bedrock and is characterized by limestone decomposition. The low 

fractional conversion of the magnetic susceptibility indicates this stratum was not 

affected by fire (see sample 5 in Table 6.9). The high organic content (5.68%) however, 

suggests the stratigraphy could have been artificially modified through the incorporation 

of perishable refuse. This also explains the high phosphate content (3). However, given 
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the results from layer four and the thinness of this same layer, which will be discussed 

shortly, the organic and phosphate content in Stratum five could be the result of leaching 

from upper layers. 

 Stratum four was a mottled layer with a high level of OM (6.08%) and a high 

phosphate reaction (3). The OM content suggests this layer was altered by intense 

perishable, organic refuse deposition (plant and animal remains). This layer also had a 

high concentration of non-perishable artifacts and denoted the beginning of the 

depositional activities of the trash pit. Datable artifacts suggest the depositional activity 

began during the mid-nineteenth century. The magnetic susceptibility reading for this 

sample, as observed by the fractional conversion, was slightly elevated and suggests 

some enhancement. This could be interpreted as a low-level fire having affected the layer 

or as a side-effect of bacterial activity during the decomposition of the OM. 

 Stratum three had the highest level of OM (6.20%) and a high phosphate reaction 

(3) suggesting this layer was altered by severely intense deposition of organic refuse. 

This layer also had the highest concentration of non-perishable materials that dated from 

the mid-nineteenth to the early-twentieth century. The datable artifacts suggest a time 

frame for when the trash pit was in use but the presence of mixed materials and the lack 

of an apparent stratigraphic sequence suggest the trash pit was disturbed. This is also 

supported by the sharp boundary between Strata three and four which indicates the 

deposit was disturbed beyond this layer. The magnetic susceptibility reading for this 

sample was lower than in Stratum four but still slightly elevated and suggests some level 

of enhancement, possibly from bacterial activity during the disintegration of OM. 
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 Stratum two was a gravel lens made of limestone and brick fragments with a high 

level of OM (5.57%) and a moderate phosphate reaction (2). This stratum also contains 

large building rubble fragments. The drop in OM and phosphate content suggest this 

layer was deposited after the trash pit was no longer in use but still suggests some 

enhancement and alteration from anthropogenic activities. Although non-perishable 

artifacts were still present in the layer, they were most likely the result of secondary 

deposition. The magnetic susceptibility readings for this sample were very elevated and 

suggested enhancement by anthropogenic activities. These results indicate this layer was 

exposed to fire or to high levels of bacteria. As the artifacts recovered from the stratum 

were not charred or blackened, it is likely this spike is due to the incorporation of bacteria 

into the soil. The source of the bacteria should be looked at in more detail. 

 Stratum one is the mature soil forming over Stratum two as suggested by the 

organic content (4.74%). The layer has a high concentration of building rubble (brick, 

mortar, and iron), indicates a structure was torn down near this location. High phosphate 

content and high magnetic susceptibility readings indicate human activity altered the 

layer although the nature of this activity is unknown. Similar to Stratum two, artifacts do 

not show signs of charring which could indicate the high magnetic susceptibility reading 

is due to the incorporation of bacteria. High levels of bacteria would also explain the high 

phosphate reaction content. Artifacts could be in a secondary deposition. 

Interpretation 

The high density of household artifacts and food-related refuse, coupled with the 

results from the geoarchaeological analyses, indicate that this was a trash pit associated 

with a domestic structure. The predominance of inexpensive ceramics, low incidence of 
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glass tableware and the repurposing of broken glass bottles indicate that the inhabitants of 

the structure were of low economic status. Furthermore, since glass-knapping and 

recycled glass tools have been primarily found in contexts associated with the enslaved, 

rather than with planter or administrative contexts elsewhere, it is likely that this structure 

housed enslaved workers. The presence of low-fired, incised, smoking pipes could also 

be an indication of this, as these have been found in contexts associated with runaway 

slaves. 

Nail technology suggests the structure was constructed during the mid-nineteenth 

century. This date of habitation coincides with the MCD (1855) and the coins of Isabella 

II. The presence of wire nails indicate that the structure was in existence after 1890. This 

is confirmed by the upper disturbed layers which include machine-made glass bottles. 

The assemblage from the upper levels, however, lacks early-twentieth century ceramics. 

It would seem that whoever inhabited the structure at the turn of the century and in the 

early-twentieth century kept the old ceramics but incorporated new glass bottles. This is 

replicated in the micro-artifact assemblage where glass is highest in level 2, rather than in 

level 3. 

 

Locus 2 

Excavations in Locus 2 were meant to examine a possible brick floor or squared 

foundation that measured 2 x 2 meters (according to the GPR study). As detailed in the 

previous chapter, Unit 2 was placed in this location and exposed a layer of brick and 

limestone mortar rubble between Strata three and four. Artifact content entailed a small 
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quantity of highly fragmented material. The size and location of the feature could indicate 

that it consisted of a “mud step” or brick rubble landing into an architectural structure. 

Macro-Artifacts 

Total macro-artifact count for the location was 228 artifacts (brick fragments were 

not collected or counted). Artifact counts distributed by stratum are presented below in 

Table 6.7. The Table also includes the TPQ for each stratum. 

 

Table 6.7. Artifact count by stratigraphic 

levels for Locus 2 

Stratum 
Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 1 85 1905 

Stratum 2 105 1907 

Stratum 3 13 1825 

Stratum 4 22 1850 

Stratum 5 5 No date 

Total 230  

 

Household Artifacts 

Artifacts belonging to the Household Group made up 66.5 percent of the total 

assemblage from Locus 2, with a total artifact count of 153. The category was not further 

divided into subgroups since only kitchen glass and ceramics were recovered (52 

ceramics and 101 glass). As shown in Table 6.7, most artifacts were recovered from the 

first two levels which have a TPQ of 1907.  

Kitchen subgroup: Ceramics. Out of the ceramic fragments, three are coarse 

earthenware, and the other 49 consist of pearlware (1), porcelain (2), stoneware (2), and 

whiteware (44). Table 6.8 shows the sherd count for each ware type, as well as the 
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decoration distribution by ware type. All but one of the whiteware fragments were found 

above the brick layer, along with the porcelain. The single pearlware fragment and two 

stoneware sherds were found below the layer.  

 

Table 6.8. Refined earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware 

sherd decoration distribution by ware type. 

 Slip 

Wares 

Edged Sponged Hand-

painted 

Transfer-print Indeterminate

/Undecorated 

Other Total 

Pearlware - - - - - 1 - 1 

Porcelain - - - - - 2 - 2 

Stoneware - - - - - - 2 2 

Whiteware 3 1 2 2 4 32 - 44 

Total 3 1 2 2 4 35 2 49 

 

Because of the high level of fragmentation of the material, it was not feasible to 

determine vessel form. As a result, more than three-quarters of the fragments (79.6 

percent) were classified as being of indeterminate form. The remaining fragments were 

14.3 percent hollowware and 6.1 percent flatware. 

Coarse earthenware consists of only three fragments: one red-bodied lead glaze 

sherd from the upper levels, and two generic storage jar fragments made with olive jar 

paste from the lower levels below the brick.  

Kitchen subgroup: Glass. One-hundred and one glass fragments were recovered 

and made up 44.3 percent of the entire assemblage for the location. Amber (15), amber 

olive (2), aqua (29), dark olive green (5), light olive green (21), cobalt blue (2), colorless 

(16), and green (11) glass are present. Because of the high fragmentation, bottle form and 

manufacturing techniques were difficult to identify. Sherds with distinguishable features 

associated with the manufacturing process signaled that at least one light olive green 
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paneled bottled, one dark olive-green mouth-blown bottle, and one amber machine mold-

blown bottle were present, all from the upper levels. Glass fragments below the brick 

layer (3) were all olive-green without identifiable features.  

Personal artifacts 

Only four artifacts belonging to the Personal group were recovered from this 

location and they consisted of three button fragments and one glass wound bead. Two of 

the button fragments were found in the upper levels. One was a white porcelain stud 

button and the other a one-piece, cut and carved button made of bone (tire-shaped rim 

with five eyes). The other button fragment and the bead were found in the micro-artifact 

sample from Stratum four. The button was made of molded glass and had a pyramidal 

shape. 

Food Related (Faunal Remains) 

Twenty-one food-related fragments were recovered from this location, accounting 

for 9.13 percent of the assemblage. Of these fragments, eight were bones and 13 were 

shells. Bone remains were sorted by class (bird, fish, mammal, or reptile) and no further 

classification was conducted. The results for this primary classification were seven 

mammal fragments and one indeterminate bone fragment. All fragments except one were 

found above the brick layer.  

Because of the fragmentation, an MNI could not be determined from the shell 

sample. From the 13 fragments recovered from the location, three taxa were 

distinguished, two of which were identified to species level: Oliva sp. (2), Cittarium pica 

(3), and Alcadia striata (2). Cittarium pica can be found on rocky shores and Oliva sp. on 
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mangroves and sandy beaches, while Alcadia striata is a land snail. Five fragments could 

not be identified. 

Architectural 

 Seventeen artifacts from the architectural group were recovered from Unit 2: 12 

nails (complete and almost complete), four nail fragments (headless shanks), one wood 

screw, and 45.2 grams of limestone mortar. Of the 16 nail and nail fragments, one was 

machine-cut with machine-made head, 14 were machine-cut with no identifiable heads, 

and one was wire (from Stratum one). If there was, in fact, a structure in this location, 

given the low incidence of nails, it was likely a small structure. Another possibility would 

be that the structure was not of frame construction or used wooden pegs. 

Micro-Artifacts 

The samples for the size-specific micro-artifact analysis from Locus 2 were 

collected from the arbitrary excavation levels. For this reason, their labeling does not 

match the natural stratigraphy sequence classification for Unit 2. Sample 1 corresponds to 

Stratum one, Samples 2 and 3 correspond to Stratum two, Sample 4 corresponds to 

Stratum three (which was only present in the northwest quadrant), Sample 5 corresponds 

to Stratum four, and Sample 6 corresponds to Stratum five (which was only excavated in 

the Southwest quadrant). The layer of brick and limestone mortar rubble was encountered 

on Stratum four. 

Although all samples had some degree of man-made content, quantities remained 

relatively low, especially when compared to Locus 1. Micro-artifact content for this 

location was dominated by brick and metal (Table 6.9). The peak level for the differing 
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categories varied through the stratigraphy. Sample 1 had the highest concentration of 

ceramic and glass. Sample 2 had the most brick, metal, shell, charcoal, and slag. Sample 

4, which contained the brick layer, had peak concentrations of mortar, bone, seeds, beads, 

and button fragments. Beads and button fragments were completely missing from other 

levels. The bottom level, level five, had very few micro-artifacts. The low incidence of 

both macro- and micro- artifacts indicates that the surface was kept clean and that all 

debris and trash was constantly swept away. If the feature was a mud step as suggested, it 

would make sense that the entrance of the structure would be kept clean and clear of 

debris. 

 

Table 6.9. Micro-artifact distribution by material for Locus 2. 

Material Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 4 Sample 5 

Brick 162.13 398.49 40.43 270.17 7.27 

Metal 13.14 39.27 3.79 26.01 0 

Mortar 0.35 4.68 1.13 5.2 0.25 

Bone 0.31 0.46 0.09 4.76 0 

Shell 3.13 4.51 0.67 1.66 0 

Seeds 0 0.33 0.01 0.64 0 

Ceramic 0.29 0.1 0.05 0.19 0.07 

Glass 3.5 3 0.17 1.07 0.05 

Charcoal 0.15 1.26 0.2 0.81 0.03 

Slag 0.52 2.12 0.33 1.79 0.01 

Beads 0 0 0 0.16 0 

Buttons 0 0 0 0.24 0 

Total sample 

weight 183.52 454.22 46.87 312.7 7.68 

Note: Weight in grams 
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Interpretation 

 Walkways made of crushed brick and limestone have been documented within the 

central plaza of Hacienda La Esperanza. The layer of rubble encountered in Unit 2 could 

correspond to a section of one of these walkways that enabled passage across muddy 

areas. The low quantity of deposited artifacts and the level of material fragmentation 

could correspond to the deposition and trampling processes associated with heavily 

transited areas (Schiffer 1987:126-129). Previous excavations also documented brick 

patches that were interpreted as “episodes of dumping or scattering historic bricks to 

possibly fill-in topographic low spots which would tend to become mud-holes during 

heavy rains” (Pantel 2002:5). This process would explain the localized concentration of 

brick.  

 An alternative interpretation of the feature that takes into consideration the 

dimensions shown by the GPR analysis and the property map of 1872, which places a 

structure at this location, could be that it was a brick and limestone mud step or landing. 

A rubble landing at the entrance of an architectural structure would also represent a 

heavily transited area with few deposited materials, and those present, fractured by 

trampling. If this interpretation is correct, then given the lack of additional architectural 

remains detected by the GPR and the low density of nails found during the excavation, it 

is plausible that the structure at this location consisted of a small wooden building or one 

built with other more perishable means. Nail technology (machine-cut nails) would allude 

to a construction between 1830 to 1860 (Adams 2002). Given the TPQ for Stratum four, 
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the rubble landing was in use after 1850. As for the function of the structure, the low 

density of domestic refuse suggests that it was not a domestic structure.  

 

Locus 3 

Excavations in Locus 3 were meant to examine a compacted dirt floor (according 

to the GPR study). As detailed in Chapter 5, Unit 3 was placed in this location and 

exposed an anthropic gravel layer. As in the second location, artifact content was a low 

quantity of highly fragmented material that was mostly restricted to the top of the gravel 

layer. Preliminary interpretations varied from a possible gravel road, a yard, or a plinth or 

footer. 

Macro-Artifacts 

Total macro-artifact count for the location was 69 artifacts. Artifact counts 

distributed by stratum are presented below in Table 6.10. The table also includes the TPQ 

for each stratum. Since some of the artifacts were not datable, the Table does not provide 

a TPQ for Strata two and four. 

 

Table 6.10. Artifact count by stratigraphic 

levels for Locus 3 

Stratum 
Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 1 4 1910 

Stratum 3 61 1885 

Stratum 4 1 No date 

Total 69 - 
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Household Artifacts 

Artifacts belonging to the Household Group made up 58 percent of the total 

assemblage from Locus 3, with a total artifact count of 40. The category was not further 

divided into subgroups since only kitchen glass and ceramics were recovered (13 

ceramics and 26 glass). A piece of a synthetic tablecloth was also found. 

Kitchen subgroup: Ceramic. The ceramic fragments, excluding the coarse 

earthenware, consisted of whiteware (5), undecorated porcelain (3), gray-bodied 

stoneware (2), and tin-glazed maiolica (1). Of the whiteware sherds, one is painted, one is 

slip decorated, and three are undecorated fragments. Because of the level of 

fragmentation of the material, it was difficult to determine vessel form. The two 

decorated whiteware sherds were classified as hollowware, along with the stoneware. The 

remaining fragments were classified as being of indeterminate form. The maiolica 

fragment had polychromatic, hand-painted decoration in a geometric pattern. This 

fragment was recovered from within the gravel and was not assigned a form.  

Coarse earthenware consisted of only two fragments, one from Stratum two and 

the other from Stratum three. The first was a red-bodied unglazed sherd and the second a 

red-bodied lead-glazed sherd.  

Kitchen subgroup: Glass. Twenty-six glass fragments were recovered and made 

up 37.7 percent of the entire assemblage for the location. Amber (1), aqua (3), colorless 

(11), dark olive-green (5), light olive-green (2), and green (4) glass are present. Because 

of high fragmentation, bottle form and manufacturing techniques were difficult to 

identify. Sherds with distinguishable manufacturing technique features signaled that at 
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least one light olive-green and one dark olive-green mouth-blown bottle was present. 

Also, one of the colorless fragments belonged to a pressed molded, unidentified object.  

Food Related (Faunal Remains) 

Seventeen food-related fragments were recovered from this location, accounting 

for 24.6 percent of the assemblage. Of these fragments, two were bone and 12 were shell. 

The two bone fragments were recovered from the gravel layer and were classified as 

belonging to a mammal.  

Out of the 15 fragments of shell that were recovered from this location, four 

individual taxa were distinguished, three of which were identified to the species level. 

The classification determined that a minimum of six individuals (MNI) were present in 

the assemblage. Table 6.11 contains the MNI and individual fragment count for each 

taxon present in the sample. Three of the individuals were Alcadia striata. Cittarium 

pica, Codakia sp, and Pleurodonte marginella were also present in the sample. Alcadia 

striata and Pleurodonte marginella are both land snails found in forests. As previously 

stated, Cittarium pica is found on rocky shores while Codakia sp is found on sandy 

shores, sea grass beds, mangroves, and estuaries. 

 

Table 6.11. Fragments and minimum number 

of individuals by taxa for Locus 3. 

Taxa MNI Fragments 

Cittarium pica 1 2 

Alcadia striata 3 6 

Codakia sp. 1 1 

Pleurodonte marginella 1 2 

No id. 0 4 
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Architectural 

 Five artifacts from the architectural group were recovered from Unit 3. These 

included three nails, one hand-wrought spike, and one window glass fragment. One of the 

nails is machine-cut and hand-headed, the second is machine-cut with unidentifiable 

head, and the third is wire cut. Two bolts were also obtained from this location. All 

artifacts, except the window glass, originated from Stratum three. 

Geoarchaeological Analysis 

 Samples for the geoarchaeological analyses were collected from the exposed 

profiles of excavation Unit 3. Therefore, the enumeration of the samples corresponds 

with the unit’s stratification sequence (Sample 1 corresponds to Stratum one, Sample 2 to 

Stratum two, etc.). The results discussed in this section include Phosphates (P), Magnetic 

Susceptibility, and organic matter content (OM) as determined by loss on ignition, which 

will be discussed by individual stratum (Table 6.12, Figure 6.10). Physical description of 

the strata will also be considered and can be reviewed in Figures 5.14 and 5.15. 

 
 

Table 6.12. Test results for Organic Matter content (OM) 

and Phosphate analysis. 

OM content as determined by Loss on Ignition 

Sample Starting 

Weight 

End Weight Weight 

Difference 

Percentage 

1 21.324 20.045 1.279 6% 

2 21.705 20.629 1.076 4.96% 

3 21.111 20.383 0.728 3.45% 

4 21.976 21.244 0.732 3.33% 

Phosphates 

Sample 0-3 

1 1 

2 2 
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Table 6.12 (continued) 

Phosphates 

Sample 0-3 

3 1 

4 2 

Note: Weight for the OM content was measured in grams. Results 

for the Phosphate test measured the presence of phosphorous with 

0 meaning no presence, and 3 meaning high presence. 
 

 

 
Figure 6.10. Magnetic Susceptibility results for Unit 3. Spikes represent magnetized soils 

that have been altered or enhanced by anthropogenic activities. The scale was determined 

to achieve an equal comparison between all samples. 

 

 

 The sample from Stratum four had the lowest level of OM (3.33%) which 

suggests the stratum was not subjected to pedogenic activity. This stratum most likely 

represents the original stratigraphic deposit of the location as it also lies right on top of 

the bedrock and is characterized by limestone decomposition. The sharp boundary 

between this stratum and Stratum three could indicate that the original soil was 

intentionally altered (upper horizons were removed) for the deposition of Stratum three. 

Also, the sample had a very low fractional conversion of the magnetic susceptibility 
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which indicates that the stratum was not subjected to fire or other artificial enhancement. 

However, the results also show that there was a moderate phosphate reaction (2) which 

might point to the presence of human activity. The specific types of phosphates should be 

further examined for more information on their source. 

 Stratum three is a 10-centimeter, compact layer of limestone gravel. Its color and 

composition suggest that the material was brought to the location from elsewhere. This 

sample had a low level of OM (3.45%) and low phosphate reaction (1) which suggest that 

no human activity with an accumulation of organic material occurred at this location. On 

the other hand, the compactness of the layer could point to the frequent use of the surface. 

The intentional leveling of the lower stratum could indicate that the layer was deposited 

to form a road or walkway. The magnetic susceptibility readings for this sample, as 

observed by the fractional conversion, were slightly higher than the strata immediately 

below and above. These results correspond to the presence of decomposing ferrous 

elements with no direct fire influence. 

 Stratum two was a mottled layer with a higher level of OM (4.95%) and a 

moderate phosphate reaction (2). It represents the beginning of soil formation over the 

abandoned walkway as the mottling could be the product of organic material 

accumulating and decomposing. This is supported by the OM level and phosphate 

reaction. The magnetic susceptibility readings for this sample, as observed by the 

fractional conversion, were slightly elevated. These results could be interpreted as a low-

level fire having affected the surface or as a side-effect of bacterial activity during the 

natural decomposition of the OM. 
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The sample from Stratum one had the highest level of organic content (6%), low 

phosphate reaction (1) and low magnetic susceptibility. These results suggest that 

Stratum one does not seem to have been altered by human activity and consists of mature 

soil formed over Stratum two. This also implies that its artifact content is in a secondary 

deposition. 

Interpretation  

As mentioned for Locus 2, limestone pathways have been documented within the 

central plaza of Hacienda La Esperanza. Previous excavations documented at least three 

of these pathways at the site, two of which were made of limestone. The first began near 

the kitchen, ran parallel to the main house and then bordered the house to the north and 

continued east. The second intersected this first pathway in front of the main house and 

extended to the southwest corner of the plaza. A third pathway made of crushed brick 

circled the house (Figure 6.11). 

 
Figure 6.11. Map depicting excavation Units 1 and 3, and the crushed brick and 

limestone pathways identified by Dr. Pantel during his excavations in 2001-2002. 

(Information was obtained from his field report on preliminary results) 
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The intentional leveling of Stratum four and the use of foreign limestone gravel 

for the fill material of Stratum three indicates that another limestone pathway existed at 

this location. The compactness of the layer, the low quantity of deposited artifacts, and 

the level of material fragmentation also correspond to qualities associated with heavily 

transited areas (Schiffer 1987:126-129). This path or road is located north of Locus 1. It 

is possible that the pathway was meant to provide access to the habitational structure 

associated with the trash pit. 

 

Locus 4 

Excavation units in Locus 4 aimed to examine a brick foundation partially 

excavated in 2002 by Dr. Agamemnon Pantel. This structure was confirmed as one of the 

buildings present on the 1872 property map and was identified as the kitchen. Unit 5 

examined a partition within the building while the other two units were placed west of the 

partition. As detailed in the previous chapter, the difference in artifact content on 

opposing sides of the partition, suggest that the room east of the wall was utilized for 

food processing and preparation, while the room on the west side were living quarters. 

No further excavations were conducted east of the wall.  

Macro-Artifacts 

Total macro-artifact count for the location was of 7,631 artifacts, with 2,867 

artifacts recovered from Unit 5, 1,653 artifacts from Unit 6, and 3,111 artifacts from Unit 

8. Tables 6.13, 6.14, and 6.15 show the artifact count and TPQ per stratum for each unit. 



213 
 

As seen in the tables, Strata one and two have a TPQ after the targeted time period for 

this dissertation and for this reason will be omitted from the artifact analysis. A detailed 

discussion will only be completed for the assemblage recovered from the lower levels 

(3,596 artifacts). 

 

Table 6.13. Artifact count by stratigraphic levels for Unit 5. 

Stratum Artifact count TPQ 

Stratum 1 295 1905 

Stratum 2 1,610 1905 

West of wall partition East of wall partition 

Stratum  Artifact 

count 

TPQ Stratum  Artifact 

count 

TPQ 

Stratum 3 640 1861 Stratum 5 234 1850 

Stratum 4 86 1815 Stratum 6 2 No date 

Total 2,867 

 

Table 6.14. Artifact count by stratigraphic levels 

for Unit 6. 

Stratum Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 1 330 1940 

Stratum 2 1,314 1880 

Stratum 3 No artifacts - 

Stratum 4 9 No date 

Stratum 5 No artifacts - 

Total 1,653 - 

 

Table 6.15. Artifact count by stratigraphic levels 

for Unit 8. 

Stratum Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 1 219 1905 

Stratum 2 258 1886 

Stratum 3 1,127 1853 
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Table 6.15 (continued) 

Stratum Total artifact 

count 
TPQ 

Stratum 4 738 1850 

Stratum 5/6/7 733 1860 

Stratum 8 36 1790 

Total 3,111 - 

 

Household Artifacts 

Artifacts belonging to the Household Group made up 22.2 percent of the total 

assemblage, with a total artifact count of 797. The category was further divided between 

the subgroups of Kitchen, Sanitary, and Furniture. Kitchen artifacts represented the 

largest subgroup with a total of 772 fragments (239 ceramics and 533 glass). MNV 

assessment determined that these fragments belong to at least 71 vessels. 

Kitchen subgroup: Ceramics. Two-hundred and six fragments of refined 

earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware were recovered from the location. They made up 

85.8 percent of all household kitchen ceramics and included pearlware, porcelain, 

stoneware, and whiteware. Table 6.16 shows the sherd count for each ware type, as well 

as the decoration distribution by ware type. The most abundant were hand-painted and 

undecorated sherds. 

 

Table 6.16. Refined earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware  

sherd decoration distribution by ware type. 

 Slip 

Wares 

Edged Sponged Hand-

painted 

Transfer

-printed 

Molded Undecorated Other Total 

Pearlware 5 - - - 1 1 3 - 10 

Porcelain - - - - - 3 18 - 21 

Stoneware - - - - - - - 25 25 

Whiteware 14 13 5 31 8 - 79 - 150 

Total 19 13 5 44 9 4 99 25 206 
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Out of the 206 sherds of refined earthenware, porcelain, and stoneware, the MNV 

count determined that at least 47 vessels were present in the assemblage. Vessel ware 

type distribution was as follows: Thirty-six whiteware, five stoneware, three pearlware, 

and three porcelain (Figure 6.12). Forty of the vessels were decorated while seven were 

undecorated or at least no decoration was present on the rim. Eleven of the vessels were 

hand painted, nine were dipped, six were edged, six were transfer-printed, three were 

sponged, and two were molded. 

 

 
Figure 6.12. Vessel ware type distribution for Locus 4. 

 

Vessel form was also determined when possible. If a definite form could not be 

identified, the vessel was labeled as hollowware, flatware, or indeterminate. Out of the 47 

vessels, 29 were classified as hollowware, 17 as flatware, and one could not be 

categorized. A more detailed breakdown of the forms present in the assemblage is shown 

in Table 6.17. The table includes the vessel count for each form/object by ware type (left 
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side) and by decoration type (right side). All of the indeterminate/undecorated vessels 

belonged to the flatware category. 

 

Table 6.17. Porcelain, Stoneware, and refined earthenware vessels 

from Locus 4. 

6.17a 

Ware Type Form/Object 

Pearlware 

Total = 3 

Bowl (1) 

Unidentified Hollowware (1) 

Indeterminate form (1) 

Whiteware 

Total = 36 

 

Bowl (6) 

Unidentified Flatware (9) 

Unidentified Hollowware (10) 

Dinner Plate (3) 

Muffin Plate (2) 

Twiffler Plate (1) 

Teacup (5) 

Porcelain 

Total = 3 

Plate (1) 

Serving Platter (1) 

Teacup (1) 

Stoneware 

Total = 5 

Bottle (1) 

Unidentified Hollowware (2) 

Jar (1) 

Large storage container/crock with 

handles (1) 

6.17b 

Decoration Form/Object 

Dipped 

Total = 9 

Bowl (3) 

Hollowware (6) 

Edged 

Total = 6 

Flatware (2) 

Plate (4) 

Sponged 

Total = 3 

Hollowware (2) 

Teacup (1) 

Hand-painted 

Total = 11 

Bowl (4) 

Flatware (2) 

Hollowware (2) 

Teacup (3) 

Transfer-print 

Total = 6 

Flatware (3) 

Hollowware (1) 
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Table 6.17b (continued) 

Decoration Form/Object 

Transfer-print (continued) Indeterminate form (1) 

Teacup (1) 

Molded  

Total = 2 

Serving Platter (1) 

Teacup (1) 

Indeterminate/ 

Undecorated  

Total = 5 

Flatware (3) 

Plate (1) 

Dinner Plate (1) 

Note: Top table (6.17a) provides vessel count for each form/object by 

ware type while bottom table (6.17b) provides count by decoration 

type. The second table excludes stoneware.  

 

 

 

As seen in Table 6.17, kitchen ceramics include a higher proportion of hand-

painted and transfer-printed vessels. According to Miller (1980, 1991), these two 

categories were among the costlier types. This could indicate that those who inhabited 

this structure had better access to market goods. Also worth noting were two vessels in 

particular, a porcelain square-shaped serving platter and a large, wide-mouthed, 

stoneware storage container or crock with handles (most likely had a lid) (Figure 6.13). 

These two vessels speak to the function of the structure as the plantation kitchen. The 

porcelain serving platter was more than likely meant to serve food in the main house, 

while the stoneware storage container served for storing food for general consumption. 

These types of vessels were absent from the other locations. 
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Figure 6.13. Stoneware storage container or crock with handle from Locus 4. 

 

 

Thirty-three fragments of coarse earthenware were also recovered from this 

location and made up 13.8 percent of all household kitchen ceramics. These included 

Spanish storage jars, red-bodied wares with lead glaze of unknown origin, and low-fired 

earthenwares of possible local manufacture. The MNV count indicated that at least eight 

vessels were present in the assemblage, all of utilitarian function. Figure 6.14 provides a 

vessel count per earthenware type.  

 
Figure 6.14. Coarse earthenware vessels by ware type for Locus 4. 
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Of the eight vessels, four were red-bodied ceramics with lead glaze, two were 

generic storage jars made with olive jar paste, and two were low-fired earthenware 

vessels. Out of the red-bodied vessels (all single glazed, two with mottled glaze), two 

were hollowware, and two were of indeterminate form. Two vessels (one hollowware and 

one indeterminate) had signs of charring on the exterior surface, indicating that they were 

used as cooking vessels. The remaining two vessels were hand-built, unglazed, low-fired 

pottery of unknown coarse earthenware and could be of local manufacture. One vessel 

has black, gritty paste with quartz inclusions, and a smoothed, red-colored surface. This 

vessel was classified as hollowware, has no decoration, and the surface is charred. The 

last vessel has a light brown, very gritty paste with gravel and quartz inclusions with a 

red, unfinished (very rough) surface. The form of this vessel could not be determined.  

The ceramic assemblage for Locus 4 provided an MCD of 1864. This date was 

calculated by dating each vessel, instead of individual sherds. Only vessels with known 

production dates were used (42 out of the 55 vessels) and those that lacked an end 

production date (e.g., undecorated and overglaze-painted whiteware) were given the site 

terminus date of 1970. 

Kitchen subgroup: Glass. As previously detailed, Kitchen artifacts also included 

glass. Five-hundred and thirty-three glass fragments were recovered and made up 66.9 

percent of the household artifacts and 14.8 percent of the entire assemblage for the 

location. The MNV count determined that these fragments belong to at least 16 vessels. 

Only one base fragment was present in the assemblage, for this reason, the MNV 

assessment for the location was conducted by taking into consideration individual lip 
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fragments and non-repetitive form/color fragments. Out of the 16 vessels, six were bottles 

made of olive-green glass. These consisted of two liquor bottles (one was complete) (see 

bottle a in Figure 6.15), two case bottles, and two additional bottles of indeterminate 

form (amber olive-green and the other light olive-green). It is likely these were all 

alcoholic-beverage related bottles, at least as their initial purpose. As in Locus 1, some of 

the edges of the broken fragments of glass showed signs of being utilized as cutting tools 

(Figure 6.16). 

  
Figure 6.15 (left)- Complete and almost complete bottles from the kitchen. 

Figure 6.16 (right)- A cutting tool made of olive-green glass bottle fragment. 

 

Two of the vessels were identified as food-related containers. The first consisted 

of a mouth-blown, aqua colored, condiment bottle, possibly for olive oil or dressing. The 
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second was a dip molded, aqua-green, pickle bottle. The second bottle is paneled with 

rounded concave corners with embossing on two sides that read “G. JOURDAN-BRIVE 

// MARSEILLES” (see bottle b in figure 6.15). The French export company, based in 

Marseilles, was founded in the 1830’s by Pauline Jourdan-Brivé. Records indicate that by 

1861 his son (G. Jourdan) had taken over the company and distributed wines, spirits, 

cordials, perfume, preserved fruits, and pickles. 

Seven additional bottles were in the assemblage but not enough was present to 

determine function. These consisted of: two aqua, square bottles; two colorless glass with 

amethyst tint bottles (with a folded lip); one green-aqua bottle (with a folded lip); one 

green bottle; and one amber bottle. The last vessel could not be assigned a form or 

function. 

Sanitary, Medical, and Furniture. Artifacts belonging to the Sanitary subgroup 

consisted of 14 pearlware fragments belonging to a chamber pot. The Medical subgroup 

consisted of one green and white tin-glaze ointment pot. The Furniture subgroup included 

ten fragments of mirror glass. 

Personal artifacts 

Forty-nine artifacts belonging to the Personal group were recovered from this 

location, accounting for 1.4 percent of the whole assemblage. These artifacts included 22 

buttons, four glass beads, 15 smoking pipe fragments, four coins, one glass game piece, 

one comb fragment, one metal buckle, and one token. Buttons, beads and smoking pipe 

fragments were the most common. 
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Twenty-two buttons (including button fragments) were recovered. Thirteen were 

cut and carved buttons made of bone; five were white porcelain Prosser buttons; one was 

made of glass; and three were cut buttons made of shell (one complete and two 

fragments). Glass beads included two dark green (black glass) wound beads, and two 

molded, tubular beads with facets (one blue, one amber). 

Personal artifacts also included 15 smoking pipe fragments. At least seven 

individual smoking pipes were identified, two of which were decorated. The first was a 

molded, white paste, stem fragment with an indeterminate pattern. The other was a 

handmade clay pipe with incised linear decoration (Figure 6.17). The remaining pipes 

were three undecorated low-fired, one redware, and one white paste, kaolin-type. At least 

three of the smoking pipes were reed stemmed. The white clay pipe was identified 

through two broken stem fragments with differing thicknesses that could potentially 

belong to the same pipe. Both fragments, however, have worn-down grooves by one of 

the broken edges. These grooves were created by the teeth wearing down the stem and 

suggest it continued to be used even as it fractured.  

 

 
Figure 6.17. Handmade clay pipe with incised linear decoration from Locus 4. 
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Four copper alloy coins and one token were retrieved from the location. One of 

the coins is a copper, 2 Maravedis, of Queen Isabel II from 1853 (minted in Barcelona). 

A second 2 Maravedi coin with the queen’s discernable silhouette is also present but the 

year is not legible. It must have dated to 1833-1858. The remaining two coins are too 

corroded and have no identifiable features but given their size and weight they could be 

another 2 Maravedi and 8 Maravedi one. The token was an irregularly shaped disc of 

copper alloy with a punched center. 

Food-Related (Faunal Remains) 

Two-thousand, one-hundred and nine food-related fragments were recovered from 

this location, accounting for 58.6 percent of the assemblage. Of these fragments, 1,939 

were bone fragments and 170 were shellfish (116 were shell fragments and 54 were 

crab). Bone remains were sorted by class (bird, fish, mammal, or reptile) and no further 

classification was conducted. The results for this initial classification were as follows: 78 

bird fragments, 972 fish fragments, 815 mammal fragments, 60 reptile fragments (all 

turtle), and eight indeterminate bone fragments. 

Out of the 116 shell fragments recovered, 15 individual taxa were distinguished, 

eight of which were identified to the species level. The classification also determined that 

a minimum of 46 individuals (MNI) were present in the assemblage. Table 6.18 contains 

the MNI and individual fragment count for each taxon present in the sample. The most 

common were Cittarium pica, Codakia sp., Fissurella sp., and Neritina sp.. Cittarium 

pica and Fissurella sp. are found on rocky shores, while Codakia sp and Neritina sp. are 

found in mangroves and estuaries. 
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Table 6.18. Fragment count and minimum 

number of individuals by taxa for Locus 4. 

Species MNI Fragments 

Alcadia striata 1 1 

Anadara sp. 1 1 

Chama sp. 1 1 

Cittarium pica 15 29 

Codakia sp. 5 9 

Cypraea spurca 3 3 

Cypraea sp. 1 1 

Fissurella barbadensis 2 3 

Fissurella sp. 4 6 

Lithopoma tuber 2 2 

Neritina sp. 4 5 

Oyster 1 1 

Pleurodonte caracolla 3 10 

Polydontes lima 2 7 

Tectarius muricatus 1 1 

No id.  37 

Total 46 117 

 

 

Architectural 

 Units for Locus 4 were placed within the foundations of a structure identified by 

Dr. Agamemnon Pantel as the kitchen. The structure corresponded to one of the buildings 

present in the 1872 property map. Since we will be assessing the manufacturing 

techniques used for the construction of the structure regardless of time frame, as in Locus 

1, this group category will include the artifacts recovered from all units and all levels. 

Seven-hundred and twenty-seven artifacts from the architectural group were 

recovered from units 5 and 8: 353 nails (complete and almost complete), 332 nail 

fragments (headless shanks), seven wood screws, ten pieces of aqua window glass, and 

653.5 grams of limestone mortar. Out of the 685 nails and nail fragments, 25 were hand 
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wrought, 76 were machine-cut with hand-made heads, 28 were machine-cut with 

machine-made heads, 507 were machine-cut with no identifiable heads, three were wire-

cut, and 42 were unidentifiable (too corroded). Of the identifiable nail fragments, 3.6 

percent are hand-wrought nails, 89.2 percent are machine-cut nails, and 0.4 percent are 

wire-cut nails. Given the predominance of cut nails, based on William Hampton Adams 

(2002), the structure was constructed between 1830 to 1860.  

Other Groups 

 Other artifacts that are worth mentioning were three utilized flakes made of flint, 

two flint strike-a-lights, one fragment of mineral coal, and one clinker fragment. 

Micro-Artifacts 

The samples for the size-specific (3.175 mm to 6.3 mm) micro-artifact analysis 

from Locus 4 were obtained from Unit 5. Because they were collected from the arbitrary 

excavation levels, their labeling does not match the natural stratigraphy sequence 

classification for the location. Sample 1 corresponds to Stratum one, Samples 2 and 3 

correspond to Stratum two, Sample 4 corresponds to Stratum three, Sample 5 to Stratum 

four, Sample 6 to Stratum five, and Sample 7 to Stratum six. Samples 4 and 5 were 

collected from the western portion of the unit (west of the brick partition) while Strata six 

and seven were collected from the eastern portion. Table 6.19 contains the artifact 

distribution for each sample. The table (6.19) shows that the location contained a more 

extensive range of materials, especially more modern artifacts in the upper level. Staff at 

the plantation informed me through personal communication that this location was used 
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as a makeshift landfill during the mid-20th century and that it was cleared as part of the 

restoration of the site. 

 

Table 6.19. Micro-artifact distribution by material for Locus 4 

 West of partition East of partition 

Material 

Sample 

1 

Sample 

2 

Sample 

3 

Sample 

4 

Sample 

5 

Sample 

6 

Sample 

7 

Brick 160.59 143.59 189.93 126.6 7.58 43.87 105.3 

Metal 213.29 53.78 53.89 21.98 0.56 9.35 12.94 

Mortar 1.49 8.1 5.78 6.58 0 4.98 6.01 

Bone 32.46 19.91 70.18 16.6 1.93 30.34 10.06 

Fish 

scales 0.04 0.14 2.25 0.16 0 1.14 0.34 

Shell 48.87 17.72 16.25 7.7 0.48 2.6 1.57 

Seeds 0.06 0.29 0.36 0.35 0.08 0.17 0.12 

Ceramic 1.27 0.74 1.59 0.49 0 0.25 0.05 

Glass 4.95 1.87 2.72 1.37 0.55 1.53 0.04 

Charcoal 28.52 11.4 29.29 7.14 0.36 8.6 2.11 

Slag 12.75 13.57 8.89 6.58 0.31 12.35 4.59 

Beads 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 0.18 

Buttons 0.41 0 0.47 0 0 0.07 0.11 

Foil 0.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Plastic 0.23 0 0.2 0 0 0 0 

Coral 0.65 0.07 0.19 0.16 0 0.06 0 

Lead 

shots 0 0 0.36 0 0 0 0 

Chert 0 0 0.56 0.08 0 0.06 0 

Copper 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.12 

Total 506.08 271.18 382.91 195.79 11.85 115.57 143.54 

Note: Weight is measured in grams. 

 

 

 

Samples 1, 2, and 3 were obtained from Strata one and two, which are colluvial 

soil deposits. This structure is located on a moderate slope where sediment from soil 

erosion accumulates after heavy rains. As such, materials recovered from these layers 

were most likely in secondary deposition. Also, the presence of modern materials, like 
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aluminum foil and plastic, parallel Stratum one’s TPQ of 1905. As for Samples 4 to 7, the 

expectation was to try and assess the differences between the two rooms divided by the 

brick partition. Samples from the room east of the partition contained higher levels of 

bone, fish scales, charcoal, and slag. This could indicate that cooking and food 

preparation activities took place in this portion of the structure. Also, fish scales were 

more noticeable during the excavation of this portion of the unit that in the west portion, 

providing additional evidence for this potential interpretation. Although slight differences 

do exist, I do not believe the variance is large enough to provide definite proof for 

interpretations of particular room functions or activities. This portion of the structure 

should be further examined.  

Micro-artifact analysis for Locus 4 also included the Multifraction Micro-artifact 

Analysis (MMA) conducted on soil samples obtained from the brick floor (Feature C-1). 

All samples contained high percentages of anthropogenic material throughout the 

different fraction sizes. Cumulative percentages were the highest within the coarser 

fraction (>1mm) with a combined average of 81.7 percent. This content gradually 

decreased as the fractions became finer with the >.5mm fraction containing a combined 

average of 57.1 percent and the >.25mm fraction an 11 percent of anthropogenic material. 

Micro-artifact content consisted of various proportions of iron, brick, slag, shell 

fragments, seeds, charcoal, and bone. Eggshell, glass, and fish scales were also present 

but in much lesser amounts. The most recurrent were charcoal, slag, iron flakes, and 

bone. Although all samples contained mostly the same materials, the highest distributions 

of specific materials seemed to create a pattern (Figure 6.18).  
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Figure 6.18. Micro-artifact distribution for the highest concentrations of charcoal (1), 

bone (2), slag (3), and iron (4).  

 

As seen in Figure 6.18 charcoal was present in high concentrations throughout the 

floor, particularly around the perimeter of the room. The highest concentration, however, 

was localized in sampling quadrant A-2, just north of the crushed portion of the floor. 

The highest concentration of bone was focused on the east-central portion of the floor, in 

quadrant B-3. Highest concentrations of slag and iron overlapped and were focused on 

quadrants B-2 and C-2, with iron extending to the C-3 quadrant. Samples of iron slag and 

a fragment of a cast iron object were recovered at the surface of this location. The high 
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concentrations of iron flakes, slag, and charcoal could indicate that this floor was part of 

an iron workshop or foundry. The composition of the slag and iron, however, would have 

to be further tested to confirm this as some, if not all the slag, could be sugarcane clinker 

being used as burning fuel. 

Interpretation 

The predominance of food-related refuse confirms the original interpretation of 

the structure as a kitchen. Additionally, the amount of household artifacts indicates that 

the structure also included the living quarters of, more than likely, the enslaved 

individuals who worked in the kitchen and house. The practice of repurposing broken 

glass bottles, as well as the presence of low-fired, incised, smoking pipes are indicators of 

the inhabitants’ low economic status and condition as enslaved workers. Nevertheless, 

the overall function of the structure should be taken into consideration when interpreting 

the assemblage. 

First, as the plantation kitchen, kitchen artifacts will not only include vessels 

meant for the immediate use of the enslaved who inhabited the structure. These will 

probably include vessels for serving food in the main house as well as food storage 

vessels for general consumption. The porcelain serving platter most likely served this 

first function. This could explain the higher occurrence of more expensive wares 

although the lack of sets might indicate that the bulk of the vessels were not meant for the 

use of the main house. Secondly, specialized enslaved workers, particularly those who 

worked in the house, usually had more access to goods (Wilkie 2000). This in itself could 

potentially explain the higher occurrence of more expensive wares. 
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As far as the structure itself, the laid brick foundation indicates that it was at least 

divided into four rooms. Excavations within the first room east of the brick floor showed 

that this room could have been further divided, as seen by the differing stratigraphic 

sequences. One section had a series of limestone flooring, while the other showed no 

signs of this floor. As for the function of these rooms, the micro-artifact analysis could 

indicate that the room east of the brick floor consisted of the kitchen living quarters, 

while the next room was used for food preparation. However, since no significant amount 

of cooking vessels and/or utensils were recovered, it is possible that the cooking took 

place elsewhere in the structure. It would be beneficial to further examine the room on 

the eastern portion of the structure and its general surroundings.  

Food preparation and other activities could have also taken place just in front of 

the structure since it is possible it contained a porch. As seen in Figure 5.4, a second 

foundation made of limestone boulders runs parallel to the coursed brick foundation. 

These could have been associated with a roofed porch or gallery. As detailed by Delle 

(2000:63), overhanging roofs and similar features “created a small area in front of the 

house in which people could engage in domestic activities, while remaining sheltered 

from the rain.” 

Nail technology suggests the structure was constructed during the mid-nineteenth 

century. This date coincides with the 1853, 2 Maravedis coin of Queen Isabel II. The 

MCD for this location though was 1864. Since excavations were conducted on the 

interior of the structure, it is to be expected that earlier refuse would have been constantly 

cleared from the house. This would explain a later date than that presented by the 
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assemblage from the trash pit. Nonetheless, it is not clear when the structure was 

abandoned or when it was discontinued as a kitchen/living quarters. Slag analysis from 

surface samples did confirm that the location served as an iron workshop at one point in 

time, but similar fragments of slag were not recovered from the excavations. This 

indicates that once discontinued as a kitchen, possibly after the end of slavery, the 

structure was used as a foundry or workshop (also suggested by the MMA analysis on the 

brick floor). Given the TPQ of Unit 6 and the state of the limestone flooring in this 

portion of the structure, it is likely this room was refitted with new flooring and used for a 

different purpose. Objects found on top of the floor included a playing domino and a 

military button. 

 

Discussion 

This chapter included a complete account of the artifacts recovered from each 

location that are relevant to the scope of this dissertation and its research questions. It 

also provided initial interpretations for each locus, as well as for specific artifacts and 

artifact groups that were pertinent in the interpretation of the locus. 

Locus 1 was interpreted as a trash pit associated with a domestic structure. 

Artifact content from the pit suggests the inhabitants of the structure were of low 

economic status and most likely enslaved individuals. It is possible that this habitation 

structure served as the slave barracks for the field laborers. Locus 2 contained a brick 

rubble feature that could be interpreted as a mud step or a landing into a non-domestic 

structure. The presence of a structure at this location, however, could not be confirmed 
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and without any further evidence, this interpretation is speculative. Locus 3 was 

interpreted as a roadway that provided access to the habitation structure associated with 

the trash pit from Locus 1. Locus 4 was interpreted as the plantation kitchen with 

adjacent living quarters for the specialized, kitchen and house enslaved workers. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FINAL INTERPRETATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

This dissertation has focused on identifying, recovering, and analyzing the 

material culture of those enslaved in Hacienda La Esperanza, a nineteenth century sugar 

plantation in Manatí, Puerto Rico. This was done with the intention of acquiring 

knowledge about their daily lives and the reality of life in bondage during the eve of the 

abolition of slavery on the island. Through the use of historical documentary sources, 

archaeological excavations, and geoarchaeological analysis, this dissertation incorporates 

the available information to provide a glimpse into the lives of those who endured slavery 

under the control of José Ramón Fernández y Martinez, the Marquis of La Esperanza, 

and his administrators. It should also be noted that the interpretations provided in this 

chapter should be viewed as circumstantial and preliminary considering the limited extent 

of the archaeological excavations and the size of the recovered sample. A more thorough 

archaeological exploration of the site is required in order to firmly determine if the 

sample is representative of the material culture of the enslaved on the property. 

In this concluding chapter, I will address the following research questions: What 

kinds of material goods were the enslaved population at La Esperanza consuming? Can 

social stratification within the enslaved population be identified through the 

archaeological assemblage? How does consumer behavior reflect their identity? How is 

the La Esperanza enslaved population’s material culture similar or distinguishable from 



234 
 

other plantations in the Caribbean? Could this assemblage be used to further identify a 

“Puerto Rican material culture of slavery” in other contemporaneous sites on the island? 

 

Addressing the Research Questions 

What kinds of material goods were the enslaved population at La Esperanza consuming? 

Chapter 6 included a detailed account of the artifacts recovered from four 

locations. Two of them, one and four, contained markers that suggest the population 

associated with the discarded artifacts were likely enslaved individuals. For this reason 

we will look at the artifacts from these two locations in more detail. 

The assemblages for these two locations included 168 ceramic vessels belonging 

to the kitchen subgroup. One-hundred and twenty-two were refined earthenware, 13 were 

porcelain, six were stoneware, and 27 were coarse earthenwares. In the porcelain and 

refined earthenware categories, 24 were undecorated (or no decoration was present on the 

rim fragments used to determine vessel count) while 112 were decorated. 

 According to Miller (1980, 1991), ceramics in the nineteenth century can be 

divided into four main groups that fit a price scale based on decoration types. In his 

research, he determined that vessels with transfer-printed decoration were the most 

expensive, followed by hand-painted, then those with minimal decoration (these 

constituted vessels with sponged, dipped and edged decoration), while those with no 

decoration were classified as being the most inexpensive. Although Miller does indicate 

that there were other factors that affected the price of ceramic vessels (yearly preference 
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trends, vessel form, and size), this initial assessment can still provide some insight into 

decoration selection and the possible overall cost of the kitchen ceramics. 

The assemblage from La Esperanza is composed of 10% transfer-print, 20% 

hand-painted, 44% minimal decoration, and 18% undecorated vessels (Figure 7.1). More 

than half the vessels correspond to the most inexpensive cost groups while, as expected, 

the lowest percentage corresponds to the most expensive type. This could mean two 

things: the owner was purchasing the vessels to supply to the enslaved and opted to 

acquire cost-effective wares, or, the enslaved were making the purchases themselves and 

selecting what they could afford. Some researchers try to determine these circumstances 

by verifying the presence of sets. Owner’s purchasing vessels would likely have bought 

crates comprised of sets. If they were purchased by the enslaved, they would have bought 

individual vessels whenever it was a possibility with a predilection for specific forms. 

 

 
Figure 7.1. Decoration distribution on decorated, refined earthenware and porcelain 

vessels. 
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When corroborating for the occurrence of repetitive patterns and colors, it was 

evident that the vast majority of the assemblage consisted of single-occurring decorative 

patterns. This tends to result from the acquisition of individual, unmatched pieces 

(Armstrong 1990:135). Some partial sets, however (or vessels with matching decorative 

motifs), were present in the edged, undecorated, and hand-painted groups. Edged and 

undecorated ceramics (specifically undecorated plates) were among the most inexpensive 

ceramics so this could indicate that the administration was supplying these, especially 

since some partial sets were present in both locations. On the other hand, hand-painted 

decorated ceramics do not fit this same pattern as they are the second most expensive 

group. Nevertheless, vessels with matching motifs present in the hand-painted sample 

were small bowls and, according to Miller, small hand-painted bowls dropped in price in 

the second half of the nineteenth century (1991). This could explain the presence of 

matching patterns between the two locations. Additional sets were present in the molded 

porcelains. These, however, looked extremely worn with clear signs of extended use. 

Given the high cost of porcelain, it is likely these belonged to the main house and were 

passed down to the enslaved once discarded by the house’s inhabitants.  

Most of these partial sets, apart from the hand-painted bowls, consisted of 

flatware. So, it could be deduced that the plantation administration had a preference for 

supplying plates and flatware. This decision could have been based on cost, availability, 

or eating practices. According to Armstrong (1990:144), “the use of plates indicates 

eating practices associated with individual eating, cuts of meat, and one-person-one plate, 

whereas bowls are associated with communal eating practices and a diet of stews, soups, 

and in the Caribbean, the pepper pot or cooking pot” (which could equate to the Puerto 
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Rican sancocho). Thus, an assessment of vessel form can provide insight into dietary 

practices. 

As can be seen in Table 7.1, the assemblage included 11 bowls and 19 plates (that 

could be identified). This would suggest a heavier reliance on plates. But when all 

flatware (plates, platters, dishes, and indeterminate flatware) and hollowware (bowls and 

indeterminate hollowware) are considered, a slightly heavier reliance on hollowware is 

noticeable. In this case, the assemblage consists of 55 hollowware vessels and 49 flatware 

vessels (excluding coarse earthenwares). This could indicate that those enslaved at La 

Esperanza during the second half of the nineteenth century sustained some elements of 

communal dietary practices and at least a partial diet of stews and soups. Within this 

practice, individuals would either eat with their hands or with spoons. Another indicator 

that this custom was upheld at La Esperanza was the lack of recovered cutlery (only one 

knife was recovered from the kitchen, Locus 4). Furthermore, two of the decoration type 

categories (dipped and sponged) that lacked sets are entirely void of flatware. Ceramics 

with dipped and sponged decoration belong to the minimal decoration category which is 

the second most inexpensive group on the price scale. It is possible these vessels were 

being individually purchased by the enslaved and that they preferred bowls and 

hollowware forms. Not only would this mean they had access to market goods, but that 

they possessed the capital to participate in the market economy.  

 

Table 7.1. Vessel form distributed by 

decoration type. 

Decoration Form/Object 

Dipped 

Total = 28 

- Bowl (5) 

- Hollowware (20) 
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Table 7.1 (continued) 

Decoration Form/Object 

Dipped 

(continued) 

- Pitcher (1) 

- Indeterminate form (2) 

Edged 

Total = 18 

- Flatware (5) 

- Plate (7) 

- Platter/Dish (2) 

- Dinner Plate (1) 

- Muffin Plate (2) 

- Twiffler Plate (1) 

Sponged 

Total = 12 

- Bowl (1) 

- Hollowware (9) 

- Teacup (2) 

Hand-painted 

Total = 27 

- Bowl (5) 

- Hollowware (11) 

- Flatware (3) 

- Saucer (4) 

- Dinner plate (1) 

Hand-painted 

(continued) 

Total = 27 

- Teacup (3) 

Indeterminate form (2) 

Transfer-print 

Total = 13 

- Flatware (5) 

- Plate (1) 

- Hollowware (3) 

- Teacup (1) 

Indeterminate form (3) 

Molded  

Total = 11 

- Flatware (2) 

- Platter/Dish (1) 

- Serving Platter (1) 

- Teaware (5) 

- Teacup (1) 

- Indeterminate form (1) 

Indeterminate/ 

Undecorated  

Total = 22 

- Flatware (10) 

- Dinner Plate (1) 

- Plate (5) 

- Platter/Dish (1) 

- Hollowware (1) 

- Lid (1) 

- Indeterminate form (3) 

 

 

Researchers have drawn parallels between the dietary practices of enslaved 

Africans and their descendants with West African cooking customs (Wilkie and 
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Farnsworth 2005). They believe the implementation of communal, one-pot meals, among 

other factors, is a continuation of West African culinary traditions as individual eating 

(one-person-one plate) tends to be more European. They also state that it served as an 

adaptation method that helped the enslaved extend the available food and adjust to the 

shortages of provisions (Wilkie and Farnsworth 2005:261).  

According to Luis M. Díaz Soler (1981:161) and Andrés Ramos-Mattei 

(1986:384), the regular provisioned diet of an enslaved laborer in Puerto Rico during the 

nineteenth century was composed of boiled plantains, cornmeal (boiled or fried), dry fish 

(codfish and mackerel), and rice. Although this diet is high on caloric intake, which 

provided a necessary source of energy, it severely lacked the vital nutrients and vitamins 

for healthy development. For those enslaved at La Esperanza, not only were they most 

likely subjected to a similar diet or some variation of it, but to make matters worse, it 

seemed the administration of La Esperanza was under-provisioning their workforce. 

Based on the court proceedings of the Protection Board, we know the administrators of 

La Esperanza were constant violators of the laws set in place to protect the enslaved and 

continuously failed to provide proper nutrition. As in other islands, this meant the 

enslaved would have needed to not only stretch the available rations but also supplement 

their diet. 

In La Esperanza, this necessity to supplement rations can be observed in the 

archaeological record through the occurrence of faunal remains of mollusks, land snails, 

crustacea, and small turtles, which were scavenged from the nearby environments (Figure 

7.2, Table 7.2). The consumption of mollusks, land snails, turtles, and crustacea speak to 

the resilience of the inhabitants of La Esperanza and their intent to provide sufficient 
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nutrition for their survival by utilizing their available resources. In the case of mollusks, 

Figure 7.2 demonstrates the proximity of the environments to the habitation plaza and 

their closeness to each other. Their location within the property suggests that they did not 

venture far for supplemental foraging and that these foods could have been collected 

while performing other tasks at each location.  

 

 
Figure 7.2. Environments identified in Table 7.2 (Map obtained from Google Maps). 
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Table 7.2. Environments identified as the source of mollusks. 

 Environment Distance to 

research location 

Mollusk Species 

1 Estuary 1.11 miles Codakia sp. 

2 Mangrove 1.26 miles Codakia sp., and Oliva sp 

3 Forest 0.57 miles Pleurodonte caracolla, 

Alcadia striata 

4 River 0.35 miles Nerita sp. 

5 Rocky Shore 1.18 miles Cittarium pica, Fissurella 

sp., and Nerita tessellate 

6 Sandy shore 1.02 miles Codakia sp. 

7 Reef 1.16 miles Nerita sp., Thais deltoidea 

Note: Information used to identify the environment was obtained through 

examination of the 1872 property map, current maps, and López Marrero and 

Cruz Báez’s research on land use (2003). 

 

 

Court proceedings of the Protection Board also showed that the Marquis failed to 

provide proper clothing to those enslaved at La Esperanza. This could indicate that the 

clothing items present in the assemblage, or at least a significant portion of them, were 

acquired by the enslaved themselves. This once again points to their access to marketable 

goods and capital. These items consist of 23 cut and carved, mass-produced bone buttons, 

12 Prosser buttons, three glass buttons, one cut shell button, one metal button, three metal 

hook-and-eye fasteners, and one metal belt buckle. 

Before the second quarter of the nineteenth century, buttons were mostly used on 

men’s clothing with women’s clothing being tied, laced or fastened with hooks-and-eyes 

(Galle 2010; Lindbergh 1999; Marcel 1995). By the second half of the nineteenth 

century, buttons had already become a staple component of women's clothing with not 

only functional utility but decorative as well, as statements of status and self-image 

(Marcel 1994:8). Lindbergh (1999) adds that different garments required different sized 
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buttons. The smaller sized (8 - 15mm) were often used for undergarments, shirts, and 

waistcoats (with the smallest being used for children’s clothes), while the medium-sized 

(16 - 21mm) were mostly used for trousers, jackets, and pajamas. Of the measurable 

buttons in the assemblage, 29 were small-sized, and five were medium-sized (Table 7.3). 

 

Table 7.3. Button distribution by size and material. 

Material Small size (8 – 

15 mm) 

Medium size 

(16 – 21 mm) 

Bone 14 5 

Prosser 11 - 

Glass 1 - 

Shell 3 - 

Total 29 5 

Note: These numbers only include measurable, 

complete or almost complete buttons. Incomplete 

fragments were not included. 

 

 

The most common buttons in the assemblage were mass-produced, carved bone, 

sew-throughs which are inexpensive and of utilitarian function (Galle 2010:26; 

Lindbergh 1999:51). The outstanding number of bone buttons versus other materials 

denote the low economic status of the population. Because of their low cost, these were 

usually provisioned to the enslaved, and it is possible the Marquis provided some of 

them. The Prosser and glass buttons, however, required a more significant investment. 

Prosser buttons, whose cost varied by size and level of decoration, were used by men, 

women, and children from all social groups. The ones recovered at La Esperanza were 

mostly undecorated and plain and could have been purchased by the enslaved. These 
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could represent deliberate choices to acquire the least expensive varieties of higher end 

fashion trends. According to Lindbergh (1999:55), this sort of assemblage exhibits the 

characteristics of a “working-class wardrobe with the emphasis on ordinary buttons for 

underclothing, work shirts, trousers, and jackets.” The presence of children could perhaps 

be indicated by the smallest buttons in the assemblage (five buttons measuring under 9 

mm, two made of shell and three of porcelain).  

 Another type of personal object that reflects a deliberate choice to invest in 

fashion items are glass beads. Although glass beads did not require a substantial financial 

investment, as with refined ceramics and Prosser buttons, their lack of practical 

functionality for other than self-adornment makes them an item of indulgence. For this 

reason, it is improbable that they were provided by the administration. Nevertheless, 

according to ethnographic research, the practice of self-adornment with glass beads had 

spiritual significance in some African societies. According to Galle (2011:219, 231), 

some researchers believe that glass beads might be linked to African ethnic identity and 

served various uses that ranged from individual fashion displays to expressions of ethnic 

or spiritual affiliation. Galle further explains the possible meaning of beads as well as 

puts forward two possibilities for the source of these items in Caribbean slavery contexts 

(2011:233): 

It is likely that many (African) individuals arrived with beads around their 

necks or waists or in their hair. Other enslaved Jamaicans may have 

purchased beads at local markets for use as personal adornment or rituals, 

or as inexpensive reminders of the places they were raised. In Jamaica, 

glass beads may have been an important signal of traditions, customs, 

lineages, and religious beliefs for the multitudes of newly arrived enslaved 

Africans. 
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Although not included in the individual location assessment, a total of 24 glass 

beads were recovered from the excavations at Hacienda La Esperanza, but only ten were 

obtained from undisturbed layers (or levels dating to the pre-abolition period). Of the 24, 

17 were black (dark green glass), two were blue, two were yellow, one was red, one was 

amber, and the last one was colorless. As for the source of these items, while they might 

have been purchased in local markets, we can also entertain an alternative situation based 

on Galle’s propositions. Based on census data, we know the Marquis’ father, Fernando 

Fernandez, continued to import enslaved Africans well into the 1840s. This poses the 

possibility that some of these beads could have arrived at La Esperanza on the bodies of 

these individuals. 

Aside from imported goods, which include all the previously discussed objects, 

the enslaved workers of La Esperanza also consumed goods of suspected local 

manufacture. These consisted of at least six low-fired earthenware vessels of utilitarian 

form. Given the low cost of this inexpensive ware type, it is possible the enslaved were 

purchasing these to supplement administrative provisions and fulfill some of their food 

storage and preparation needs. Some of these vessels, as well as some of the imported 

red-bodied vessels, had signs of charring. Since no cast iron pots were recovered from the 

excavations, it is possible there was a demand for cooking vessels that were partially 

satiated by the low-fired vessels, as well as the red-bodied wares.  

According to Mathew Reeves, the presence of low-fired earthenwares in enslaved 

households in Jamaica can be explained according to their distance to markets and 

production centers (2011:184). Per historian Mario Villar Roces (1976:196), by 1853 
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there were five pottery shops in the town of Manatí. Based on Reeves assessment, the 

low incidence of low-fired earthenwares in La Esperanza would suggest the plantation 

was located far from the production centers and markets that distributed the wares. This 

makes Manatí an inadequate candidate for the location of the production center. The 

exact production source of these vessels in Puerto Rico remains unknown. 

Discussion 

The individuals enslaved at La Esperanza consumed a combination of goods that 

were provided by the Marquis and the administration (as provisions or hand-me-downs), 

purchased or bartered by the enslaved, or scavenged. It would seem that while the 

administration supplied edged and undecorated flatware, the enslaved were purchasing 

dipped and sponged-decorated refined ceramic vessels of hollowware form. The high 

occurrence of hand-painted decorated hollowware vessels could also indicate the 

enslaved were similarly pursuing these vessels for purchase. Aside from ceramics, the 

enslaved were also purchasing porcelain buttons and glass beads. While some of the bone 

buttons could have been supplied by the Marquis, it is possible the remaining buttons 

represent the incentive of the enslaved to supplement the limited clothing provided by the 

administration. This same intent is perceived in their diet. Not only in the integration of 

scavenged mollusks and crustacea but in the implementation of communal eating and 

liquid-based dishes that could extend the available rations. 

 While there is the likelihood that a lot of these goods were supplied by the 

administration as provisions, hand-me-downs, or even as work incentives, the 

information we possess about the Marquis and his administrators makes me hesitant to 
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accept this possibility. Historical documents are a testimony to their attitudes towards the 

enslaved population, in which case their constant violation of the law and disregard for 

their well-being suggests a continuous under-provisioning of their enslaved workers. 

Additionally, the trends already discussed hint at the involvement of the enslaved in the 

acquisition of some of these goods, and as such, to their participation in local markets. 

The possibility of participating in local markets to acquire these imported goods 

would be contingent on the enslaved population’s ability to produce goods to sell or 

barter. In the Caribbean, enslaved individuals would go to weekly markets to sell surplus 

items from their provisioning grounds. Although it cannot be definitively shown that this 

practice was carried out by those enslaved in La Esperanza, the existence of currency in 

the assemblage confirms the worker's ability to acquire capital. Furthermore, the presence 

of utilized glass sherds does raise some questions. These artifacts present the possibility 

of a small trade in which they were manufacturing items of perishable material, either for 

their personal consumption or perhaps for sale and barter. 

Can social stratification within the enslaved population be identified through the 

archaeological assemblage? 

The two loci with the largest assemblages were Locus 1 and Locus 4. Locus 1 was 

interpreted as a trash pit associated with a domestic structure that housed enslaved 

workers of indeterminate trade or position. Locus 4 was interpreted as the plantation 

kitchen with adjacent living quarters for the specialized kitchen and house workers. 

While the trade of the inhabitants of Locus 1 cannot be confirmed, potentially, the trash 

pit could correspond to the barrack that housed the field workers. In this case, the 
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comparison of both locations could provide information on the social stratification of the 

enslaved workforce and how this could have affected their access to material goods. 

However, the differences in contexts and individual site formation processes, as well as 

what this implies for the interpretation, require a discussion. 

As a trash pit, the assemblage recovered from Locus 1 is composed of artifacts 

that were periodically discarded once they could no longer perform their techno-function 

or were just no longer wanted or needed (Schiffer 1987:48-49). For this reason, the 

artifacts can potentially belong to the accumulation of discarded refuse from daily 

continuous activities and reflect a more extended period of habitation. Meanwhile, the 

assemblage recovered from Locus 4 was obtained from the interior spaces of a 

habitational structure. As described by Schiffer (1987:59), activity areas were maintained 

continuously to avoid the accumulation of disrupting refuse. As such, the interior of a 

structure was cleaned periodically with discarded items being removed and deposited 

elsewhere. The accumulation of rubbish and debris in the interior of a habitational 

structure denotes periods of abandonment in which maintenance was discontinued. In 

itself, this would produce a different sort of assemblage since the artifacts do not reflect 

continuous daily activities but comprise the items that were left behind. Also, the artifacts 

will likely date later than those encountered in the pit, since they represent the last stages 

of the habitation period. This undoubtedly accounts for the differences in mean ceramic 

dates between locations. 

To answer this research question and evaluate social stratification and access to 

goods, I consider the artifact types from the assemblage that required the most significant 
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monetary investment, such as ceramics, buttons, and other luxury items. Luxury items are 

here defined as non-subsistence goods, not customarily provided by the plantation 

administration unless they were distributed as a reward. These were mainly non-essential 

items that would either require a significant investment, lack practical functionality, 

reflect personal indulgence, or any combination of these qualities.  

The assemblages were compared first according to ceramic ware type distribution. 

While Locus 1 contained twice as many vessels as Locus 4, no major differences were 

discerned within ware type distributions. As seen in Table 7.4, both loci contained similar 

percentages, with refined earthenwares dominating the assemblages. The only significant 

differences were seen between the porcelain and stoneware types. While Locus 1 has a 

higher percentage of porcelain vessels, Locus 4 has a much higher rate of stoneware. The 

higher incidence of porcelain in Locus 1 is due to the presence of hand-me-down 

porcelain plates as well as five tea-ware items (unidentified specific form). Porcelain tea-

ware is among the most expensive ceramic items, and while these could have also been 

hand-me-downs, their presence still represents access to goods that is lacking in Locus 4. 

As for the stoneware in Locus 4, since the structure also functioned as the plantation 

kitchen, it makes sense to have a higher incidence of food storage vessels. This 

discrepancy only echoes the structure’s function and not the population’s particular 

access to goods. 
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Table 7.4. Ware type distribution comparison between Locus 1 and 4. 

 Locus 1 Locus 4  

Vessel Ware Type n % n % 

Refined earthenwares 

White Granite 

Porcelain 

Stoneware 

Bizcocho 

Spanish Jar 

Red Bodied 

Low-fired earthenware 

Unidentified coarse earthenware 

81 

2 

10 

1 

1 

4 

8 

4 

2 

71.68 

1.77 

8.85 

0.88 

0.88 

3.54 

7.08 

3.54 

1.77 

39 

- 

3 

5 

- 

2 

4 

2 

- 

70.91 

0 

5.45 

9.09 

0 

3.64 

7.27 

3.64 

0 

Total 113 100.00 55 100.00 

Note: Numbers in the table only account for the ceramic vessels from 

the kitchen subgroup. 

 

 

Whereas ware type distribution did not vary much, a comparison based on refined 

earthenware decoration types provides a more significant assessment of the differences 

between the two locations. As seen in Table 7.5, although Locus 1 had twice as many 

vessels, Locus 4 had a higher distribution of the most expensive cost groups, transfer-

printed and hand-painted decorations, with hand-painted having the highest incidence 

overall with 28.21 percent. These two groups combined made up 43.59 percent of the 

kitchen refined earthenware vessels while this same group in Locus 1 made up 30.49 

percent of the assemblage. As for the minimal decoration group, both groups had similar 

distributions with 48.78 percent in Locus 1 and 46.15 percent in Locus 4. Lastly, the 

undecorated vessels, which are the least expensive, had a much higher incidence in Locus 

1 (20.73 percent) than in Locus 4 (10.26 percent). Overall, 69.51 percent of the kitchen 
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vessels from Locus 1 belong to the lowest cost groups combined, with dipped having the 

highest incidence overall with 23.17 percent.  

 

Table 7.5. Decoration type distribution comparison  

between Loci 1 and 4 

 Locus 1 Locus 4  

Decoration Type n % n % 

Transfer-printed 

Hand-painted 

Minimal Decoration 

Dipped 

Edged 

Sponged 

Undecorated/Indeterminate 

7 

18 

 

19 

12 

9 

17 

8.54 

21.95 

 

23.17 

14.63 

10.98 

20.73 

6 

11 

 

9 

6 

3 

4 

15.38 

28.21 

 

23.08 

15.38 

7.69 

10.26 

Total 82 100.00 39 100.00 

Note: Numbers only account for the porcelain and refined 

earthenware vessels from the kitchen subgroup. 

 

 

Although both loci had a similar distribution of minimally decorated ceramics, the 

remaining groups had contrasting distributions. The trash pit had a higher incidence of 

undecorated vessels while the kitchen had a higher incidence of transfer-printed and 

hand-painted vessels. Although our sample size is somewhat limited, this pattern could, 

in fact, suggest that the inhabitants of the kitchen quarters had better access to more 

expensive ceramics than the inhabitants associated with the trash pit in Locus 1. 

Most of the luxury items other than ceramics belong to the personal function 

group as they mirror personal, deliberate choices of investments meant to improve or 

enhance one’s identity, appearance, or quality of life. All artifact fragments belonging to 
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the personal function group made up 1.9 percent (57 artifact fragments total) of the 

complete assemblage from the trash pit and 1.4 percent (49 artifact fragments total) of the 

assemblage from the kitchen. As can be noted by these numbers, neither locus had a 

significant number of personal artifacts. Despite these limited samples, which in their 

scarcity still afford its own valid information, we can still examine the distribution of 

these items between the two loci.  

Table 7.6 displays the minimum number of identifiable personal objects (n) 

recovered from each assemblage. No significant disparities were identified between the 

two locations as both loci contained a similar number of items and similar diversity. At 

first glance, the only differences were the presence of hook-and-eye fasteners and 

perfume bottles in the trash pit, and a metal belt buckle in the kitchen. The presence of 

perfume is noteworthy since it would have required a highly significant monetary 

investment with little to no practical functionality. When looking at percentages, Locus 4 

had a much higher distribution of buttons and smoking pipes. To better assess this 

variance, buttons and smoking pipes were further broken down by material. 

 

Table 7.6. Items from personal function group divided by loci. 

Items 
Locus 1 Locus 4 

n % n % 

Buttons 20 46.51 21 52.5 

Hook-and-eye 3 6.98 - 0 

Belt buckle - 0 1 2.5 

Beads 6 13.95 4 10 

Smoking pipes 5 11.63 7 17.5 

Coins 3 6.98 4 10 

Comb fragment 2 4.65 1 2.5 

Token 1 2.33 1 2.5 
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Table 7.6 (continued) 

Items 
Locus 1 Locus 4 

n % n % 

Perfume Bottles 2 4.65 - 0 

Toy 1 2.33 1 2.5 

Total 43 100% 40 100% 

Note: Percentages discussed in the text were obtained from the total sum 

of fragments, while the counts provided in this table only account for 

individual items. 

 

 

While no differences were noted within the smoking pipes (Table 7.8), there 

were, in fact, some differences in the distribution of buttons (Table 7.7). As can be seen 

in Table 7.7, Locus 4 has a higher incidence of bone buttons than Locus 1, while Locus 1 

has a higher incidence of Prosser and glass buttons. Although the differences are not too 

substantial and could be due to sampling limitations, it could also suggest that the 

inhabitants associated with the trash pit invested slightly more resources on more 

expensive buttons than the inhabitants from the kitchen quarters. 

 

Table 7.7. Button frequency presented by 

production material and loci. 

 Locus 1 Locus 4  

Material n % n % 

Bone 

Porcelain 

Glass 

Shell 

Metal 

10 

7 

2 

- 

1 

50.00 

35.00 

10.00 

0 

5.00 

13 

5 

1 

2 

- 

59.10 

22.72 

4.55 

4.55 

0 

Total 20 100.00 21 100.00 

 

As previously stated, there were no substantial differences between the 

manufacturing material of smoking pipes between the two loci. As detailed in Table 7.8, 
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both loci seem to have a heavier reliance on low-fired, handmade smoking pipes which 

could be of local manufacture. Imported smoking pipes were present in both 

assemblages, and at least one kaolin type pipe was present in each location. The fact that 

imported smoking pipes are present in both assemblages informs us of their market 

availability. The reliance on handmade pipes could then indicate the inability to afford 

the imported varieties, administrative control of these goods, or to cultural preference. 

The presence of other costly items in the assemblage, like hand-painted refined 

earthenware, perfume, and porcelain buttons, helps support the argument for cultural 

preference over cost accessibility. The overall low incidence of pipes in both 

assemblages, however, could suggest an exerted control over these particular goods by 

the administration.  

 

Table 7.8. Tobacco smoking pipe frequency presented by 

production material and loci. 

 Locus 1 Locus 4  

Material n % n % 

Buff/light colored paste 

Redware 

White clay (kaolin type) 

Low-fired, decorated 

Low-fired, undecorated 

1 

- 

1 

2 

1 

20.00 

0 

20.00 

40.00 

20.00 

1 

1 

1 

1 

3 

14.29 

14.29 

14.29 

14.29 

42.86 

Total 5 100.00 7 100.00 

 

In some plantations, access to tobacco and smoking pipes was controlled by the 

plantation administration who distributed the sought-after goods among the favored 

workers or as a reward for good performance or behavior (Handler and Wallman 

2014:441). The similarity between the two samples, coupled with the reliance on 
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handmade pipes, could indicate that at La Esperanza, tobacco and smoking pipes were 

not being supplied by the administrators and therefore, there was no definite preference 

towards the kitchen workers. This topic will be discussed further in the following 

question. 

Discussion 

Although some discrepancies did exist between the two loci, no clear signs of 

drastic social stratification were perceived within the enslaved population, at least 

archaeologically, as determined by the assemblages from Locus 1 and Locus 4. While the 

assemblage from the kitchen had a higher incidence of costlier decorated ceramics, the 

trash pit had the presence of specific costly, luxury items that were missing from the 

kitchen.  This difference could point toward an alternate explanation than differing access 

to goods based on social stratification. 

While both locations had a meaningful scarcity of personal and luxury items that 

reflected similar impoverished conditions, the discrepancies discussed above could 

signify distinct patterns of expenditure. This interpretation suggests that the kitchen 

workers preferred to allocate their expenses into purchasing more expensive kitchen 

wares while the workers from the household related to the trash pit in Locus 1 purchased 

differing luxury items, such as perfume, and Prosser and glass buttons. Since ceramics 

can be associated more directly to a household than to an individual, this could reveal a 

disparity between expenses for the good of the household, versus expenses for the good 

of the individual. 
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Although some discrepancies did exist between the two assemblages, these 

differences do not seem to indicate that the kitchen workers had more significant access 

to imported market goods or capital. Furthermore, the lack of distinction between 

locations suggests that there was no tangible preference towards the kitchen workers. If 

there was any preferential treatment, it could have been imparted in other ways, such as 

less supervision or control. It should be mentioned that three padlocks were recovered 

from the trash pit, while none were recovered from the kitchen. 

A factor to consider that could alter this interpretation is the number of household 

inhabitants. Census records indicate that in 1870, Mercedes, Nieves, Reyes, Rafaela, 

Felipita, and Pedro were tasked with domestic work and most likely were the inhabitants 

of the kitchen quarters. According to the same census, 139 workers were recorded as 

being field workers. Based on estimates deducted from the 1872 property map, the 

structure in Locus 1 roughly measured 36 x 12 meters. If we are to assume that this 

structure functioned as slave barracks, and that the trash pit in Locus 1 was associated 

with said structure, then we can assume that more than six individuals inhabited the 

structure and contributed to the formation of the trash pit. Slave barracks were meant to 

house single field workers which had to be separated by sex. In La Esperanza, since no 

field workers were recorded as being married, this meant 139 individuals were likely 

housed in the barracks. If they were housed by sex then this number could be lowered to 

either 28 females or 111 males. The presence of hook-and-eye fasteners, which were 

more commonly used on women’s clothing, could suggest the structure housed the 

unmarried, female field workers. Another option is that it housed the remaining 

specialized workers, which according to the 1870 census were seven individuals. 
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 The higher quantity of kitchen ceramic vessels in Locus 1 could, in fact, be an 

indicator of a higher number of household inhabitants. Similarly, four chamber pots were 

obtained from the trash pit, in contrast to a single chamber pot from the kitchen quarters, 

which could also potentially imply the structure near Locus 1 housed more inhabitants 

than that in Locus 4. If this were the case, it would mean that a similar amount of 

personal and luxury items was distributed amongst a much smaller group of inhabitants 

in the kitchen, in comparison with the presumed barracks. It would entail that the small 

group of kitchen workers had the same accumulation of luxury goods as the field workers 

combined and would, in turn, reflect a much greater social stratification differentiation. 

However, without precise knowledge of the size of the structure in Locus 1 and the 

number of its inhabitants, these conclusions remain speculative. 

How does consumer behavior reflect their identity? 

The widespread distribution of industrial goods altered consumer behavior in the 

nineteenth century. Readily accessible and less costly mass-produced items made some 

level of nonessential consumption accessible to almost everyone, including enslaved 

individuals. The presence of these mass-produced, nonessential items in the assemblage 

from La Esperanza indicates that the individuals enslaved at the Hacienda were active 

consumers of the local market economy. Their market participation, however limited it 

might have been, is evidence of their successful efforts to bypass the administration’s 

mostly effective control and their exertion of agency. According to Paul R. Mullins 

(2004:197), consumption is a social practice through which people simultaneously build 

perceptions of themselves and their positioning within the world. He believes that even 
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the most ordinary objects can provide insight into meaningful social struggles as 

consumption patterns can reproduce, negotiate, and resist structural inequalities 

(2004:195, 197). As such, it is possible to use these items as indicators of specific aspects 

of identity. 

When we discuss identity, we can address an individual’s identity, a household’s, 

or a community’s. For this case study, I refer to identity as the enslaved community and 

some of their different facets (social and economic standing, cultural, and religious). 

Some of these facets were more discernible than others through the assemblages and 

samples; others were not noticeable at all. 

 All the items that speak to the community’s social and economic standing have 

been identified and discussed in previous questions. The use of less-costly ceramics and 

low quantity of luxury items speaks to the consumers of these items as individuals of 

low-economic standing. The documentation of food scavenging also attests to their 

extremely low economic status. Repurposed artifacts and the use of low-fired 

earthenware are indicators of impoverished populations that in similar sites have been 

associated with enslaved populations specifically. As such, the most visible and 

discernible features of their identity are those of impoverished, enslaved individuals. 

Since slavery at the time was deeply tied to racial constructs, we can further deduce these 

individuals were of African origin or African descent. 

Aside from these obvious facts, the cultural aspect of their identity as a 

community proved more difficult to discern. This is particularly difficult when studying 

mass-produced goods since the cultural meaning is devised by the consumer in specific 
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social, economic, and political conditions, and not the producer. Therefore, the 

identification of unique cultural identities becomes problematic when analyzing mass-

produced commodities since it is almost impossible to know how these items were used, 

and what cultural meaning was imbued into their purchase, ownership, and daily use. The 

reasons and purposes of acquiring these items could have different meanings to different 

people and groups as they can be re-contextualized in different social situations. Galle for 

example, believes that the enslaved would acquire objects such as buttons, beads, and 

buckles to adorn provisioned or purchased fabric, for they cared about how they 

presented themselves and their self-expression, but also as social signaling (Galle 

2011:214). She explains how, according to signaling theory, visual material cues can be 

used within a group to communicate among individuals and social groups. This suggests 

that the “signals” could vary from one group to the next.  

The non-traditional use of common objects could also explain why no artifacts 

were identified that could potentially point to ideological or religious beliefs. Since it is 

hard to consider that the enslaved had no religious beliefs, it is more likely their absence 

is due to sampling limitations, dependence on perishable materials, or that everyday items 

were used in spiritual or religious practices. The third suggestion implies that the 

commonality of these objects could be obscuring their meaning. 

In searching for cultural markers in mass-produced goods, we can also consider 

dietary practices as deduced from kitchen ceramics. As previously stated, preference of 

hollowware over flatware could suggest a continuation of West African cooking customs 

and communal, one-pot meals. More importantly, I believe this continuance reflects the 
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use of preexisting cultural knowledge and heritage as an adaptive strategy to extend the 

available food.  

Unlike mass-produced commodities, handmade objects are imbued with meaning 

during their production. Of all the items recovered from La Esperanza, the handmade 

smoking pipes might be the only artifacts that could reflect some level of cultural 

continuation. Locally made, geometrically incised pipes have been found in Maroon sites 

in Cuba, Brazil, and the Dominican Republic and have been deemed “the best evidence 

of African-influenced material culture” (Weik 2004:35). Many maroons were bozales 

(African born) or individuals guided by bozales, who frequently headed acts of rebellion 

and subversion. This could suggest that this cultural continuation of African-influenced 

material culture resided in the hands of bozales. Census records indicate that in 1872, 

bozales constituted 35% of La Esperanza’s total population. Locally made, 

geometrically-incised smoking pipes could have been primarily used by the bozal 

workforce. While most bozales worked in the field, we know of at least one who worked 

in the kitchen. According to the census of 1870, Nieves was a 52-year-old, African born 

bozal who worked as a domestic. It is possible one of the decorated pipes from the 

kitchen belonged to Nieves.  

Although my focus is not on identifying “Africanisms” or aesthetic motifs of 

African heritage, the fact that similar objects and trends have been found in specific 

contexts associated with Afro-Caribbean populations (enslaved and self-liberated) does 

speak to a commonality among the African Diaspora populations. This is not to imply 

that it is the results of a uniform African culture, but that its origins do not lie solely 
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within the New World. Weik (2004:36) also attributes this commonality to the process of 

ethnogenesis, which he defines as “the formation of new or different sociocultural groups 

from the interactions, intermixtures, and antagonisms among people who took part in 

global processes of colonialism and slavery.” As for the island-specific differences, 

Armstrong (2008:129) attributes this diversity to insularity, varying colonial regimes, 

diversity in cultural expressions, languages, and to differences in access to imported 

wares and local means of ware production and usage. Armstrong clarifies that these 

variations do not disprove African heritage in the Caribbean, but that instead, it 

demonstrates the dynamic relationships within groups and contexts. The intermixtures of 

these groups and the strategic implementation of their cultural heritage for their 

adaptation and survival created new Caribbean identities shaped by their shared 

experiences and circumstances. 

Discussion 

The consumer behavior documented from the assemblages obtained from La 

Esperanza reflected the enslaved population’s social status and condition along with 

some slight cultural components. More importantly, I believe the documented consumer 

practices reproduce the resistance of the enslaved toward the structural inequalities 

enforced by the institution of slavery. Their disposition to push back against the system is 

also evident in their participation in the legal system in which they valiantly denounced 

their ill-treatment and abuse in the hands of the administration. Their market 

participation, although more subtle and muted than their public condemnation of their 

captors, represents a private protest that allowed them to reinforce their agency.  
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As for the perceivable cultural components, the assemblages attest to some of the 

ways the enslaved were active agents in exerting their cultural identity in constrained 

circumstances. It can be proposed that they created a new, adaptive group identity and 

culture as a response to their contexts of unequal power. As detailed by Mullins 

(2004:201), although the presence of cultural continuations is an important testament to 

the African-Caribbean agency, it is more significant that they became “producers, 

marketers, shoppers, and consumers in a society in which all public rights were denied to 

people of color.” Recognizing African-Caribbean agency in a white consumer space 

helps to understand how they navigated these spaces while fostering self-expression and 

building new communal identities. 

How is the La Esperanza enslaved population’s material culture similar or 

distinguishable from other plantations in the Caribbean? 

As slavery was abolished much earlier in the general Caribbean than it was in 

Puerto Rico, there is a limited number of sites contemporaneous with La Esperanza 

available for direct comparison. Aside from the former Dutch territories, which abolished 

slavery ten years before Puerto Rico in 1863, there are no contemporary sites outside of 

the Spanish Caribbean. This issue is even more challenging since research has just begun 

in the Spanish and Dutch Caribbean. The slow development of plantation archaeology in 

the islands with the potential for providing comparable assemblages has limited the 

availability of data. Instead, most of the available information originates from sites in the 

former British territories where slavery was abolished in 1833. It is this disparity and 

time gap that makes direct comparisons challenging. With this in mind, I will refer to the 
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sites discussed in Chapter Three, most of which date to the first quarter of the nineteenth  

century, as well as to the available sites from the Spanish Caribbean (La Dionisia and 

Cafetal Biajacas). 

Archaeological assemblages from late-eighteenth century plantation sites 

exhibited the tendency of diminished use of coarse earthenwares, particularly those of 

local manufacturing, and their replacement by mass-produced refined earthenwares, glass 

bottles, and iron cooking pots and pans. In the assemblage from Drax Hall in Jamaica, for 

example, refined earthenwares comprised four-fifths of all ceramics while coarse 

earthenwares made up 13.5 percent of the pottery assemblage (Armstrong 1990). Early-

nineteenth century Jamaican sites like Marshall’s Pen and New Montpelier demonstrate 

an even higher occurrence of refined versus coarse earthenwares (Delle 2009; Higman 

1998). Aside from this shift from coarse to refined earthenwares, nineteenth century 

Jamaican sites also demonstrate extremely low frequencies of local ceramics. While in 

Drax Hall local wares or yabbas still made up 3.3 percent of the ceramic assemblage, in 

Marshall’s Pen and New Montpelier, yabbas only made up one percent of ceramics in the 

early-nineteenth century. 

Given that La Esperanza was established during the mid-nineteenth century, one 

would expect an even higher reliance on refined earthenwares and far lower incidences of 

coarse earthenwares than in eighteenth and early-nineteenth century Jamaica. Yet, as seen 

in Table 7.9, refined earthenware vessels made up 71.43 percent of the pottery 

assemblage while coarse earthenwares made up 16.07 percent of ceramics. Additionally, 

ceramics of suspected local manufacture made up 3.57 percent of ceramic vessels (4.76 
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percent if we were to include the unidentified coarse earthenwares). These numbers 

indicate that while a significant portion of the assemblage is composed of refined 

earthenwares, compared to some of its earlier Jamaican counterparts, La Esperanza still 

had a higher dependency on coarse earthenwares. 

 

Table 7.9. Ware type distribution in La Esperanza 

Vessel Ware Type n % 

Refined earthenwares 
White Granite 
Porcelain 
Stoneware 
Bizcocho 
Spanish Jar 
Red Bodied 
Low-fired earthenware 
Unidentified coarse earthenware 

120 

2 

13 

6 

1 

6 

12 

6 

2 

71.43 

1.19 

7.73 

3.57 

0.59 

3.57 

7.14 

3.57 

1.19 

Total 168 100% 

 

In other sites, a higher than usual occurrence of imported coarse earthenwares and 

local ceramics has coincided with lower incidences, or complete lack, of metal pots and 

pans. At the site of Jessups II in Nevis, no metal pots or pans were recovered and local 

wares still made up more than half of the ceramic assemblage during the late-eighteenth 

century (DAACS 2017). In the early-nineteenth century site of La Mahaudière in 

Guadeloupe, although refined earthenwares were found in significant quantities, coarse 

earthenwares were still abundant in the form of lead-glazed cooking pots from Vallauris, 

France (Gibson 2009). Local wares were also still present in the assemblage and did not 

disappear until well into the nineteenth century. Given the function of the Vallauris 

cooking pots, the occurrence of imported coarse earthenware is due to a prolonged 
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reliance on ceramic cooking wares. Since no metal pots were recovered at La Esperanza, 

the higher occurrence of coarse earthenwares could be due to a similar reliance on 

ceramic cooking ware. As a matter of fact, a total of 51 sherds from the undisturbed 

levels had signs of charring (109 from all levels overall): 37 were red-bodied 

earthenware, 13 were low-fired, and one was stoneware. These fragments belonged to at 

least nine vessels according to the minimal vessel count. 

Evidence from other islands confirms the enslaved not only used their earnings to 

purchase kitchenware and household essentials but luxury and inconsequential goods as 

well. Historical sources reveal enslaved populations purchased items like sugar, alcohol, 

cloth, buttons, and buckles. Archaeological assemblages provide sufficient evidence of 

these purchases with items such as glass tableware, umbrella/parasol parts, doll 

fragments, perfume bottles, coins, metal jewelry (earrings, rings, and pendants), metal 

buttons, thimbles, scissors, ornaments, cufflinks, and European glass beads. Sites like 

Crève Coeur in Martinique contained numerous examples of these “luxury” items 

(Handler and Wallman 2014). At Drax Hall, clothing and personal items accounted for 

2.4 percent of all artifacts in the early-nineteenth century. In Wade’s Green, and 

Promised Land, two early-nineteenth century Bahamian plantations, assemblages 

included even higher proportions of personal artifacts (Farnsworth 1996:13). Personal 

artifacts in Wade’s Green accounted for 3.6 percent of the assemblage from a slave cabin 

and 8 percent of the assemblage from the kitchen. In Promised Land, they comprised 15 

percent of the artifacts. In the Jamaican sugar estate of Thetford, Mathew Reeves (2011) 

documented that the number of personal items varied by household. He attributed this 

discrepancy as a direct result of the individual’s wealth on their market participation. 
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In La Esperanza, this group accounted for 1.9 percent of artifacts from the trash 

pit and 1.4 percent of artifacts from the kitchen assemblage. Compared to these other 

sites, the number of personal and luxury items recovered from La Esperanza is quite low. 

At Cafetal Biajacas in Cuba, even fewer personal objects were recovered from inside the 

enclosed village. These items consisted of three glass beads, a white metal button, a gold, 

stamped-decorated fragment of an unknown object, and fragments of at least four 

smoking pipes (Singleton 2015). At La Dionisia, no personal objects were documented. 

Given Reeves’ assessment on the impact of an individual’s wealth on their market 

participation, it would seem those enslaved in the Spanish Caribbean territories had more 

difficulty in acquiring capital than their British and French counterparts, even more so in 

Cuba than in Puerto Rico. 

An item from the personal group that is almost ubiquitous in slavery contexts is 

the tobacco smoking pipe. According to Jerome Handler and Diane Wallman (2014:441), 

tobacco usage was common and an important commodity for the enslaved communities 

in the Caribbean. The continuous presence of smoking pipe fragments in slavery contexts 

reiterates its cultural role. In other Caribbean contexts, particularly in Jamaica, tobacco 

pipes can even comprise five to ten percent of the total assemblage (Armstrong 1990:260; 

Farnsworth 1996:4). In Promised Land, tobacco pipe fragments made up 13.8 percent of 

the assemblage (Farnsworth 1996:13). As previously stated, in some plantations access to 

tobacco and smoking pipes was controlled by the administration and distributed among 

favored workers or as rewards. This can be seen at Wade’s Green where pipe fragments 

comprised 6.3 percent of the kitchen assemblage and only one percent of the slave 

cabin’s assemblage (Farnsworth 1996:14). Farnsworth concluded that since tobacco was 



266 
 

not grown in North Caicos, its access was “presumably, controlled by the planter, who 

apparently chose to distribute it only to his most trusted slaves - those who worked in the 

kitchen preparing his food” (1996:15).  

Tobacco was grown in the Manatí Region from the eighteenth century. Even 

though it was probably accessible, the low incidence of smoking pipes in La Esperanza 

indicates that the enslaved population’s access to tobacco and pipes was rather limited 

and possibly controlled by the administration. Furthermore, there seemed to be no 

preferential distribution of these goods as smoking pipe fragments made up less than one 

percent of the assemblages in both locations with 0.36 percent (five pipes) in the trash pit 

and 0.47 percent (seven pipes) in the kitchen. Out of the 12 identified pipes, seven were 

handmade, low-fired pipes. Given the availability of tobacco in the region, it is possible 

that the enslaved were able to acquire it on their own but when met with a lack of pipes, 

resorted to a reliance on handmade, low-fired pipes. If so, these pipes are the result of 

their efforts to bypass the administration’s effective control. It is also possible, as 

mentioned by Theresa Singleton (2015:177), that the enslaved resorted to smoking cigars 

and cigarettes, “both of which leave few archaeological traces.” 

Discussion 

The changes in consumer behavior set forward by the industrial revolution had a 

noticeable impact that influenced life on the plantation. The diminished use of locally 

manufactured coarse earthenwares and their replacement by affordable mass-produced 

items like refined earthenwares, glass bottles, and iron cooking pots and pans, was a 

recurring pattern that has been documented in multiple plantation contexts from the late-
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eighteenth and early-nineteenth century throughout the Caribbean. Given the date of my 

case study, one would expect to see an accelerated or advanced version of these earlier 

patterns during the second and third quarters of the nineteenth century.  

The assemblage recovered from La Esperanza, although it is comprised of mostly 

mass-produced goods and possesses a high percentage of refined earthenwares, does not 

show a significant advance from this initial, earlier trend. As a matter of fact, it still 

retains similar quantities from late-eighteenth century sites in the English-speaking 

Caribbean. The delayed retention of coarse earthenwares, particularly low-fired vessels, 

and the low incidence of metal pots, and personal and luxury items, place it below the 

expected level. This is especially true if we consider the chronological distance from the 

industrial revolution and the consumer trends that were already developing worldwide. 

Similar scarcity in the Cuban sites of Biajacas and La Dionisia could potentially suggest 

this was a common pattern in the Spanish Caribbean; perhaps an effect of Spain’s late 

establishment of free trade. However, non-slavery contexts in Cuba and Puerto Rico 

during this same time period contain a myriad of non-Hispanic imported goods 

(Hernández de Lara 2011:94-95; Joseph and Bryne 1999). Moreover, the Marquis 

himself ran the most profitable and durable export house in San Juan and promoted direct 

trade with overseas markets and the United States (Sonesson 2000:94, 180). As indicated 

by Reeves, these discrepancies are more likely to be due to the enslaved worker’s 

inability to garner capital to participate in the market economy rather than the market 

itself. 
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The occurrence of certain industrial goods in slavery contexts has been interpreted 

as the active participation of the enslaved in the market economy. The archaeological 

evidence indicates that the enslaved population from La Esperanza was participating in 

the local market economy but on a much smaller scale than most other enslaved 

populations in the Caribbean. Individuals enslaved in Biajacas, Cuba were participating 

even less. Therefore, what could have been different in plantations under Spanish 

jurisdiction that could have limited their access to wealth? And, was this a condition 

generated by Spain’s regulation of slavery and the Spanish code or was it shaped directly 

by the Marquis? It is possible that these questions will not be adequately answered until 

more plantation sites are studied in the Spanish Caribbean. Currently, the available 

research does seem to suggest this was a recurrent pattern in the Spanish Colonies. 

Nevertheless, multiple historical sources in Puerto Rico could indicate that these 

were localized and individual circumstances shaped by the Marquis and the 

administrators of La Esperanza. Governmental records from the Municipality of Manatí 

indicate that in neighboring plantations, particularly Hacienda Plazuela, administrators 

would distribute one peseta every Sunday to well-behaved slaves (Cubano 2011:284). 

Luis M. Díaz Soler writes that although it was illegal in Puerto Rico for field laborers to 

work outside the plantations, enslaved females would occasionally sell sweets or 

handmade goods on the streets or from their quarters (1981:159). Also, according to the 

testimonies of captured runaways in the municipality of Vega Baja, adjacent to Manatí, 

the enslaved workers were allowed to leave the plantation on Sundays from noon until 

three or four in the afternoon (Ramos-Mattei 1986:383). The testimonies also specified 

the workers would typically use this opportunity to visit the town. These sources present 
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a scenario not dissimilar from what took place in other islands with assemblages that 

included higher percentages of nonessential items. It is then possible that the scarcity of 

non-essential, and luxury and personal items in La Esperanza, could be directly tied to the 

Marquis’ and his administrators’ rigid control. Therefore, it is also plausible that the 

assemblages from these neighboring plantations would be more like those encountered at 

other, earlier plantations, or even exceed them. 

Could this assemblage be used to further identify a “Puerto Rican material culture of 

slavery” in other contemporaneous sites on the island? 

I believe the assemblage from Hacienda La Esperanza presented in this 

dissertation can serve as a reference for identifying the material culture of slavery in 

Puerto Rico but in a very limited manner. Since no other research in the island has 

focused on the archaeological footprint of those enslaved, there is no way of knowing if 

this collection constitutes a stereotypical or anomalous assemblage. It can, however, be 

used as an initial baseline on which to build as we continue to acquire further knowledge 

on the conditions of life in bondage in nineteenth century Puerto Rico and the Spanish 

Caribbean. By applying what we have learned from previous research in other islands, we 

could begin to stipulate what we might encounter in other contemporaneous sites. These 

references could provide expectations and limitations based on what we have learned 

from La Esperanza. 

Research in the greater Caribbean has demonstrated that no two assemblages are 

alike since individual population’s material culture resulted as a direct response to their 

particular environments and circumstances. Factors like distance from distribution 
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centers, overly strict and brutal administrators, and even crop type, has the capacity to 

influence the composition of site-specific assemblages. Although these circumstances can 

have a tangible effect on the availability of goods, general trends have been proposed. 

Galle (2011:231), for example, suggests that “people enslaved on coffee 

plantations had greater opportunities and incentives to earn money and engage in local 

market economies than did their contemporaries on sugar plantations.” Based on her 

observations in Juan de Bolas, a coffee plantation in Jamaica, she concluded that the 

population at this site was statistically more likely to have fashionable and imported 

goods than others enslaved in sugar plantations. She also determined that distance to 

markets and cities had not affected their ability to earn and spend money in markets. By 

this standard, if we were to apply this supposition to coffee plantations in Puerto Rico, 

and used La Esperanza as a baseline, we would expect to find evidence of more active 

market participation than in La Esperanza which should translate to higher discard rates 

of mass-produced goods and nonessential items. As such, and with other factors aside, 

coffee plantations in Puerto Rico should have higher percentages of refined earthenware, 

kitchen ceramics, possibly metal pots and pans, and personal items. 

Based on Reeves’ research on the same plantation as Galle’s, he added that, while 

coffee plantations did provide greater opportunities, their assemblages tend to be more 

homogeneous than those from sugar plantations (Reeves 2011:206). Through his 

comparison between Juan de Bolas and Thetford, he found a parallel between the 

plantation’s labor organization and household assemblages. He explained that due to the 

structure of labor organization in sugar plantations, they were more prone to stern and 
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tangible social stratification systems among the enslaved than in coffee plantations. The 

hierarchical structure of the gang system employed in sugar plantations allowed one 

group of slaves to control the labor and activities of another group of slaves. As a result, 

the first group would also have wider access to capital and goods than the other. In La 

Esperanza, a sugar plantation, no obvious social stratification was perceived between the 

assemblages from Loci one and four. Based on Reeve’s assessment, and given the 

available sample, initially this could begin to suggest that La Esperanza does not 

represent a stereotypical sugar plantation assemblage and might be considered 

anomalous. However more extensive research and a larger sample would be required to 

completely confirm or refute this supposition. 

Size of the plantation and the wealth of the planter have also been known to 

influence the enslaved workers’ accessibility to imported, nonessential goods and 

hierarchical distinctions. In Charles E. Orser’s (1988) comparative analysis of multiple 

plantations in the southern United States, he found a correlation between plantation size 

and the access to goods of domestic enslaved workers. Samples from domestic workers in 

large plantations seemed to have more access to goods than those in smaller plantations 

which appeared to be more homogeneous. This same trend was not replicated on samples 

associated with field slaves as no variation was perceived regardless of plantation size. 

He determined that this trend was the result of internal power relations in the plantation 

and of the planter's "control" over his enslaved workers. He explained that in the 

plantation, the ownership of material goods by the enslaved and artifact distribution was a 

function of the planter’s power:  
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The purchase of these wares, and the conscious decisions about whether 

the slaves are to be given discarded ceramics or whether they are to be 

permitted to go to town to purchase their own ceramics all are functions of 

the planter's power and his exercise of it: his willingness to buy ceramics 

for the slaves, to give them old ceramics, or to let them go to town to buy 

their own [Orser 1988:742].  

 

Although La Esperanza can be considered a large plantation by the standards 

presented by Orser (1988:740), the sample from the kitchen did not stand out as expected, 

resembling more the homogenous nature of a smaller plantation. This example is an 

exemplary case of the planter’s power over material good ownership. 

Hacienda La Esperanza, a measured 2,265 acres and contained over a hundred 

enslaved workers; no obvious social stratification was perceived between the 

assemblages from the different loci. Based on Reeve’s and Orser’s assessments, this 

could imply that La Esperanza does not represent a stereotypical case for a large sugar 

plantation. According to Orser, then it would serve to exemplify how the exertion of 

control by the Marquis affected their accessibility to goods and distorted the expected 

outcome. It also makes its comparison with other potential local assemblages problematic 

and would present a limitation in identifying patterns at the island level. One would 

expect that the material culture of other sugar plantations of similar proportion on the 

island, would have to be more socially stratified than La Esperanza’s unless met with 

similar restrictive circumstances. Equally, it could also be suggested that smaller sugar 

plantations would have assemblages very similar to La Esperanza’s. However, it should 

also be acknowledged that the area excavated for this research was limited and that the 

trade or position of the individuals associated with the trash pit was not identified. It is 
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possible that other areas that are yet to be examined could provide signs of this predicted 

stratification. 

Discussion 

In accordance with the available literature and the specific cases presented here, 

the assemblage from Hacienda La Esperanza could constitute an anomalous sample for a 

large sugar plantation. Although the current lack of research on the island precludes us 

from determining with certainty if these trends can be applied to Puerto Rico, we can still 

use them to begin to stipulate what we might encounter in other contemporaneous sites. 

Some of these stipulations or expectations for other sites in Puerto Rico based on 

the trends here presented are: coffee plantations should have higher rates of mass-

produced goods and nonessential items than La Esperanza; sugar plantations of larger or 

similar size than La Esperanza should have more visible signs of social stratification in 

domestic worker’s assemblages; smaller sugar plantations and/or plantations with similar 

restrictive circumstances will have comparable or scarcer assemblages than La 

Esperanza. 

Aside from stipulations fashioned by comparative trends, the samples presented in 

this research provide some valuable information for future researchers in Puerto Rico. 

First of all, like in the French territories, the use of low-fired earthenwares was not 

discontinued until well into the nineteenth century. It is also possible that their presence 

might vary depending on the accessibility of metal pots and pans as these vessels were 

mainly used for food preparation. Second, low-fired earthenware smoking pipes, 

decorated and undecorated, might be a cultural marker that could be used to identify 
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assemblages belonging to enslaved populations. Elsewhere in the Caribbean, these items 

have been documented in contexts of slavery and runaway slaves. Their presence at the 

plantation introduces a continuation of this trend in Puerto Rican contexts. Third, as with 

low-fired earthenware smoking pipes, utilized glass has mainly been documented in 

association with enslaved individuals or recently freed individuals of Afro-descendance. 

As such, knapped glass and utilized fragments could be an indicator of the presence of 

enslaved or recently freed Afro-Caribbean individuals. 

Nevertheless, until more research is conducted, it remains unknown if the material 

culture from La Esperanza constitutes a stereotypical assemblage from a mid-nineteenth 

century plantation context in Puerto Rico or not. The goal of this research is not to 

identify a “Puerto Rican material culture of slavery,” but to promote additional, necessary 

research on this topic and set forth a viable baseline from which to proceed in our 

understanding of the conditions of enslaved life in Puerto Rico on the eve of abolition. 

 

Summary and Final Observations 

 

Through the implementation of archaeological excavations, material culture 

analysis, and the revision of documentary sources and existing literature, this dissertation 

revealed the enslaved individuals of Hacienda La Esperanza were active, yet highly 

restricted, participants and consumers in the local market economy. Their limited market 

participation is still evidence of their successful efforts to exert their agency and bypass 

the administration’s otherwise effective control. Sample size also served as an indication 

in itself of these circumstances. 
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The physical findings of the archaeological fieldwork consisted of: the 

identification of a trash pit associated with a domestic structure that is here suggested as 

one inhabited by enslaved workers of unidentified occupation; a pathway that provided 

access to the habitation structure associated with the trash pit; a brick rubble feature that 

was interpreted as a mud step or a landing into an unconfirmed, non-domestic structure; 

and artifacts recovered from the interior of the plantation kitchen and adjacent living 

quarters for the specialized, kitchen and domestic enslaved workers. 

The analysis and interpretations of the findings relative to the proposed research 

questions revealed that the individuals enslaved at La Esperanza consumed a combination 

of provisioned, scavenged, and purchased or bartered mass-produced goods and 

handmade items. While most of these items consisted of kitchen ceramics, some limited 

luxury items were present. The presence of these mass-produced, nonessential items in 

the assemblage indicate that the enslaved workers of La Esperanza were active 

consumers of the local market economy. This market participation reflects their exertion 

of agency and resistance to the repressive social structures. When comparing the 

assemblages from the trash pit and the kitchen, no clear or noteworthy signs of social 

stratification were perceived archaeologically within the enslaved population. When 

searching for identity and cultural markers, the analysis determined that the most 

discernible facets of their identity were those of impoverished and enslaved individuals. 

The analysis also determined that certain African, cultural heritage and practices appear 

to have persisted. 
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The analysis also revealed that, compared to other Caribbean sites, the enslaved 

workers of La Esperanza were participating in the local market economy at a much 

smaller scale than other enslaved populations. The assemblage suggested this was due to 

restricted access to capital and goods. I suggest this was directly tied to the Marquis’ and 

his administrators’ rigid exertion of control. As previously stated, the planter’s 

willingness to provide ceramics for the workforce was a function of his power and 

control that had physical, perceivable ramifications in the assemblages (Orser 1988:742). 

However, more research needs to be carried out in order to determine if this was a 

generalized practice with Puerto Rican planters or an isolated, excessive case. A literature 

review of previous research also suggests that the assemblage recovered from La 

Esperanza might constitute an anomalous sample for a large sugar plantation. As such, 

until more research is conducted, it remains unknown if the material culture from La 

Esperanza constitutes a stereotypical assemblage from a mid-nineteenth century sugar 

plantation context in Puerto Rico or not. 

Although a more comprehensive examination of the site was restricted by a 

limited occurrence of undisturbed contexts, I believe La Esperanza still has the 

archaeological potential to provide additional information. The structure that housed the 

kitchen and its living quarters has only been minimally excavated. Furthermore, the 

kitchen portion remains mostly unexamined and could potentially provide more 

information on cooking practices and diet. Additionally, a new, unexplored section of the 

plantation has been identified as a possible habitation site. This site was identified 

through historical maps and verified in the summer of 2017 through georeferencing and 

surface inspection. It is possible that this location could have housed the free laborers or 
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specialized enslaved laborers who were not required to live in the barracks with the field 

workers. The habitation sites of both of these groups are yet to be identified and this new 

location could provide insight into further class relations and their repercussions on goods 

accessibility and consumption.  

Spanish Slave Codes used to be categorized as the most humane and nineteenth 

century propagandist, pro-slavery accounts portrayed a favorable image of slavery in 

Puerto Rico. Justified by the number of protective clauses in the codes, Spanish planters 

had a reputation of being benevolent masters to their enslaved masses. Historical 

documentary sources indicate that these clauses were universally violated and attest to the 

absence in practice of these laws. This dissertation, along with research conducted in 

Cuba, supports the available historical documents that detail the mistreatment and 

inhumane conditions endured by the enslaved populations in the Spanish colonies. In 

1841, Victor Schoelcher claimed Puerto Rican planters were extremely brutal in their 

handling of their workforce (Scarano 1984:29). José Ramón Fernandez, the Marquis of 

La Esperanza, was one of these brutal planters. This research provides some indication of 

the material consequences of this treatment.  

It is evident that additional research needs to be conducted in Puerto Rico and 

other former Spanish colonies in order to better comprehend the realities of slavery under 

Spanish jurisdiction. The overarching purpose of the present work is to encourage the 

additional, necessary research that will reduce the noticeable gap in the field of Plantation 

Archaeology and the representation of the Spanish Caribbean in its literature. More 

specifically, my hope is that this research will represent a worthwhile starting point from 
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which to proceed in our understanding of the conditions of enslaved life in Puerto Rico 

during the nineteenth century. 
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APPENDIX A 

SLAVE CENSUS OF 1872- HACIENDA LA ESPERANZA,  

MANATÍ, PUERTO RICO 

 

 

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez f Adela Simona 4 Belen

Puerto 

Rico No Mulato

fernandez m Agustin 7 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico No Negro

fernandez f Agustina Mayaguez 52 Marcela

Martini

que Labrador Negro

fernandez m Ambrosio Fama 47 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Ambrosio 36 Rafaela

Puerto 

Rico Herrero Mulato

suc medina f Andrea 19 Francisca

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

suc medina m Andres 44 Africa Labrador

Negro 

Claro

suc medina m Antonio 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Asuncion 38 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Asuncion 27 Maria Elena

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

Agustina y 

Celia 

(celso)

fernandez f Barbara Armas 15 Luisa Juarez

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

Juan 

Armas

suc medina f Barlota 34 Petrona

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulata 

Oscura

fernandez m Bartolome 54 Maria Sofia

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Belen 25 Eulalia

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Bernardo Martinez 6 Francisca

Puerto 

Rico No

Negro 

Claro

fernandez f Blasina 12 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Candelaria 17 Carmen

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Carlos 30 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Carmen 52 Manuela

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Claro

Jose, Jose, 

Paula, 

Candelaria



305 
 

 

Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez f Carolina 34 Buenaventura

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Casimiro 21 Raimunda

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Catalino 32 Maria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Cecilio 26 Martina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Ceferino 23 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Celso 5 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico No Mulato

fernandez m Ciprian 44

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Cirilo Bayamon 34 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Cristina 52 Lucias

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

suc medina m Damaso 32

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Domingo 20 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Domingo Porrata 29 Isabel

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Eduardo 46 Africa Labrador Negro

suc medina m Estevan 47 Africa Labrador

Negro 

Claro

fernandez m Estevan 42 Rosalia

Puerto 

Rico Tonalero Mulato

fernandez f Eugenia 40 Maria Dolorez

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez m Eusebio 34 Ines

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Fabio 54 Africa

Maquinis

ta Negro

fernandez m Federico Bayamon 54 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Federico Mandinga 54 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Feliciano 19 Jacinta

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

suc medina f Felipa 16 Barlota

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro
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Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez f Felipa 42 Buenaventura

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato Josefa

fernandez m Felipe 50 Africa Labrador Negro

suc medina m Felipe 32 Monserrate

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

suc medina m Florencio 29 Ramona

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Florencio 11 Saturnina

Puerto 

Rico No

Negro 

Retinto

suc medina f Francisca 39 Africa Labrador Negro

Bernardo, 

Pilar, 

Andrea, 

Jose

suc medina m Gavino 42 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Geronima 29

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Claro

fernandez f Gertrudis 13

Juana Bautista 

Davila

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Blanca

suc medina m Gorje 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Gregoria 16 Teresa

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Isidoro 27 Felipa

Puerto 

Rico

Carpinte

ro

Mulato 

Claro Isidro??

fernandez f Jacinta 45 Maria Eusebia

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negra 

Retinto

Valentin, 

Feliciano, 

Franca, 

Nicasia, 

Oliva, 

Vicenta

fernandez m Jose 14 Carmen

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Oscuro

fernandez m Jose 24 Carmen

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

suc medina m Jose 22 Franca

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez m

Jose del 

Carmen 44 Maria Rosario

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Claro Pintaleon



307 
 

 

Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez m Jose Valerio 40 Maria Davila

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Josefa 34 Rafaela

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

Modesto y 

Salome

fernandez m Juan Antonio 42 Maria Santos

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m

Juan de la 

Cruz 40 Maria Franca

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m

Juan 

Francisco 30 Candelaria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Juan Manuel 27 Marcela

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

suc medina m Juan Pedro 21 Salome

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez m

Juan 

Saturnino 24 Felipa

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Julian Marinero 46 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Julio 52 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Lazaro Coso 58 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Lazaro 34 Maria Davila

Puerto 

Rico Capataz Negro

fernandez m Leon 21 Rafaela

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Loiza 17 Maria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Lorenzo 54 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Luciano 44 Agapita

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Claro

fernandez m Luis 30

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Luis 12 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Luisa 25 Maria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Oscuro

fernandez f Marcelina 24 Buenaventura

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Marcelina 36 Encarnacion

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Tinta

fernandez f Maria 7 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico No

Mulato 

Oscuro
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Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez f Maria Pia 21

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

fernandez m Matias 9 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico No Mulato

fernandez m Meliton 42 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Mercedes 44

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Claro

fernandez m Miguel Furril 26 Micaela

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Miguel 12 Teresa

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez m Modesto 12 Josefa

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

suc medina m

Nazario alias 

Buey 48 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Nepomucena 19

Angustina 

Mayaguez

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Nicasia 12 Jacinta

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez f Nieves 54 Africa Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez f Oliva 9 Jacinta

Puerto 

Rico No

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez m Pablo 28 Margarita

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Pascacio 9 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico No

Mulato 

Negro

fernandez m Pascual 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Paula 26 Carmen

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Claro

fernandez m Pedro Andino 36 Maria Antonia

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulato

fernandez m Pedro Nolasco 4 Saturnina

Puerto 

Rico No

Negro 

Mulata

do

fernandez m Pedro 19 Teresa

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Rafael 54 Africa Labrador Negro
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Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez m Ramon Chiques 36 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Reyes 50 Margarita

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro Frances

fernandez f

Reyes 

Patricia 36 Maria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulata

suc medina f Rita 19 Ramona

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Rosa 39 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Rosa 30 Candelaria

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Mulata

suc medina f Salome 54 Africa Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

fernandez f Salome 9 Josefa

Puerto 

Rico No Mulata

fernandez m Santos 27 Agustina

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Saturnina 32 Margarita

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Retinto

suc medina m

Segundo alias 

Raton 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Serapio 44 Africa Labrador Negro

suc medina m Silvestre 59 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Simplicio 17 Asuncion

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Mulato 

Oscuro

fernandez f Teresa 50

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Teresa 9 Reyes

Puerto 

Rico No Negro

suc medina m Tiburcio 44 Petrona

Puerto 

Rico Labrador

Negro 

Claro

fernandez f Tomasa 44 Lucia

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Valentin 27 Jacinta

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez f Valeriana 17 Margarita

Puerto 

Rico Labrador Negro

fernandez m Valerio 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez f Vicenta 4 Jacinta

Puerto 

Rico No Mulato
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Appendix A - (continued)

Owner Sex Slave Surname Age Mother Origin Job Color Children Father

fernandez m Vicente 39 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Victor 44 Africa Labrador Negro

fernandez m Victorio 52 Africa Labrador

Negro 

Retinto
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APPENDIX B 

ACCESS DATABASE ENTRY FORM 

 

 
 

Entry form categories used for cataloging artifacts: 

- Context- Number attributed to each individual artificial layer 

- Entry number- Individual record number within the context 

- Artifact Count- Individual objects being cataloged in an entry. Some artifact types 

(slag, mortar, and charcoal) are not counted and are entered as a batch. 

- Function Group- Analytical categories used to classify the assemblage into groups 

(activities, architectural, control, food-related, furniture, hardware, household, 

industrial, manufacturing, medical, ornament, pastoral, personal, sanitary, tool, and 

unmodified). 



312 
 

- Class- General material class (ceramic, flora, fauna, glass, lithic, metal, synthetic and 

unknown). 

- Material- Specific composition (Brass, coarse earthenware, common glass, iron, milk 

glass, porcelain, refined earthenware, stoneware, etc.). 

- Object- Identification of artifact based on form. It essentially identifies what the 

object is. 

- Part- Portion of the object present (complete, almost complete, rim, body, or base 

sherd, nail head or shank, etc.) 

- Object color- The overall color of the artifact determined by ranges of color, not 

exact matches. Primarily used for glass (amber, aqua, olive green, etc.) 

- Ware- Ceramic ware type (pearlware, porcelain, whiteware, etc.) 

- Typology- Distinctive form/type (when applicable). Used for nails (sprig or brad), 

buttons (dish, flat-disk, ink-well, one-piece, or saucer), bead (ellipsoid, sub-spherical, 

or tubular), etc.  

- Manufacture Technique- Method of manufacture of single artifact (cut/carved, free 

blown, dip mold, handmade, etc.) 

- Prime and Secondary Decoration- Decoration applied to the artifact. 

- Decoration Color- Applied color in the decoration determined by ranges of color, not 

exact matches (black, blue, brown, red, white, etc.). 

- Pattern/Motif- Individual pattern or motif used for decoration. 

- Product Name- Category used when the product’s name was identified. 

- Species- Species classification for faunal remains.  

- Condition- Current condition of artifact (charred, corroded, patinated, rust stained, 

weathered, etc.) 

- Origin- Country of origin. 

- Comments- Field used for additional notes or artifact description. 

- MNV- Box is marked when the induvial entry is used to determine minimum vessel 

count.  

- Function- Describes a more specific use within the general function group (alcohol-

related, food preparation, food service, food service, pharmaceutical, sanitary, 

tableware, or teaware) 

- Rim/Finish- Classification for rim or finish. Can be determined based on form or 

manufacturing technique.  

- Base- Classification for base form 

- Makers Mark- Used when manufacturer can be identified based on a maker’s mark.  

- Mends- Used to specify if the artifact mends with a fragment from a separate entry. 

- Begin and End Date- Identifies the begin and end of the artifact. Can be determined 

based on different attributes.  

- Basis- Attributes used to determine the date of artifact (decoration, finish, form, 

manufacturer, manufacturing technique, patent date, etc.) 

- Reference- Source used to determine dates 

- Weight- Weight in grams for each individual entry.  
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APPENDIX C 

IMAGES OF CERAMIC SAMPLES 

 

 

Figure 1- Sample of dipped decorated vessels from La Esperanza: fragments a, b, and g 

were recovered from the kitchen (Locus 4) while c, d, e, and f were recovered from the 

trash pit (Locus 1) 

 
Figure 2- Sample of edged decorated flatware vessels from La Esperanza: fragments a, c, 

and e were recovered from the trash pit while a and c were recovered from the kitchen. 
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Figure 3- Sample of sponged decorated vessels from La Esperanza: Teacup (a) was 

obtained from the kitchen while fragments b, c, and d were recovered from the trash pit. 

 

 

Figure 4- Sample of transfer-printed decorated ceramics from La Esperanza. 

All fragments were recovered from the trash pit. 
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Figure 5- Sample of hand-painted decorated ceramics from La Esperanza: Fragments b, d, and h 

were recovered from the kitchen while all other fragments were from the trash pit. Fragments on 

the top two rows are hollowware and the ones on the bottom row are flatware. 

 

Figure 6- Sample of mold-decorated porcelain flatware vessels from La Esperanza. 

All fragments were recovered from the trash pit. 
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Figure 7- Sample of olive jar vessels, or botijuelas from La Esperanza. All fragments 

were recovered from the trash pit. 

 

 
Figure 8- Sample of red-bodied, lead-glazed ceramics from La Esperanza. Rim fragment 

a came from the trash pit and fragments b, c, and d from the kitchen. 


